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BACKGROUND 
This scoping study results from a collaboration between ESPA (the Ecosystem Services for 
Poverty Alleviation programme) and ACCCRN (Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience 
Network). It seeks to understand and identify demand for research on ecosystem services 
and resilience in urban & urbanising contexts in Asia. 
 
The background to the scoping study is largely based on findings and experience among 
ACCCRN network countries. Founded in 2008, the Rockefeller Foundation funded 
initiative initially focused on strengthening the capacities in cities to plan, finance and 
implement urban climate change resilience (UCCR) strategies and actions in 10 cities 
across India, Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam. Since then, ACCCRN has further 
supported the development of models that have now been expanded to over 40 
additional cities, including the Philippines and Bangladesh. 
 
A gap, long-recognised by ACCCRN partners through learning dialogues and research 
outputs, pertains to how city resilience can be built in conjunction with the ecosystem and 
peri-urban services urbanising areas both depend on and are threatened by. ESPA 
provided resources to commission and synthesise rapid scoping reports on this gap from 
7 countries – Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Myanmar, Nepal, Thailand and Vietnam. 
 
Five of the authors have long had leading roles in ACCCRN and therefore have been able 
to contribute their deep knowledge UCCR programming and practice to this work. 
 
Given the very different contexts of participating countries, and differing degrees of 
access to information, the reports differ in structure and style. Some take a country-wide 
holistic approach to national issues whereas others rely on case studies and semi-
structured interviews with relevant stakeholders. Each aimed to map the diversity of 
problems between cities and landscapes; understand opportunities and obstacles to 
mainstreaming research into decision making; review who key decision-makers are and 
what information (and in what formats) these decision-makers need to write better 
policies and make better investment decisions; recommend options for future activities 
and products that would effectively leverage ESPA / ACCCRN evidence to influence 
decision-makers; and suggest potential quick wins for research impact. 
 
The reports are standalone documents accompanying this synthesis and will be released 
through ACCCRN and ESPA digital media outlets. The authors were: 

• Bangladesh; Sarder Shafiqul Alam; Coordinator, Urban Climate Change 
Programme and Country Coordinator, ACCCRN-ICCCAD Bangladesh, 
International Centre for Climate Change and Development (ICCCAD), 
Independent University, Bangladesh. 
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• India; Nivedita Mani; Researcher with Gorakhpur Environmental Action Group’s 
ACCCRN project in Gorakhpur, India. 

• Indonesia; Ratri Sutarto, ACCCRN director with Mercy Corps Indonesia. 
• Myanmar; Eric Vaughan; Natural resources and resilience specialist with Mercy 

Corps, previously based in Myanmar. 
• Nepal; Kamal Devkota and Kaustuv Raj Neupane; Researchers at the South Asia 

Institute of Advanced Studies (SIAS), Kathmandu, Nepal. 
• Thailand; Pakamas Thinphanga; Researcher and research manager, and ACCCRN 

country lead, at the Thailand Environmental Institute, Bangkok, Thailand. 
• Vietnam; Huy Nguyen; Technical Staff for the Institute for Environmental and Social 

Transition – Vietnam (Host institution for ACCCRN – Vietnam). 
 

URBAN RESILIENCE AND ECOSYSTEMS 
Land use change underpins urbanisation, the growth of peri-urban areas and degradation 
of surrounding ecosystems [1]. All country reports commissioned through this study 
highlight concern at urban expansion into hazardous areas including wetlands, 
floodplains, coasts and slopes. This conversion is worsening ecosystem-related risks that 
are in turn being exacerbated by the effects of climate change.  Throughout the region, 
the poor and vulnerable are affected the worst as they rarely possess the means to 
protect their assets, livelihoods and in some cases, lives. 
 
The reports point out that a large obstacle in addressing risk to urban resilience from 
ecosystem threats lies in poor, and sometimes non-existent, government coordination. 
Gaps exist between city and surrounding ecosystem administrations; government 
departments within administrations; and between national and sub-national layers of 
government. Incentives to fill these gaps are few because administrations are confined 
within their administrative boundaries, with little (if any) requirement to coordinate 
beyond them; because many cities, and especially the vast number of emerging 
secondary cities, take short-term approaches to planning and governance based on 
election and finance cycles; and because of a lack of capacity to understand and prioritise 
resilience building measures that address ecosystem-related risk. 
 
Resilience building is obstructed when long-term objectives conflict with, and lose out to, 
short-term investment and profit drivers [2]. This causes what is often perceived to be 
uncontrolled city growth, yet which is growth controlled by, and benefiting, investors and 
other elite groups whose decisions are later accommodated within planning decisions, 
retroactively. Thus, urban expansion can be driven through strong actors amassing 
benefits and dominating planning processes, rather than through the channels of 
accountable governance [1]. 
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The reports, expanding out from ACCCRN experience, identifies obstacles to urban 
resilience building in the context of their surrounding ecosystems, relating more to 
governance than technical issues. 
 
