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This technical guidance was developed through an extensive process of research and consultation 
led by a cross-sectoral team of USAID staff from the bureaus for Development, Democracy and 
Innovation (DDI), Resilience and Food Security (RFS), Global Health, and Asia region, including the 
Green Cities Team and Center for Democracy, Human Rights and Governance (DRG Center). The 
process included input and consultations with the USAID Urban Resilience Working Group, as well 
as interviews with more than 50 USAID staff from Missions in the Asia, Africa, Latin America & 
Caribbean (LAC) and Middle East & North Africa (MENA) regions, and DC-based regional 
bureaus and technical operating units. This was supplemented by a review of relevant USAID 
documents, the salient academic literature, and the gray literature from key organizations such as 
the IPCC, World Bank, and other development actors. As USAID engages in this space, we hope 
to learn and improve on this technical guidance. 

The technical guidance was prepared under USAID’s Communications, Evidence, and Learning 
(CEL) Project led by the Training Resources Group, Inc. (TRG) in partnership with the Urban 
Institute. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
USAID defines resilience as the ability of people, households, communities, cities, countries, and 
systems to mitigate, adapt to, and recover from shocks and stresses in a manner that reduces 
chronic vulnerability and facilitates inclusive growth. The USAID Urban Resilience Technical 
Guidance aims to help staff better understand urban resilience and provides evidence-based, 
practical guidance on how it can be applied to Agency programming. Cities in USAID partner 
countries face increasingly intense and complex shocks and stresses, with causes and impacts that 
cut across traditional programming areas. Fortunately, there are opportunities to integrate 
approaches and actions into USAID programming that will bolster the resilience of communities, 
cities and countries while also improving outcomes in water, food security, economic growth, 
health, social cohesion and protection, education, climate change, and disaster risk reduction, 
among others. To support this work, this technical guidance provides: 
 

● The case for urban resilience and a summary of the global evidence base;   
● An overview of approaches USAID can use to advance urban resilience, including a set of 

building blocks to support integrating urban resilience in programming; 
● Key questions to inform the design of interventions, including assessing risks and assets, and 

identifying opportunities for integration with related programming; 
● Urban Resilience Sector Guides for governance, health, and power that offer 

recommendations to help staff apply an “urban resilience lens” to program design in these 
sectors. 

 

USAID can improve development outcomes by strengthening urban resilience. 
Through this approach USAID can guard against risks and help capture and safeguard the benefits 
of urbanization, especially for the most vulnerable. Concepts from this technical guidance can be 
applied to focused sector programming as well as integrated programming across sectors. 

 

Haiti | Photo credit: U.S. Department of State 

https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-governance
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-health
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-power
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The Urban Resilience Technical Guidance 
supports the implementation of USAID’s 
Resilience Policy1 that has the goal to 
protect and improve human well-being, 
despite shocks and stresses, everywhere 
USAID works, especially in areas of 
recurrent crises, while reducing 
dependence on humanitarian assistance. 
The Urban Resilience Technical Guidance 
also supports and complements key USAID 
priorities outlined in the USAID Climate 
Strategy, the retired Urban Policy, Local 
Capacity Development Policy (currently in 
draft), Environment and Natural Resources 
Management (ENRM) Framework, and 
other related guidance. These priorities 

include, for example, a focus on equity and inclusion, a central role for local actors in development 
processes, democracy, conserving and restoring natural capital, and the importance of taking a 
systems-based approach.  

 

MAIN ELEMENTS OF THE TECHNICAL GUIDANCE 
THE CASE FOR URBAN RESILIENCE 
More than half the world’s population already lives in cities. By 2030, urban populations will amass 
60% of the global population and urban areas will increase by 1.2 million km2. By 2050, the urban 
population will comprise 75% of the world’s population. While rapid urbanization benefits billions 
through greater economic opportunity and access to services, hazards and risks are also growing. A 
changing climate, disasters, and other shocks and stresses2 such as pandemics, conflict, and income 
inequality are increasingly disrupting the livelihoods, health, housing, communities, and quality of life 
of urban residents. 

 
1 A revised USAID Resilience Policy is currently under development. 
2 United Nations, 2018. 

Urban resilience refers to the ability of urban 
systems to mitigate, adapt to, and recover from 
shocks and stressors in a manner that reduces 
chronic vulnerability while positively 
transforming towards sustainable, equitable, and 
inclusive development.  

Urban systems include people, communities, 
infrastructure, the natural environment, and 
cultures, norms, and policies in cities and towns.  

Shocks and stresses include those from 
climate change as well as other sources such as 
rapid urbanization or conflict.  

https://www.usaid.gov/policy/resilience
https://www.usaid.gov/climate/strategy
https://www.usaid.gov/climate/strategy
https://www.usaid.gov/urban
https://www.usaid.gov/local-capacity-development-policy
https://www.usaid.gov/local-capacity-development-policy
https://www.usaid.gov/what-we-do/environment-and-global-climate-change/enrm-framework
https://www.usaid.gov/what-we-do/environment-and-global-climate-change/enrm-framework
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
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Strengthening urban resilience can help cities address today’s problems while embedding a long-
term vision that anticipates future risks so cities and their inhabitants can mitigate, adapt to, and 
recover from shocks and stresses. Urban resilience approaches enable achievement of a range of 
development outcomes by focusing on strengthening and better integrating urban systems, which 
include communities, infrastructure, the natural environment, cultures, norms, and policies. 
Resilient cities meaningfully integrate citizen engagement and draw on resources and assets across 
sectors to be better prepared to handle changing conditions affecting people, the economy, and the 
environment. Urban resilience goes beyond supporting cities in maintaining basic services (i.e., to 
simply stay afloat); and rather empowers cities to identify and address risks and chronic stresses so 
that people and systems can more rapidly and equitably recover from disasters and prepare for 
future risks. 

USAID staff and partners can maximize cross-sector development outcomes by designing and 
managing programs that consider the risk profile that urban populations face and strengthening 
resilience to such challenges. 

  

Yangon, Myanmar | Photo credit: Richard Nyberg/USAID 
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BUILDING BLOCKS 
Cross-cutting approaches to strengthen the resilience of urban systems are represented in five 
building blocks. 