This should be no surprise. Mainstreaming relatively new concepts like climate adaptation 
and resilience into established governance systems is as much a developed country 
problem as elsewhere in the world [3]. Indeed, at the time of writing, scientists are 
protesting around the world over scientific research and particularly on climate change, 
given its validity is being undermined [4]. There is recognition that “Science is good when 
it makes life longer, easier, richer and more comfortable and convenient… It is a harder 
sell when it points to unacceptable realities…” [5]. 
 
This global reality is reflected in the setting of urbanising Asia. This is especially so in 
emerging secondary cities, where rapid investment and growth is combined with low 
government awareness of climate-related hazard and the need for resilience for long-term 
sustainability. Yet, as discussed among the country reports, opportunities do exist for 
research to contribute to urbanisation processes. Urban resilience building is a new field 
and development projects and programmes offer the opportunity for research findings to 
have uptake, thereby opening the possibility to have impact in building capacity. 
Individual investments and projects can be linked through learning to make contributions 
to resilience knowledge, networks, information, and greater engagement of citizens [6]. 
 
As discussed in the country reports and summarised later, mainstreaming research into 
policy is not straightforward. Delivery pathways must work through pre-identified 
partners, including consortia where practitioners, government at local and national level, 
donors and investors, can all participate. To be effective and influential through relevant 
platforms – advocating in support of better practices, leveraging knowledge through 
government and other stakeholders – information needs to be presented in accessible 
formats. Demand for information and formats varies both country to country, and within 
countries, and generally is generally requested in short, solutions-focused documents, 
infographics and pitched for carefully targeted audiences. 
 

COUNTRY FINDING SUMMARIES 
Country reports are attached as appendices, and summarised thus: 
 

Bangladesh 
As one of the most vulnerable countries to climate change, Bangladesh was ranked the 
6th most natural disaster prone country by the World Bank in 2015 while being the most 
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adversely affected by floods. According to the National Plan for Disaster Management of 
the Government of Bangladesh, the country faces a variety of natural, geological and 
human induced hazards including floods, cyclones, droughts, tidal surges, tornadoes, 
river erosion, high arsenic ground water, water logging, water and soil salinity, fire, 
infrastructure collapse, pollution as well as earthquakes.  
 
Urbanisation will play a major factor in Bangladesh over the next few decades since the 
population itself as well as rural-urban migration are most likely to continue to increase. 
This becomes problematic due to fast and unplanned urban developments to facilitate 
the rapidly increasing demand for housing and basic services which are, however, often 
inefficient or non-existent. This rapid growth also harms essential natural resources, 
particularly water bodies, wetlands and peri-urban farmlands which provide vital 
ecosystem services as well as disservices since wetlands are common settlement areas 
despite being much more prone to floods.  
 
Though there are many policies addressing climate change adaptation, there needs to be 
more focus on urban contexts as well as understanding of the benefits of ecosystems so 
they are more likely to be incorporated into existing policies. 
 
The urban / ecosystem nexus in Bangladesh is nascent and requires support. Yet 
opportunities for research to be mainstreamed and impactful exist among a plethora of 
donor initiatives focused on climate change and adaptation, donor partners, programmes 
and projects. For example, DFID focuses on poverty reduction concerning how urban 
activities can help the poor citizen achieve better living standards in slums that are 
climatically vulnerable. DFID wants increased capacity building, coordination between 
stakeholders, careful budgeting and expenditure on project implementation. It recognizes 
that there is a need for a systematic infrastructure of cities’ overall development and 
donor co-ordination is important for getting the most favourable output. 
 
The press is used by NGOs, universities and advocacy organisations to present easily 
understood evidence to advocate for better practices than those currently promoted by 
government. 
 

India 
The 2011 provisional census of India reported an annual growth rate of urban population 
of 2.76%, close to the 2.73% reported in 2001. The urban population of India in 2011 was 
377 million, or 31.16% of the total population. The decadal urban population growth rate 
during 2001–2011 was 31.8%, which was 1.8 times that of combined urban and rural 
growth, and 2.6 times the rural population growth. Thus, for the first time since 
independence in 1947, the absolute increase in population was higher in urban areas 
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than in rural areas. The proportion of rural populations declined from 72.19 per cent in 
2001 to 68.84 per cent in 2011. 
 
Urbanisation brings about changes in land-use patterns by transforming urban-rural 
linkages, and leads to loss of open vegetation and decline in environmental quality. This 
expansion and ensuing land-use change is a direct driver of damage or destruction of 
ecosystems in peri-urban areas, leading to a host of problems with few short-term 
solutions. These impacts are exacerbated by archaic policies that do not go beyond 
considering the differences between urban and rural areas as a question of numbers of 
people and geographical spaces. Once the consequences of altering peri-urban 
ecosystems and the potential loss of resilience-building opportunities become apparent, 
it may be too late to bring about a reversal. This study focuses on some of these factors in 
the case of few secondary cities in eastern India.  
 
The resilience of most of the secondary cities in India is threatened with the decline of 
ecosystem services. With rapid land-use changes and an economic shift from agriculture 
to urban development, small-scale and marginal farmers in peri-urban areas, whose 
practices provide redundancy to urban food production, are on the brink of collapse. The 
diversity of peri-urban agriculture, including its ability to provide food in periods of floods 
and waterlogging, is an example of how the provisioning services of ecosystems help in 
developing the flexibility of hard systems.  
 
Research shows the importance of peri-urban spaces, yet there is room to make it more 
relevant to policy formulation and debate. This is because there remains a disconnect 
between researchers and policy makers in India. Researchers are rarely concerned with 
the policy implications of their research work and focus more on their own interests and 
basic understanding of the issues. Researchers are also sectorally biased and tend to 
consider areas as per their agenda, lacking the holistic and systemic approach to looking 
at the urgency of the issues. Also, researchers are often top-down in their approach. 
Therefore, it is pertinent for the researchers and policy makers to come to a common 
understanding in scoping out the research if the uptake of findings is to be included in 
policy formulation.  
 
For effective uptake of research results into policy making, it is important that research is 
action-based, according to local context, as per the needs and priorities of communities 
and befitting the state policy frameworks. Policy recommendations from researchers are 
often not aligned with the existing plans and policies of the government. It is important 
that research recommendations suggest the government mechanisms and related 
funding streams where research results can be embedded so that uptake can be effective. 
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Indonesia 
Indonesia is the 4th most populated country in the world with more than 240 million 
people. 52% of the population lives is in urban centres. Most of these are rapidly 
expanding secondary cities. Indonesia has around 98 cities, 28 of which have a 
population over 300,000 people [7]. Whereas overall population growth rate, 2010-2015, 
is estimated to be around 1%, the urban population growth rate is 2.5%. The National 
Development Planning Agency (BAPPENAS) estimates that 65% of Indonesians will live in 
urban areas by 2025. 
 
Within Indonesia, as elsewhere in Asia, rapid urbanization is transforming land-use and 
communities. The politics behind planning processes are malleable. Trade and the private 
sector are drivers of urban expansion and able to influence urban development plans. 
Resilience dialogue, however, generally rests among small groups of civil society actors 
and rarely includes those wielding direct power over urbanization processes [2]. 
 
Cities are growing into a startling range of habitats that increase urban vulnerability, 
especially among the poor. Examples include the densely-populated island of Java, 
where urban development exposes communities to salt-water intrusion of fresh-water 
aquifers [8], and cities in deforested areas of Sumatra and Kalimantan, suffering life-
threatening risk from forest fire haze [9]. 
 
Efforts have been made to tackle a lack of trans-boundary coordination, however 
commitment is low, especially for government administration upstream from where 
disaster hits.  Political obstacles are also a challenge for governments trying to follow 
plans implementing better practice when political and personal agendas intervene, 
especially those involving higher-level decision makers. There are many cases where 
conservation sites, for example, are rezoned as industrial or residential areas due to a 
“political agenda” from decision makers attempting show development progress, or 
increase a city’s economic return. Such cases sacrifice long-term resilience to a short-term 
vision involving political re-election or receiving good grades from national government, 
based on monitoring and evaluation tools focused on income generation and 
expenditure. 
 
Researcher involvement in government programmes, or in other modes of providing 
information to decision makers is common in Indonesia. Yet their involvement is usually 
highly technical, such as providing a detailed engineering design for an infrastructure 
project, and not political. There is therefore no assurance that the research will be used 
for decision making without political will.  
 
Researchers from local university do become involved in mid / long-term development 
planning through series of workshops, however this can happen only when there are 
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already strong connections to government officials responsible for the planning 
development, who have invited the researcher’s participation. Personal relationships are a 
critical asset in influencing city decision-making, and not surprisingly, also for national 
government.  
 
As building city resilience requires a comprehensive understanding of numerous sectors, 
to support city governments and surrounding administrations, researchers should seek to 
play roles in addition to technical information providers, acting as facilitators for different 
city government agencies and administration to work together, building capacity and 
knowledge over areas of common interest.  
 