1.  Inclusive Planning:  Planning for resilience necessitates inclusive, democratic, equitable, 
evidence-based processes that account for future risk. USAID should assist cities in 
formulating evidence-based plans and actions, in consultation with relevant communities, 
that holistically address past and future shocks and stresses. 

2.  Governance:  Strengthening urban governance is central to the effective and inclusive 
delivery of basic services during and after shocks and stresses. This includes strengthening 
the capacity of cities to improve and enforce land use, zoning and other plans and 
regulations; improving community engagement; strengthening communication, transparency 
and accountability; and aligning across the diverse actors and levels (national/subnational) 
that contribute to urban governance. USAID is well-positioned to help strengthen local 
governance systems in support of urban resilience.  

3.  Finance:  Actions to build resilience often require far more financial resources than city 
governments can mobilize on their own. USAID should assist with strengthening the 
financial management capacity (e.g., resource mobilization and use, development of blended 
finance solutions) of cities and help them unlock financial capital for the physical and social 
infrastructure needed to support resilience. USAID should also support efforts to increase 
access to finance at the household level. 

4.  Social Capital:  The networks of relationships and bonds within and across individuals, 
communities and institutions enable societies to function effectively. USAID should examine 
what relationships are important for leveraging social capital in the face of stresses and 
shocks, and identify relationships that could be strengthened to increase social capital, 
especially those that promote diverse groups of community members working together and 
helping each other when crisis hits.  

5.  Natural Capital:  Restore and protect the natural systems that can contribute to 
resilience. Natural capital and environmental assets—including open space, forests, 
biodiversity, and wetlands, both inside and outside of the city’s boundaries— can provide 
protection from shocks and stresses. USAID should promote the use of nature-based 
solutions to improve resilience, including urban green infrastructure. 
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While many interventions to strengthen urban resilience take place with municipalities and other 
institutions, a city is only as resilient as its people, households and communities. Efforts to 
strengthen urban resilience, therefore, should aim to achieve results at the individual, household 
and community levels and tracking results at these levels will be important to gauging progress. 

 

QUESTIONS AND ILLUSTRATIVE ACTIVITIES 
This technical guidance also provides key questions for USAID staff and partners to use when 
developing customized local program design and implementation strategies. These questions help 
guide users to identify risks and assets, key actors and capacities, levers of change, and integration 
opportunities. For example: 

Resilience to what?  
● What are the physical, financial, social, and natural assets (including services) of the 

identified intervention area? Are there urban-rural linkages (i.e., commuting, food or other 
supply chains, watersheds, ecozones) that should be considered? 

● What are the primary shocks that could threaten these assets, whether natural or human-
caused? (e.g., flooding, extreme heat, sprawl, conflict, etc.) 

● What are the chronic stresses that threaten urban resilience? (e.g., income inequality, lack 
of reliable energy, air pollution, underdeveloped transportation or communications 
networks)? 

● Which physical, financial, social, and natural assets, and which populations, are most at risk? 
What specific considerations are required for people, places, and things in vulnerable 
situations? 

● Where do development challenges, including stresses and shocks, converge? (This can 
increase the likelihood that investments cut across sectors and yield co-benefits).  

Resilience for whom?  
● How can interventions be designed to enhance the resilience of urban systems, including 

individuals, households, communities, and institutions? 
● What are the unique needs of populations who are marginalized and in vulnerable 

situations? 

Resilience through what?  
● What governance capacity exists in the potential intervention area (i.e., national, provincial, 

local)? 
● What institutions have the authority to make the necessary decisions? Who are the key 

stakeholders and what capacity exists outside of government structures? (e.g., private 
sector, citizen associations). 

● What are the sector- or system-level power dynamics and incentives among local actors? 
(See Thinking and Working Politically through Applied Political Economy Analysis).  

Resilience to what end? 
● What does success look like? How will urban resilience be measured? 
● By whom and with what resources are those outcomes to be achieved? 

 

https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/pea_guide_final.pdf
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SECTOR GUIDES 
Sector-based programming can be strengthened when that programming also advances urban 
resilience. Three sector guides are available: 

● Health 
● Governance  
● Power 

Each guide identifies linkages, challenges, and opportunities related to urban resilience programming 
in the sector, including strategies, program examples, funding, Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning 
(MEL) approaches and illustrative performance indicators, as well as key resources for additional 
support. Additional sector guides may be developed in the future. 

USING THE TECHNICAL GUIDANCE 
This technical guidance was developed for use by USAID staff, implementing partners, and others 
who want to improve development outcomes through strengthened urban resilience. It is part of a 
new urban resilience platform on USAID’s UrbanLinks website; the platform provides a range of 
relevant USAID and external resources. As USAID further engages on urban resilience, we hope to 
learn and improve on this technical guidance. 

For additional support: A variety of units within USAID have technical expertise related to 
urban resilience, including the Bureau for Democracy, Development, and Innovation (DDI), Bureau 
for Resilience and Food Security (RFS), and regional bureaus like the Asia Bureau. USAID’s internal 
Urban Resilience Working Group includes a variety of experts who are available to provide 
support at either the conceptual/design phase, or during implementation. DDI/EEI Green Cities 
Division serves as a focal point. Please send your questions or request to: 

● Monica Bansal, Green Cities Division Lead, at: mbansal@usaid.gov.  
● Rebecca Chacko, Climate and Cross-sectoral Strategies, at: rchacko@usaid.gov. 

I: THE URBAN RESILIENCE OPPORTUNITY 
An urban resilience approach can contribute to a range of development outcomes. Cities and 
development partners can work to strengthen urban systems, build the capability of these systems 
to continue to provide essential services through dynamic changes, and adapt towards more 
inclusive, equitable, democratic, and sustainable growth. Partnerships formed among government, 
donors, and civil society to tackle urban resilience require dialogue and coordination across cities, 
regions and nations to align development outcomes but also to leverage investments of donors and 
multilateral organizations that seek to strengthen local capacity for urban resilience. Applying this 
technical guidance can leverage singular investments to achieve multiple benefits and align multiple 
investments that will assist all populations, especially those in vulnerable situations.   