Research conducted in collaboration among several different institutions is recommended 
to strengthen influence and power.  Current opportunities include 

• The Government of Indonesia, nationally and locally, is prioritizing climate change 
resilience into their agendas. Although this process has only recently started it 
presents a window of opportunity for researchers to play roles in leading 
assessments that will need to be undertaken by governments as required by 
national policy.  

• Donor culture has now shifted to providing funding to cities that have already 
prepared vulnerability and risk assessments, and resilience strategies. This presents 
opportunities for researchers in provide input to the required documents the local 
government needs to access donor investment for government program 
implementation. 

• Cities in Indonesia are now competing to become the most innovative and SMART 
(usually relating to use of technology in government administration and 
management). Demand for innovative solutions to urban and climate change 
problems are very high, and this can be an opportunity to improve researcher 
influence through applicable technology, prototypes, and practical solutions for 
decision makers.  

 
 

Myanmar 
Myanmar is experiencing explosive urban growth, particularly in primary and secondary 
economic growth centres as set by national-level planning [10]. Most of these are at 
significant risk to flooding, earthquakes, with many regularly impacted by coastal storms. 
As a result, coastal cities (7 of the 15 largest), are at risk from climate change [11]. For 
example, three tropical storms struck Myanmar in 2016. In addition, most cities are 
struggling to provide reliable basic services to existing residents. When coupled with 
rapid urbanization, the result is a continuous struggle to hit a moving target and city 
planners prioritize short term gains in service coverage to maintain and demonstrate 
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progress. Urban planners rely on international donors (see [12]) to provide the evidence-
base for planning decisions rather than researchers.  
 
With existing low levels of existing capacity to plan effectively and the funds to finance 
them, International donors such as JICA and the World Bank have been eager to provide 
support [12, 13]. However, the result is solutions that are limited to hard infrastructure and 
fail to include options that address the long-term risks to ecosystems and associated 
socio-economic losses [14]. Moreover, existing urban planning and development policies, 
regulations, and enforcement systems do not provide clear guidance on how to account 
for risks to ecosystems nor do they effectively protect them at scale.  
 
As a result, there is little demand for information about ecosystem services in urban areas 
and the associated risks related to urbanization and climate change. Though some 
international actors such as UN HABITAT [15] have supported vision for how to think 
about urban planning in a way that includes green and blue infrastructure, actual 
alternative options to hard infrastructure have yet to be developed and presented in a 
comparable way. Green spaces are largely perceived to provide beautification and not 
mitigate environmental risk.  Additionally, there is little evidence that urban planner in 
Myanmar are exploring zoning options for supporting ecosystem functions that reduce 
hazards including flood risk [16]. 
 
Generating more demand among urban planners in Myanmar will take time, yet Myanmar 
is in a somewhat unique position in that it can benefit from the lessons and experiences of 
its neighbours. Supporting research that identifies strategies addressing risks to greater 
urban ecosystems must be framed in a way that responds to the pressing needs of 
Myanmar urban planners. Some potential entry points to greater engagement between 
urban planners and researchers are to be connected to the networks that engage urban 
planners in Myanmar. At present, these networks are limited due to the lack of civil 
society and research organizations, but do include several bi-lateral and multi-lateral 
donors. Civil society is in a nascent state in Myanmar because of decades of military rule. 
Researchers are recommended to join with development agencies in building the 
capacity of local advocacy groups to better support urban ecosystem services, particularly 
connected to the specific aspects of social and economic welfare that resonate in 
different Myanmar cities.  
 

Nepal 
Nepal is experiencing rapid urbanization giving rise to risks that increasingly causing 
concern [17]. In the absence of stringent policy regulating and managing growth, 
uncontrolled and haphazard urban development has created numerous problems, 
including deficiencies in basic urban services; environmental degradation; encroachment 
on public lands, forests, and river banks; and sprawling settlement development [18-20].  
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Disasters triggered by natural hazards are causing heavy loss of life and assets, and 
represent an unparalleled threat to Nepal’s development [21]. The effects of climate 
change and extremes have further aggravated the country’s disaster vulnerability. Nepal, 
one of the most disaster-prone countries in the world, is exposed to multiple hazards such 
as earthquakes, floods, landslides, fires, heat and cold waves, lightning, windstorms, 
hailstorms, droughts, and epidemics. 
 
Disaster management has been included in the periodic plans of municipalities since 
2009. Earthquake Vulnerability Maps have been prepared for only 5 municipalities by 
Earthquake Risk Reduction and Recovery Preparedness Program for Nepal. Further, Risk 
Hazard Maps have been prepared for 4 municipalities as of 2012. There is a lack of 
preparation to deal with disasters. Most the municipalities do not have a disaster 
management section within their institutional framework.  
 