In the context of a changing climate and evolving risks, approaches to strengthen urban resilience 
promote forward-looking and integrated planning and action that advance a clearly 
articulated vision for towns and cities. Resilient cities meaningfully integrate citizen engagement 
and draw on resources and assets across sectors to be better prepared to handle changing 
conditions affecting people, the economy, and the environment.  

With over half of the world’s population living in cities today, projected to rise to over 70 percent 
by 2050, there is a pressing need to ensure that cities and their residents have the capacity to 

https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-health
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-governance
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-power
https://urban-links.org/issue/urban-resilience/
https://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/organization/bureaus/bureau-development-democracy-innovation
https://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/organization/bureaus/bureau-resilience-and-food-security
https://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/organization/bureaus/bureau-resilience-and-food-security
https://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/organization/bureaus/bureau-asia
https://www.climatelinks.org/blog/new-green-cities-program-field-support-mechanism-advance-integrated-urban-programming#:%7E:text=The%20Green%20Cities%20program%20provides%20a%20range%20of,governance%2C%20health%2C%20inclusive%20development%2C%20and%20other%20development%20objectives.
https://www.climatelinks.org/blog/new-green-cities-program-field-support-mechanism-advance-integrated-urban-programming#:%7E:text=The%20Green%20Cities%20program%20provides%20a%20range%20of,governance%2C%20health%2C%20inclusive%20development%2C%20and%20other%20development%20objectives.
mailto:mbansal@usaid.gov
mailto:rchacko@usaid.gov
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absorb, adapt, and transform in the face of shocks (acute natural or human-made events) and 
stresses (chronic, slow to emerge or, or cyclical challenges).  

Cities are at the forefront of action and innovation when responding to changing risks. While local 
governments are the least resourced governance structure in most countries, they are often 
directly responsible for managing essential services and are first responders in addressing shocks 
and stresses. Local governments around the world have proven to be innovators on climate change 
mitigation and adaptation efforts as well as leaders on inclusive and democratic policies, as 
evidenced through their actions and increased advocacy through networks like C40 Cities and the 
Mayor’s Migration Council. 

The causes and impacts of disasters, a changing 
climate, and other shocks and stresses3 such as 
pandemics, conflict and income inequality, test the 
resilience of local systems and cut across USAID 
programming sectors. Increasing the absorptive, 
adaptive, and transformative resilience capacities of 
local and national governments and other 
stakeholders to plan for, mitigate, and adapt to the 
adverse impacts of shocks will save lives, reduce 
economic losses, and positively impact local 
economies and communities. 

Increasingly, global risks are concentrated in 
urban areas.4 The impacts of climate change, 
including more frequent and severe weather 
events, chronic and disaster-induced flooding, rising 
sea levels, and higher temperatures, are increasingly 
disrupting the livelihoods, health, and quality of life 
of urban residents. Approximately 90 percent of the world’s urban areas are coastal, exposing them 
to flood and sea level rise risks.5 More than 10 percent of the world's population now resides in 
urban centers or quasi-urban clusters situated at less than 10 meters above sea level.6 There are 
just over 200 million people estimated to be living in cities under extreme heat conditions.7 In 
addition, an increasingly complex range of shocks and stresses, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 
are impacting urban systems.  

Building urban resilience offers an opportunity to strengthen Humanitarian-Development-Peace 
(HDP) coherence. Over the last decade, humanitarian crises have become more protracted and 
increasingly urban, as many displaced people seek refuge in urban areas. The UN Guidance for 
Building Resilient Societies (2020), for example, urges for stronger collaboration between 
development, humanitarian, and peace communities and directly situates resilience within the HDP 
nexus. Building HDP coherence can be foundational to strengthening the resilience of urban 
systems in the face of city-wide shocks and can serve to improve the capacity of cities to address 
more common, household scale disasters.  

 
3 Bicknell, Dodman, and Satterthwaite 2012; Cutter, Burton, Emrich. 2010; Sherrieb, Norris, and Galea. 2010. 
4 IPCC 2014. 
5 UCCRN 2018. 
6 Rising seas threaten low-lying coastal cities, 10% of world population (phys.org). 2019. 
7 C40 Cities 2018. 

Resilience focuses on strengthening 
the capacities that help people and 
systems to:  

absorb shocks by minimizing exposure 
to them and changing behavior to deal 
with the impact;  

adapt through measures that identify 
and manage risks over the longer term; 

transform as the underlying conditions 
are changed.  

 

USAID’s Conceptual Framework for Resilience 

https://www.c40.org/
https://www.mayorsmigrationcouncil.org/
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/un-common-guidance-helping-build-resilient-societies
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/un-common-guidance-helping-build-resilient-societies
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Urban resilience efforts can guard against risks and help capture and safeguard benefits of 
urbanization for all residents, especially the most vulnerable. Vulnerable populations are increasingly 
concentrated in urban areas where the built environment and embedded social and economic 
systems present challenges. Urban poverty is often invisible and misunderstood, partly due to 
persistent assumptions about concentration of poverty in rural areas. For example, two-thirds of 
refugees are estimated to reside in urban and peri-urban areas,8 marking a rapid shift from prior 
displacement patterns oriented around rural camps. This situation creates challenges and 
opportunities for integrating refugees into urban neighborhoods, communities, and economies. It is 
important to understand and prioritize the unique needs and experiences of women, girls, persons 
with disabilities, and other populations in vulnerable situations in urban settings.  

Urban poor are typically overexposed to risks such as flooding, drought, and high temperatures, 
and to loss of housing, livelihoods, or basic services after disasters. This exposure means that 
disasters affect poor people more acutely due to more precarious livelihoods and limited savings, 
demonstrating the link between urban resilience and poverty alleviation.9 Research 
indicates that poor people and communities are disproportionately affected by natural hazards for 
five reasons: overexposure, higher social and economic vulnerability, less ability to cope and 
recover, permanent impacts on education and health, and effects of risk on saving and investment 
behavior.10 Resilience depends on the ability of individuals and households to make and act on 
decisions to reduce their vulnerability to a wide range of shocks and stressors, such as to make 
improvements to their homes and settlements or to relocate. 

As demonstrated by the COVID-19 pandemic, non-climate shocks can also trigger disproportionate 
harm on urban communities. In addition to global health threats, shocks can come from conflict or 
infrastructure failure, for example. Mitigating the damages of future shocks, especially for 
populations in vulnerable situations, can prevent communities from falling further into poverty.   