While linking research with policy is a major concern in Nepal, politicians and 
policymakers rarely base their decisions on research, including studies into urban and 
ecosystem issues, given political dynamics [21]. Thus, making evidence-based policy a 
reality remains a challenge. Based on interviews with experts during this study, reasons 
suggested including the effect of political influence on policy making, significant gaps in 
prior policy and practice, poor dissemination of research findings, ineffective use of 
media outlets, and a lack of engagement by researchers with policymakers.  
 
Consultative research processes are crucial to improve the impact of research on policy 
[22]. Research findings are more likely to be used in policymaking if concerned 
stakeholders – researchers, practitioners, policy and political decision makers, and 
government officials – come together to define problems and help design research. 
Policy makers consulted during this study prefer specific and concrete recommendations 
from research. Policy briefs, research insights (1-page length) highlighting specific 
problems and recommendation, and other brief communications formats are more useful 
to them. Media op-eds are also powerful tools to promote use of research in policy. 
However, they require more reliable and valid information. They further highlighted that 
the timing of delivery of research findings is important for a policy formulation or change 
in specific policy.  
 
Opportunities are emerging. After implementation of federalism in Nepal, municipalities 
became more autonomous and can impose tax, allocate budget, make their own policies 
and enforce them. This has opened opportunities to them for designing and 
implementing inclusive and resilient cities on their own, and have called for support from 
researchers and advocacy groups supporting government in different sectoral areas.   
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Collective efforts of government, researchers, policy makers and practitioners on 
reviewing, formulating and implementing policy for the resilient urbanization are a must. 
In Nepal, research is more dominated by international financial institutions and donor 
agencies. Most of these research activities include project evaluation, assessment, and 
studies based on project Terms of Reference. There is almost no state funding for the 
policy research. Hence, increased public funding for policy research would increase 
ownership of policy makers in research outcomes.  
 

Thailand 
Over the last 25 years, Thailand has industrialised and successfully achieved the status of 
Newly Industrialised Country [23]. While urbanisation is dominated by Bangkok, which 
accounts for nearly 80% of the country’s total urban area, urban centres in secondary 
cities are growing at a much faster rate [24]. Issues of drastic land use change, inadequate 
urban systems and critical infrastructure, pollution and contamination, and inequality and 
poverty are manifested much of Thailand. The interaction of urbanisation and climate 
change create new forms and magnitudes of risks and compound vulnerabilities [25]. 
Urban governments and communities must deal with increasingly complex challenges in 
response to shocks and crises.   
 
Most urban centres are geographically located in low-lying, floodplain, riverine, delta or 
coastal areas. In the past, these areas provided easy access for transportation for 
commerce and trades. As urban areas continue to expand, they grow into naturally 
hazardous space. Rice fields and farmlands are converted into built environment for 
housing, industries and urban infrastructure. Rapid urban and economic growth has 
resulted in significant losses of terrestrial, freshwater and marine resources and habitats 
across the country [26]. Urbanisation is largely driven by business investment and 
economic development [27]. Urban land use plans are not enforced and urban planning is 
ineffective.  
 
Historical events, such as the 2011 flood crisis, provide illustration of the interaction and 
implications of urbanisation and climate change. The 2011 flood disaster, the worst crisis 
in 70 years, affected more than 13 million people in 66 provinces and resulted in 680 
deaths. The largest flood disaster caused damages and losses amounted to 1.43 trillion 
Baht (USD 45.7million). Although the economic impacts were largely on the 
manufacturing sector as seven industrial estates in Central Thailand were flooded, 
through the global supply chains automotive and electronic factories across the world 
were also disrupted. 
 
The 2011 floods were caused partly by reaction to a severe drought in the previous year. 
Dams were kept full throughout early rainy season of 2011. After months of unexpected 
heavy rainfall, spill over and emergency discharge increased water levels to already 
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saturated low-lying, floodplains, exacerbating flooding in the Central Plain [28]. Following 
the 2011 flood disaster, water supply shortages hit many parts of Thailand in 2012. This 
was caused partly by reaction to the major flood in the previous year as dams were 
emptied out to allow more room for rainwater storage to prevent flooding [29]. 
 
Policy and planning processes in Thailand present complex challenges. Advice and 
recommendations from experts and academics are often ignored [30]. Public participation 
is almost entirely lacking [31]. Influencing consideration of ecosystems and ecosystem 
services in urban development planning can be done through bottom-up approaches. 
Environmental public policy developed by community leaders and members to protect 
and manage natural resources and ecosystems is likely to be more successfully 
implemented and followed through. Reports show local communities depending on 
natural resources for their livelihoods will identify issues, such as environmental 
degradation, participate as networks to protect and manage ecosystems, and seek 
academic and expert advice to develop and enforce regulations [32]. 
 