 
8 UNHCR 2019. 
9 Hallegate, 2017. 
10 Hallegate et al, 2020.  

Bangladesh | Photo credit: Md Mudassir Hossain 
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While density presents and compounds certain challenges, urbanization also provides 
opportunities for improved wellbeing. For example, cities often enable higher quality 
participation from women in the labor force and change household power dynamics.11 Cities also 
offer opportunities to residents by diversifying the availability of employers, attracting a wider range 
of expertise and knowledge exchange, and offering more job opportunities with which to build 
their own resource buffers.  

The cost of inaction is high. By one estimate, climate-related hazards could cost cities 
worldwide up to US$123 billion in annual GDP losses, but these losses could be cut by almost 60 
percent if resilience building measures are put in place.12 The combined effects of climate hazards 
and inequitable economic growth could potentially push up to 77 million urban residents back into 
poverty by 2030.13 
 

KEY CONCEPTS  

URBAN 
AREA 

Many national governments set unique thresholds to identify urban areas based 
on national census data, so USAID and its partners should contextualize their 
approach based on the host country’s working definition of cities, towns, and 
metropolitan areas. 

URBAN 
SYSTEMS 

“Urban systems” is used throughout this document to refer to the complex 
social, economic, and environmental relationships in urbanized areas, including 
metropolitan areas, secondary cities or towns and inclusive of urban-rural 
linkages.   

SHOCKS & 
STRESSES 

Unlike traditional urban planning or emergency management practices, a key 
component of urban resilience is a focus on both shocks and stresses. The 
forthcoming USAID Resilience Policy defines shocks as the “external, short-
term deviations from long-term trends that have substantial, negative effects 
on people’s current state of well-being, level of assets, livelihoods, safety, or 
their ability to withstand future shocks.” Shocks can be multiple events that 
directly affect large numbers of people in a given geographic area (e.g., drought 
and pandemic) or idiosyncratic/distinctive events that affect specific individuals 
or households within a community (e.g., illness or death within a family). Acute 
shocks include a range of sudden events that might pose threats to a city or 
urban system, such as floods, heat waves, earthquakes, disease outbreak, 
infrastructure failure, terrorist attacks or other disasters.  

Stresses are “long-term trends or pressures that undermine the stability of a 
system and increase vulnerability within it.” Stresses can include factors such as 
climate variability, chronic poverty, persistent discrimination, and protracted 
crises like intergroup conflict. Stresses also include long standing challenges 
like high unemployment, overtaxed or inefficient public transportation systems, 
or chronic recurrent flooding. They can also emerge slowly and build over 
time, such as population growth or long-term drought. These issues are likely 

 
11 https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/female-labor-force-participation.pdf,  
12 IFC 2018; World Bank, 2015. 
13 World Bank, 2021.  
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to be exacerbated in the face of a shock, and reduce the urban system's 
capacity to respond. Like shocks, stresses can be multiple, affecting large 
numbers of people in a given geographic area, or idiosyncratic/distinctive, 
affecting specific individuals or households within a community. 

RISK 
Risk is the possibility of harm or losses resulting from shocks and stresses (or 
interactions between these). Risks are assessed according to their likelihood 
(probability) and impact (severity). 

RESILIENCE 

Resilience is a continuous condition rather than a static state, and building 
resilience is a long-term effort of strengthening systems so they can adapt to 
current and future circumstances and changes, including responsiveness to 
evolving citizen needs.14 Responding to shocks and stresses through an urban 
resilience lens can help local leaders, community members, and practitioners 
better understand these risks and vulnerabilities and present dynamic pathways 
to adapt by building out the following six principles of a resilient urban system, 
as highlighted in USAID’s work on urban adaptation:15 

Robustness. The physical or procedural strength of urban systems to tolerate 
shocks without significant loss of function and to continue to meet the needs 
of targeted populations, including those in vulnerable situations.  

Redundancy. The existence of back-up capacity within urban systems so they 
can absorb sudden surges in demand or a partial lack of supply. 

Responsiveness. The ability of urban individuals, households, communities, 
institutions and systems to anticipate and learn quickly, adjusting policy and 
practice in response to new information about changing climate impacts. 

Diversity and Flexibility. The capability to supply urban services via multiple 
pathways in case one fails, using distributed resources and multifunctional 
equipment.    

Modularity. The flexibility to switch over damaged pieces of an urban system 
without having to shut down or replace the entire system. 

Safe Failure. When system components are able to absorb sudden shocks or 
cumulative stress without catastrophic impacts that ripple through the whole 
system. 

RESILIENCE 
CAPACITIES 

USAID focuses on building three types of resilience capacities:  

Absorptive resilience capacities: Abilities used to minimize exposure and 
sensitivity to shocks and stresses through preventative measures and 
appropriate coping strategies that ensure short-term survival while trying to 
avoid permanent, negative impacts. For example, disaster risk reduction, 
financial services, and health insurance. 

 
14 Read more about resilience on USAID’s ResilienceLinks website. 
15 USAID 2016a.  

https://resiliencelinks.org/about/what-is-resilience
https://www.resiliencelinks.org/home
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Adaptive resilience capacities: Abilities that enable informed choices and 
changes in livelihood and/or other strategies in response to longer-term social, 
economic, and environmental change. For example, income diversification, 
market information, and trade networks. 

Transformative resilience capacities: The governance mechanisms, policies and 
regulations, cultural and gender norms, community networks, and formal and 
informal social protection mechanisms that constitute the enabling 
environment for systemic change. For example, infrastructure, good 
governance, and formal safety nets. 