To influence and contribute to informed decision making process, the Shared Learning 
Dialogue approach is a useful tool in engaging with multiple stakeholders and in capacity 
building [33]. The government structure and policy planning processes are not flexible, 
but involving provincial governor and elected government officials who are decision 
makers with cross-sectoral government agencies and departments, as well as 
representatives of the civil society and academia in dialogues is an effective way to 
influence change. This is an iterative process that requires building working relationship 
and trust over time. 
 

Vietnam 
This report discusses the diversity of problems between urban centres and surrounding 
ecosystems through an overview of water related disasters in the Vu Gia – Thu Bon basin, 
and impacts on urban resilience in Da Nang city, Vietnam. 
 
Urbanization is accelerating in Vietnam, which had one of the highest growth rates in 
urban population in East Asia between 2000 and 2010 [34]. During this decade, the 
percentage of the country’s population living in cities increased from 19% to 26%. The 
urban population growth rate of approximately 4.1% / yr. is expected to continue for the 
foreseeable future, as the country’s economic structure continues to shift towards 
manufacturing and service industries. In 2013, there were 770 officially designated urban 
areas in Vietnam. By 2015, 70 new urban areas had been added for a total of 840. As 
populations grow in all these urban areas, and as new economic activities increasingly 
concentrate in cities, new infrastructure, housing, commercial facilities, industry and 
services such as schools and hospitals will be built in the process of urban development.  
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Climate change is also a growing risk for Vietnam’s cities. Most of Vietnam’s cities are in 
coastal or river delta sites at low elevation. They are vulnerable to sea level rise, high tides 
and storm surge, typhoons, and to extreme rainfall events either in the city itself or 
upstream. Climate models suggest that in central Vietnam extreme rainfall events are 
likely to increase in intensity and frequency. Sea level will slowly increase and tides will be 
higher. Typhoons may become stronger. The combined effects of these climate factors 
will lead to greater flood risk in growing urban areas, unless preventive measures are 
taken. Those all water related disasters have impacted widely with surrounding 
ecosystems where cities and towns are parts of the system.   
 
Vietnam’s cities already face significant flood risk. In the period 2012 - 2015, there have 
been major flooding events in Hanoi, Quang Ninh, Da Nang, Quang Nam, Quy Nhon, 
Can Tho and Ho Chi Minh City, among others. The hazards are especially serious in peri-
urban areas – those areas that are undergoing rapid change and development on the 
edge of the built-up urban area. Many of these areas are not yet fully serviced with urban 
infrastructure, yet the density of residential, commercial and even industrial development 
in these areas is often increasing rapidly. These areas of rapid change move outwards as 
the urban population grows, and as infrastructure and urban construction fill in the city’s 
development. 
 
Yet there remain significant institutional challenges in integrating ecosystem services, and 
long-term planning in general, into urban planning. Political economy is always an issue in 
urban planning, because the enormous rents from land conversion create incentives to 
use power for personal or corporate benefit. City leaders do take master plans into 
consideration in making development decisions. However, other factors often intervene 
to create a higher priority than flood prevention. Plans are often modified to 
accommodate the interests of large land owners or developers who are prepared to make 
major investments. This is partly because local governments are reliant on the income 
generated from land sales for a large share of their revenue. This puts them in an inherent 
conflict of interest: on one hand, they are responsible for public security, safety and flood 
prevention so they should avoid urban development that will increase flood risk. But on 
the other hand, they also should generate revenue for local government services and 
have few options to do this. Short term financial interests often prevail, leaving residents 
and businesses to bear the long-term costs of flooding [35]. 
 
Research from universities and related institutes is generally not used directly in decision-
making. Evidence supporting decision-making is more regularly obtained from consulting 
company reports linked to fundable projects. Information from these sources are clear, 
quantitative and actionable. Where researchers have been found to have impact, this has 
resulted from trusted relationships between researchers who have been able to fund 
appropriate government bodies, who then take responsibility for disseminating 
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information. Research can help through shared learning with local government, 
stakeholders and civil society groups, in short and visually accessible formats. For 
researchers to have influence and impact, their articles and research products need to be 
linked to fundable projects. 
 

SUMMARY FINDINGS 
Ecosystem-based threats to urban systems are ubiquitous across Asia. The damage 
inflicted, largely relating to flood and storms, is under-reported. Yet as urban areas 
expand, particularly into disaster-prone landscapes, and as climate change exacerbates 
hazard, there will be increasing loss of life, livelihood and economic assets in the years 
ahead. 
 