  

 

II: URBAN RESILIENCE APPROACHES AND ACTIONS  
Urban resilience approaches aim to address today’s problems while embedding a long-term vision 
that anticipates future risk scenarios, driven by climate change or other increasing risks. Building 
resilience of urban areas can also contribute to climate-change adaptation through attention to 
green urban development approaches and disaster risk reduction, with an eye towards reducing 
forced displacement.16  

In addition, with its focus on identifying stresses and prioritizing the needs of populations who are 
marginalized and in vulnerable situations, urban resilience approaches can help address inequalities. 
For example, due to their density, cities can efficiently provide job training services, financial 

 
16 Ibid. 

Marginalized and underrepresented populations may 
include, but are not limited to, poor and ultra-poor 
households, women and girls, persons with disabilities, 
LGBTQI+ people, displaced persons, migrants, Indigenous 
Peoples and communities, children in adversity and their 
families, youth, older persons, religious minorities, ethnic and 
racial groups, people in lower castes, persons with unmet 
mental health needs, people of diverse economic class and 
political opinions, and more. These groups often suffer from 
discrimination in the application of laws and policy and/or 
access to resources, services, and social protection, and may 
be subject to persecution, harassment, and/or violence.  

Marginalized and underrepresented populations are often 
more vulnerable to climate shocks and stresses, have 
different vulnerabilities than other populations, and often 
have fewer assets and means within their reach to adapt and 
withstand the effects of climate change. USAID remains 
committed to equity and inclusion principals, which provide 
the foundation from which we engage, support, and 
empower marginalized and underrepresented groups. 

 Safety, Liberia | Photo credit: Brian Clark 
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education, and other forms of support to strengthen communities and their ability to respond to 
disasters.  

While cities need to target immediate resilience demands and priorities, resilience measures 
should extend beyond any one shock and increase resilience across a range of root causes, 
shocks, and stresses.17 In practice, this requires data collection and planning processes; community 
and multi-stakeholder engagement (e.g., co-design and implementation); governance capacity 
strengthening and interjurisdictional coordination; leveraging multiple forms of financial, social and 
natural capital; and other elements of resilience that expand beyond any one sector (see discussion 
of building blocks of urban resilience below). 

FIVE BUILDING BLOCKS TO STRENGTHEN THE RESILIENCE OF 
URBAN SYSTEMS 
Based on global experience and best practice, USAID has developed the following cross-cutting 
“building blocks” that can be applied to integrated programming across sectors, as well as to 
sector-specific programming, to increase the resilience of urban systems: 

1. Inclusive Planning - Deploy inclusive, evidence-based planning that accounts for future 
risk. 

2. Governance - Strengthen urban governance.  
3. Finance - Unlock financial capital and budget for resilience.  
4. Social Capital - Build and strengthen networks of relationships and bonds within and 

across communities.  
5. Natural Capital - Restore and protect the natural systems that can contribute to 

resilience. 
 

Drawing on global experience, this section summarizes the rationale and evidence for each building 
block and provides illustrative examples of what these actions might look like in practice. While 
evidence suggests that cities benefit from shared core approaches to become more resilient—no 
matter the specific shocks and stresses they face18– urban systems differ across contexts and 
between metropolitan areas, secondary cities, or towns. A context-specific analysis is needed 
before designing interventions to build resilience.  

Actions and program interventions should be inclusive of the actors (people and institutions) and 
address the factors (infrastructure, finances, policies and environmental conditions) that drive 
resilience of urban systems. Therefore, application of these building blocks should consider the 
local context to respond to the needs and conditions of the urban area under consideration. To 
form customized strategies, Section 3 of this Technical Guidance provides key questions and 
approaches to get started.     

  

 
17 Martín and McTarnaghan 2018.   
18 Sitko and Massella 2019.  
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Approach Description Illustrative Actions 

Inclusive 
Planning 

Formulate evidence-
based plans and actions, 
in consultation with 
relevant communities, 
that consider past and 
future shocks and 
stresses 

Strengthen city capacity for data collection, 
interpretation, and use in planning 

Engage communities in data collection 
processes 

Support locally led resilience planning 
process that incorporates context and local 
knowledge 

Promote learning through monitoring of 
resilience activities 

Build inter-ministerial coordination at 
national level for planning 

Governance 

Strengthen urban 
governance by aligning 
diverse actors, policies, 
and strategies for 
coordinated action 

Map local government entities to mandates, 
authority, and funding to identify key focus 
area partners and cross-sector synergies 

Support land-use planning, and development 
and enforcement of zoning regulations to 
address anticipated shocks and stresses 

Align subnational and national resilience 
strategies and policies 

Improve public participation, inclusion of 
marginalized and underrepresented groups, 
and enable demand-response links between 
the public and local governments through 
outreach to increase stakeholder knowledge 
and engagement 
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Finance 

Unlock financial capital 
and budget to initiate 
and sustain contextually 
appropriate actions to 
promote resilience 

Strengthen municipal capacity to financially 
structure resilience projects, including 
blended finance solutions 

Facilitate cities’ access to international 
finance 

Support cities in integrating resilience into 
capital plans and budgets 

Explore new financing instruments to 
support city action on resilience 

Increase own-source revenue generation to 
support resilience measures 

Social Capital 

Build social capital and 
strengthen existing 
social bonds by 
deepening social 
systems that facilitate 
collective action in 
response to shocks and 
stresses 

Strengthen the capacity of civil society 
organizations, including those serving youth, 
women, local religious communities, and 
marginalized populations, to be aware of, and 
respond directly to, community needs 

Redesign public spaces to encourage 
interactions that build community among 
residents 

Emphasize and leverage local expertise and 
networks in design and implementation of 
projects 

Natural Capital 

Restore and protect 
natural capital, and use 
natural assets to 
withstand shocks and 
address vulnerabilities 

Assist cities to integrate nature-based 
solutions in urban planning and resilience 
strategies 

Facilitate city access to funds needed to 
implement nature-based solutions, including 
blended finance 

Promote nature-based solutions by 
translating location-specific evidence into 
actionable insights for policymakers 
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Hawassa, Ethiopia | Photo credit: Maya Misikir/Pierce Mill Media  
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BUILDING BLOCK: INCLUSIVE PLANNING 

Locally led urban and regional planning processes can support households, communities, and cities 
by aligning action to address resilience needs. But cities need commensurate resources and capacity 
for municipal-level planning that can address household and community needs and priorities. The 
Coalition for Urban Transitions estimates that national and state governments have primary 
authority over 35 percent of urban adaptation potential, while local governments have primary 
authority over 28 percent. The rest require collaborative climate action across multiple tiers of 
government.19 Inclusive, democratic, and innovative practices can be scaled by enabling cities with 
the authority, tools, and financial and technical resources to act.  