Asia is not unique in encountering challenges in developing evidence-based policy and 
regulations in the face of short-term, political-economic interests [1]. But given the rapid 
pace of Asian urbanisation, population densities in hazard-prone areas, and increasingly 
severity of climate-related hazard, the scale of these challenges are particularly acute. 
 
Where urban planning processes are driven by short-term financial and political drivers, 
evidence-based policy promoting sustainable and socially inclusive urban resilience 
pathways may conflict with current trends. Yet where there is political will for better 
policy, researchers and practitioners can work with governments to advocate for, and be 
part of implementing, better practice This is demonstrated though work by ACCCRN and 
similar initiatives that advocate, with government partners, for planning solutions that 
seek alternatives to conversion of land from peri-urban and surrounding ecosystems to 
hazardous urban zones. These include Semarang, Indonesia, where a developer received 
approval for a new residential and industrial development in a mangrove conservation 
area in Semarang, rebuffed by local government partners and community members 
mobilizing against the decision and eventually reversing the approval [6];  Udon Thani, 
Thailand, where researchers worked with government and other stakeholders to start 
rehabilitating and maintaining water bodies to improve natural drainage for expanding 
urban areas, contributing to the flexibility, diversity and redundancy of the urban water 
systems [36]; and in Hue and Da Nang, Vietnam, where academics engage government 
partners and other stakeholders to work with residents of low-income housing to better 
understand climate-resilient housing develop a resilient housing system for Central 
Vietnam [37].  
 
From both scoping studies, and experience from ACCCRN and similar initiatives, there is 
rarely active demand for research in the urbanisation/ecosystems/poverty nexus in Asia 
given the way that planning and regulatory processes are currently structured. Yet 
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demand for an evidence-base is emerging and expanding when driven by the growing 
number of international banking investments, donor programs, and national technocratic 
drivers. This demand is met through easily digestible, solutions-oriented information in a 
variety of formats. It is delivered through consortia of practitioners, in a variety of forms 
including those led by contracting companies implementing development programs; 
implementers of bank investment strategies; and research networks and practitioner 
communities of practices working with partners representing grass-roots levels to 
international institutions. These are effectively advocacy movements, working with and for 
the government institutions who are striving to improve city and ecosystems resilience 
and realising impact through improved, socially inclusive, processes of planning, 
regulation, and implementation. 
 
Questions therefore emerge about how about the research community can maximise the 
impact of its work, and overcome any assumption that research-to-policy decisions are a 
matter of one-way communication. Research products have academic value. The 
processes behind them will add social value where they build trust and ownership as part 
of the research methodology, are action-based, and where research products have an 
identified audience whose information demands are being met. Ultimately, what are 
possible strategies to enhance co-production of evidence, and contribute to the opening 
of public dialogue around better and evidence-based investment, planning, and social 
well-being? 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS – MEETING DEMAND AND HAVING 

IMPACT FOR URBAN RESILIENCE & ECOSYSTEMS 

RESEARCHERS 
Aligning research with work that is making change 

Research has the best likelihood of uptake if it aligns with existing processes – examples 
include donor programs, or city initiatives – that are driving change toward better 
resilience building practices. These represent channels through which research outputs 
can be designed and delivered with content and format tailored to specific audiences 
with identified need. 
 
As researchers work with practitioner-based coalitions (discussed below), then individual 
and institutional relationships will be built that can drive further work and activity that will 
stimulate further research demand as practical action is recognised, learned from, 
replicated and scaled up. ACCCRN expanded from working with 10 cities to having an 
impact in more than 40 on this basis. 
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From the country reports, and evidence from ACCCRN and related programmes there are 
at least three types of initiatives that researchers can engage with. These are driven by 
incentives around which engagement can be negotiated. 
 
INTERNATIONALLY FINANCED PROGRAMMES: AID AND COMMERCIAL INVESTMENT 
These are promoted through development projects and are being replicated and scaled 
up via investment banks and governments themselves. For example, many ACCCRN 
partners are currently mobilising around as Asian Development Bank call for proposals 
from the Urban Climate Change Resilience Trust Fund, looking to develop community-
based pilot projects for urban climate change resilience [38]; the Rockefeller Foundation, 
USAID and SIDA supported Global Resilience Partnership [39] is issuing a series of calls 
around resilience-based themes; and numerous nationally based programmes as 
highlighted in country reports. 
 