To maximize action, local governments need increased authority, tools, and resources to act and 
coordinate with other levels of government. Direct support to cities can include tools for regional 
coordination to address the need for urban resilience beyond city boundaries. Strategies must be 
grounded in how systems (economic, physical, ecological, and political) within and beyond the city 
interact with relevant stakeholders at various scales.20 Smart city efforts may also be mobilized to 
connect local stakeholders with the necessary data and tools to support actions.  

Action should be locally-driven. Cities have 
different risks based on their geography, social and 
economic systems, and other factors. In the case of 
100 Resilient Cities initiative,21 cities that engaged 
in resilience planning efforts identified relevant 
shocks and stresses through various assessment 
tools that allowed cities to gather data and 
community input. As a result, each city identified 
very different challenges, and in turn solutions or 
actions to build resilience. This underscores the 
critical importance of supporting a locally led 
resilience planning process that incorporates 
context and local knowledge.  

Experience illustrates that municipal governments 
and their private sector and civil society partners 
often lack information about risks and 
vulnerabilities, which are necessary for evidence-
based locally-led resilience planning processes. 
Addressing barriers to urban planning and data can 
be a foundational step for resilience action and can help unlock financial capital. By using data to 
identify and understand shocks and stresses, cities can plan and coordinate resources to 
address those shocks and stresses and build resilience.  

 
19 Coalitions for Urban Transitions 2020.  
20 ADB 2014. 
21 100 Resilient Cities initiative https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/100-resilient-cities/.  

LOCAL RISK DATA 

While global data can help paint an 
overall picture of resilience (e.g., the 
heightened threat of sea level rise that 
coastal communities are exposed to), 
local-level data can shed light on specific 
communities and the hazards they face. 
In the COVID-19 pandemic context, for 
instance, hyper-local statistics on disease 
burdens, behavioral risks, quality of care 
centers, as well as socio-economic 
outcomes have proven essential for 
identifying high-risk populations and 
geographies, understanding health 
impacts of the pandemic, and developing 
response strategies. 

https://www.coalitionforurbantransitions.org/
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/100-resilient-cities/
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USAID can convene partners such as country-level ministries, locally focused civic organizations, 
multilateral organizations, and other donors to identify thematic areas of commonality and 
investment such as adaptation programming or funding. These convenings are critical because so 
many actors in this and other development spaces exert time and resources to connect with local 
governments and demonstrate their knowledge and leadership in applying solutions to specific 
development issues. With alignment and coordination, funding can be leveraged. Communication 
among partners is also critical to ensure that expectations are understood and achieved 
collaboratively.   

However, many cities do not have the capacity to systematically gather data or use it to make 
policy, planning, or investment decisions. Identifying which data and information are needed, 
integrating different types of data or across data systems, making do without sufficiently granular or 
localized data, understanding user needs, presenting data in a usable format, and understanding how 
to use data systems are all challenges. Regular data collection and analysis can also be costly and 
time-intensive. 

USAID and other development partners can help address these gaps through targeted 
technical assistance. One opportunity is to take advantage of resources for climate risk 
management22 and open data tools that offer cost-effective spatial data for risk assessments, 
emergency preparedness and planning, and post disaster planning.23 Donors can also help 
strengthen the capacity of, and catalyze partnerships with local non-profits and higher 
education institutions24 (HEI) to address the gaps in data and analysis through innovative data 
collection, curation, and reproduction. Collecting and vetting quality data and information with 
community members is critical to guide cross-sector planning and action to build resilient urban 

 
22 Climatelinks. n.d.. 
23 World Bank 2012.  
24 International Centre for Climate Change and Development 2022.  

Local Resilience Risks: Ciudad 
Juárez’s (Mexico) resilience strategy 
highlights extreme weather and 
high unemployment as key 
challenges. Similarly, Dakar 
(Senegal) addresses urban resilience 
around stresses like chronic 
begging and irregular construction, 
and shocks like epidemics and 
tornadoes. Pune (India) identified 
lack of social cohesion and water 
management as key stresses, and 
terrorism and earthquakes as acute 
shocks. 

Bangalore, India | Photo credit: Bonnie Carlson/USAID/India 
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systems.25 USAID’s Higher Education Program Framework depicts how HEI systems can provide 
education and training, advance knowledge and research, and engage and strengthen networks and 
communities in a variety of sectors.  

Building on this foundation of data and evidence, locally led resilience planning efforts are a key 
opportunity to identify priority actions, timeframes, and context-specific approaches that support 
resilience and align action. Many cities need support to build robust urban planning processes, 
especially long-range planning (6+ years), where climate data is particularly useful. Depending on 
the planning context, resilience planning may be integrated into existing comprehensive or other 
planning documents, or can exist as a standalone plan that complements other planning efforts.  

Effective resilience plans should incorporate science and evidence on known shocks and stresses to 
form appropriate responses26 for potential future events, prioritize support for populations in 
vulnerable situations and seek integration with all relevant areas of city government.27 While certain 
aspects of resilience planning require technical resources and alignment, attention to governance 
conditions (authority and resources to subnational governments for planning) and political will is 
critical to identify meaningful entry points for action.  

The resilience of an urban system is strengthened when all stakeholders, including individuals, 
households, and communities, recognize and internalize risks as well as their roles in mitigating 
them. This is why planning processes need to be inclusive and democratic, providing 
opportunities to align different perspectives and priorities for resilience actions and yielding plans 
better suited to the local context. An inclusive and democratic planning process should engage 
community members, including those in vulnerable situations, as experts in the local context, and 
bring them together with other experts. When collaborating as equals, new, contextually relevant, 
knowledge can be developed.  

Finally, resilience planning is not an end state. It involves an iterative process of 
implementation, learning, and adaptive management. Capacity strengthening for city 
leaders and community members is an important part of ongoing support. Coordination between 
donors, national and local governments and civil society is needed to identify credible indicators for 
monitoring and measurement, determine whether planned investments are meeting desired 
outcomes, and ultimately support the growth of an evidence base.    

Careful assessment of the impacts of interventions are critical for urban resilience and other 
transformative efforts in cities to support, rather than hurt, those most vulnerable. For example, 
the latest IPCC Assessment Report28 warns of growing global evidence of maladaptive practices in 
response to climate threats where intervention in one location or sector could increase the 
vulnerability of another location or sector, or increase the vulnerability of the target group to 
future climate change. One example of an intervention with potential maladaptive outcomes are 
flood walls or dykes that redirect rainwater from one area to another. 29  

 
25 World Bank 2012.  
26 IPCC 2022.  
27 Martín and McTarnaghan 2018.   
28 IPCC 2022. 
29 Maladaptive practices reinforce and entrench existing inequalities, but global evidence finds that such outcomes can be avoided “by 
flexible, multi-sectoral, inclusive and long-term planning and implementation of adaptation actions with benefits to many sectors and 
systems.” IPCC, 2022, Summary for Policymakers.  

https://www.edu-links.org/resources/higher-education-program-framework
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POTENTIAL DATA, PLANNING, AND MONITORING ACTIONS   

Possible Actions 
 Strengthen city capacity for data collection, interpretation, and use in planning 
 Engage communities in data collection processes 
 Enhance collaboration and coordination through digital services and products 
 Support locally led resilience planning processes that incorporate context and local knowledge 
 Co-design with local partners for visioning and collective goal-setting 
 Collect and analyze data on current and future trends in climate-related variables 
 Create transparent information system accessible by key decision-makers 
 Develop practical tools for risk assessments 

Quezon City in the Philippines has built a City Risk Atlas that maps flood risks and estimates 
resulting human, social, economic, and physical losses. The project collected available data on 
relevant climate risks and validated findings through focus groups involving city government leaders, 
given the expectation that the findings would provide the scientific basis for the development of 
strategies, policies, projects, and decisions to enhance resilience of citizens and the city.30 

 
30 Bendimerad 2013; Raza et al. 2020. 

Example 

The Philippines | Photo credit: Mark Navales/AFP Photo 
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Under its Urban Climate Change Resilience in Selected Asian Cities project, the Asian 
Development Bank facilitated community-led resilience planning (CRP) processes designed to 
strengthen community voice in the design and implementation of urban resilience projects. Piloted 
in cities in Bangladesh, Pakistan, and the Philippines, the CRP approach included multi-stakeholder 
engagements that supported poor and marginalized groups to work with government and private 
sector stakeholders to assess climate and other risks affecting residents and their livelihoods, 
identify those populations in the most vulnerable situations, and articulate project ideas to address 
risks. In addition, the projected consolidated community-led initiatives generated through the CRP 
process to inform city-wide planning and development projects.31   
 
 
 

Evidence 

In order to support the resilience building effort, data on climate risks and vulnerabilities need to be 
communicated across actors and sectors, and considered as inputs into urban and development 
planning processes.32 Research and practice suggest that data and planning are low-cost actions to 
build urban resilience. Taken together, they can guide the development of projects that account for 
climate and other risks and, in turn, reduce the impact of shocks and stresses on the urban system 
when they materialize.33  

 

 
31 Asian Development Bank 2021. 
32 Harvey et al 2018. 
33 Hudson and Boutzen 2019.  

Example 

Dhaka, Bangladesh | Photo credit: Kingshuk Partha/ActionAid Bangladesh 
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BUILDING BLOCK: GOVERNANCE  

The resilience of a city depends on the effective and inclusive delivery of basic services, 
especially water and sanitation, housing, food, transportation, healthcare, and public safety. 
Individuals, households, businesses, and communities rely on core services provided daily by the 
municipal government and its civic partners for their well-being, as well as for survival during a 
shock (and for recovery following a shock). Strengthening urban governance, therefore, is central 
to building resilience.34   

Weak governance often underlies urban systems that are not resilient. The absence of shared goals, 
the presence of corruption, insufficient information on problems and effective solutions, and a lack 
of transparency, broad public participation, and national-level enabling policy can all contribute to 
ineffective governance. Specifically, there is a need to improve urban governance through municipal 
policies and regulations as well as capacity for coordinated action across different levels of 
government and the public. 

POLICIES AND REGULATIONS 
Cities can build resilience through policies that target investment in people and places 
experiencing vulnerability and ensure a safer built environment.35 Importantly, land use plans 
can mark certain environmental assets (e.g., wetlands, riparian zones, and coastal vegetation) as 
needing protection, establish measures to control development, and help guide infrastructure 
development (like public transit and sustainable, resilient housing) to increase efficiency and 
economic growth, and improve human and environmental health.36 For example, zoning 
regulations determine allowable uses of land and can be used to halt development in places at risk 
of environmental shocks or that require ecological and cultural conservation. Where zoning 
regulations permit development in high risk areas, they can specify safeguards to help mitigate 
risks.37 Cities can also use building codes to ensure that building construction and technology is 
adapted to locally relevant shocks, and the specific needs of populations, thus reducing physical 
vulnerability. For example, they may require special roofing equipped to withstand extreme heat 
and winds. They can require efficient energy performance to address heat waves, including net-zero 
energy requirements. Or they may ensure the use of accessibility standards that embody principles 
of universal design to promote a built environment that is accessible for all, including persons with 
disabilities, older persons, children and youth, and others.   

Since many cities have limited capacity to design and enforce such regulations, donors can help to 
strengthen the capacity of cities to improve land use policies, regulations, and 
strategies that guide urban growth in ways that reduce vulnerabilities and promote inclusion. In 
practice this could mean supporting cities to use geospatial data to assess and prioritize new 
investments in the built environment, or promoting policies that encourage desired behaviors (e.g., 
requiring developers to manage stormwater) and discourage risky ones (e.g., building in flood prone 
areas). Evidence-based policy advice could also be provided to guide provision of essential services 

 
34 USAID 2013.  
35 World Bank 2015; Spaliviero et al 2020; Sitko and Massella 2019.  
36 Bahadur, Tanner and Pichon 2016.  
37 Bahadur, Tanner and Pichon 2016; ADB 2015  
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to informal settlements, inform retrofitting of vulnerable housing infrastructure in settlements, and 
curb further construction in risky areas.38   

The Urban Resilience Governance Sector Guidance outlines four key strategies for strengthening 
urban resilience. These include: improving capacity across governance types (national to local), 
integration of relevant policies and regulations, strengthening inclusion, and strengthening civil 
society.  