Engagement with NGO consortia and networks are strongly encouraged. Where 
researchers are already operating with reliable funding, action-oriented researchers will 
likely be welcomed as programme partners. Calls for proposals rarely allocate sufficient 
funds to pay the charge-out rates required by UK universities, so an offer of mutual 
support benefits all parties. By entering collaborations, research can be grounded in work 
and through programme Theories of Change. For example, several ACCCRN partners 
have accepted M.Sc. and Ph.D. students embedded in NGO offices. ACCCRN 
practitioners have evolved new activity through developing proposals with academic 
institutions that have led to new, related networks including the Urban Climate Resilience 
in Southeast Asia Partnership, an international collaboration between academics in 
Canada and partners located in Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. 
 
Practical steps to establishing these sorts of relationships include: 

• Desk surveys of national and regional initiatives engaged in areas of work of 
interest to researchers. 

• Scanning upcoming donor and investment bank opportunities that practitioners 
use, for example: 

o Asian Development Bank Consulting opportunities 
o European Commission grant opportunities 
o Global Resilience Partnership Challenge opportunities 
o USAID business forecast 

 
NGOs comb these and similar funding sources, including country donors, 
foundations and other investment banks. Desk surveys can help whittle 
down those that are likely to be of most interest, and larger research 
programmes may find it useful to have a person responsible for scanning 
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opportunities on a regular basis. 
 

• Identifying key people in NGOs, donors, networks, government departments and 
investment banks responsible for areas of work likely to be of mutual interest. 

• Setting up informational interviews with relevant people to explore where useful 
synergies might exist in existing and future programme portfolios. 

• Using this information, meeting with key programme developers and managers to 
discuss potential joint work and outcomes. 

 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT WITH POLITICAL WILL TO DEMAND AND USE ACTION-RESEARCH 
As discussed in country reports, local governments that are looking to start or improve 
practice around urban resilience and ecosystems (and this may be inspired by donor or 
commercial investment opportunities, so the categories here are not mutually exclusive) 
can also be entry points for researchers to apply their knowledge and have enhanced 
impact. 
 
Where there is, through dialogue with interested government staff and their departments, 
political will to carry through on research-aligned agreements is critical. ACCCRN has 
frequently encountered delays when local government “champions” for resilience-
building programming have been moved on. Unless there is institutional support ensuring 
that staff replacements will maintain interest in utilising research and keeping 
relationships productive, then there will be high risk that collaborative work will stall and 
lose value. 
 
The type of networks and forums highlighted in the next section can help identify 
potential local governments for collaboration. 
 
SUPPORT OF ADVOCACY MOVEMENTS SUPPORTING IMPROVED GOVERNANCE 
“Advocacy” is a term with many connotations, and here emphasis is placed on advocacy 
being a supportive, and often educational, function. Advocacy groups, those working 
with government and other stakeholders to promote resilience in planning and broader 
governance, can be effective portals to making research have impact. Advocacy groups 
will have access to government officials requiring information, and in some cases 
including inter-agency working groups, have such officials as active members. Others link 
work at local, national and regional levels and provide multiple entry points for 
researchers to engage potentially interested collaborators. Examples include: 

• Bangladesh Urban Forum 
• Forums and groups linking with India’s National Institute for Urban Affairs 
• ICLEI South Asia and ICLEI East Asia 
• Indonesia Climate Alliance 
• Vietnam Urban Resilience Community of Practice 
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Presenting information in accessible formats 
As discussed throughout country reports, and confirming ACCCRN lessons, where 
scientific evidence in used in decision-making, academic literature needs to be packaged 
in concise, issue-focused, solutions based, and easily understood formats. Ecosystems 
research articles, as with other technical evidence, disseminated in the absence of active 
demand and delivery channels in unlike to have impact and tangible impact. To reiterate 
a previous point, ESPA-related research in likely to be able to support long-term, 
sustainable pro-poor development, which in some places will run counter to drivers of 
urbanisation based on short-term political and financial interests. 
 
Assuming researchers can form collaborations with the sorts of actors already identified, 
and in locations with the political will to take up research advice, then research findings 
will need to be conveyed in formats tailored to specific audiences. From scoping studies 
and ACCCRN experience these include: 
 

• Short (2 page), solutions-based briefings that address immediate and relevant 
issues. 

• Presentations at forums that influence decisions and agendas. These might include 
formulation of a bank investment; national implementation of a global agenda like 
Habitat III or SDG11 (which aims to make cities and human settlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable) and ICLEI city resilience conferences. 

• Infographics, films and other visual formats that quickly convey complicated 
information in easily digestible formats. 

• Promoting and otherwise sharing research in the public domain, explaining policy-
related opportunities with a broader range of stakeholders. Through media – 
press, radio, television and digitally – and other outlets, the likelihood of being 
heard and supported may be promoted by others. 

•  
These types of products will complement academic outputs and support active 
programmes driving and making change toward building inclusive urban climate change 
resilience incorporating peri-urban and ecosystem services where active. 
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