CAPACITY FOR COORDINATED ACTION 
When governments partner effectively with communities, the resilience of groups in 
vulnerable situations is enhanced and community needs are acknowledged and respected. There is 
no guarantee that the needs will be addressed fully and completely, but the effort will be done with 
as much information as possible. However, these community-focused efforts often fall short of 
tackling the structural drivers that make some people and communities more vulnerable than 
others to shocks. Taking a systems approach—by coordinating action across different levels of 
government, geographic scales (i.e., neighborhoods, cities, regions), services, functions, and 
stakeholders—can help to ensure that essential functions and services are maintained following a 
disruption. This approach also supports recovery and even improvement of services after a shock. 
However, achieving it requires significant human, financial, and institutional capacity. Cities need 
adequately trained personnel to respond and engage with communities after a shock and 
effective communication between city officials, national government and city officials, and with 
the public. Furthermore, governments can create enabling environments that promote cohesion 
among stakeholders that support social capital. This is important because public trust is essential to 
the provision of goods and services needed by urban residents, which leads to adherence to fee and 
tax payments. 

It is critical for national urban policy to support local resilience needs and empower subnational 
governments with sufficient authority, resources and tools. While local leaders are often well aware 
of the challenges and constraints, they frequently do not have a part in national and international 
policy dialogues. Donors and development partners can strengthen capacity and advocate for the 
adoption and implementation of policy frameworks that align national policy with city-level 
goals and action (for example, around land use).  

Beyond government, citizens and communities also need capacity to respond to shocks. 
Experience shows that “individuals and communities that know what to do during unexpected 
events are invaluable assets to a city,”39 enhancing the efficacy with which the overall urban system 
responds to shocks.  

Capacity strengthening can take several forms, such as helping communities, including women, 
youth, persons with disabilities, local religious communities, and other marginalized or 
underrepresented groups, understand shocks before they happen and how to respond when they 
do (i.e., improve pre- and post-disaster knowledge and awareness). This can include 
working with community members to identify groups vulnerable to flood risk and ensuring plans for 

 
38 100 Resilient Cities 2016  
39 ARUP 2015.  

https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-governance
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their relocation, and motivating them to practice behaviors that build resilience such as adhering to 
evacuation notices and seeking information about hazards.40 

POTENTIAL ACTIONS TO ADDRESS GOVERNANCE 
CHALLENGES 

Possible Actions:  
 Map local government and community entities to mandates, authority, and funding to identify 

key focus area partners/actors and cross-sector synergies   
 Develop/update city-level (macro) and neighborhood-level (micro) strategies and support 

implementation to build resilience 
 Designate climate resilience focal points in city institutions as well as within communities 
 Align subnational and national resilience strategies and policies 
 Improve public participation, inclusion of marginalized and underrepresented groups, and enable 

demand-response links between the public and local governments to give end users a voice and 
control of services when possible  

 Support land-use planning, and development and enforcement of zoning regulations to address 
anticipated shocks and stresses 

In order to mobilize citizens to support efforts to address climate change in Dakar, Senegal, the 
city’s Climate and Energy Action Plan (PCET) process provided institutional support (from city 
leaders and scientific communities) for adaptation actions, mass communication of climate issues, 
and consultation meetings on climate-relevant topics, targeting key city stakeholders to build shared 
understanding of climate issues and possible responses.41  

 
40 Valkengoed and Steg 2019.  
41 City of Dakar 2020.  

Example 

Dakar, Senegal | Photo credit: Baobab+ 
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The global 100 Resilient Cities initiative aimed to build resilience in city government by creating 
resilience champions in city government, leading resilience planning processes and promoting more 
coordinated action across city government, private sector and civil society actors, and citizens. It 
did this by supporting cities to develop resilience strategies, financing and guiding the creation of a 
chief resilience officer role to lead cities’ resilience efforts, and facilitating access to resources for 
implementation.42   

 

 

Evidence 

Research indicates that coordinating systems to achieve resilience goals produces a range of benefits, 
such as integration of resilience principles in city planning and implementation, better alignment of 
planning strategies across city institutions, enhanced cross-sectoral coordination, more creative uses 
of existing funds for resilience-building investments, and better intergovernmental coordination 
(between neighborhood, city, state, and national actors) on resilience actions.43 In fact, the broader 
the scope of stakeholders involved in resilience planning, the more likely it is that plans will be 
implemented, with a caveat that the greater the number of stakeholders involved the more difficult it 
can be to coordinate activities across the urban system (potentially rendering certain actions 
infeasible).44     

 

 
42 Rockefeller Foundation n.d.; Martín and McTarnaghan 2018; Rockefeller Foundation 2022.   
43 Martín and McTarnaghan 2018.  
44 City of Dakar 2020.  

Example 

Bangkok, Thailand | Photo credit: FACTS Reports 

https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/100-resilient-cities/
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BUILDING BLOCK: FINANCE  

Urban resilience rests on a foundation of economic resilience for all primary actors within the 
system, from city governments to businesses to households. At the city government level, actions 
to build resilience often require far more financial resources than city governments can mobilize on 
their own due to a variety of factors, such as lack of sufficient revenue, inability to incur debt, or 
insufficient fiscal management capacity. Cities can also experience difficulties in accessing climate 
adaptation funds45 due to concerns about their creditworthiness or to national policy frameworks 
that hinder them from mobilizing resources to finance resilience actions. Moreover, cities face 
significant financial costs during and after shocks, further straining city resources that are barely 
sufficient for investment in infrastructure and basic services needed to serve the rapidly growing 
urban population.   

Strengthening the financial management capacity of cities can support efforts to build 
resilience over time. Some urban governments already have the basic financial management 
infrastructure to generate, manage, and deploy resources toward increased resilience. However, 
those systems can be strained when managing new sources of funding: for instance, cities often 
struggle to absorb and program resilience funds or comply with national and international financial 
management standards.46 Strengthening municipal finance capacity is one key step for development 
partners: it lays the foundation for cities to access financial capital and better use existing resources 
for resilience investments. However, financial management alone does not address the finance gap 
between what cities are expected (and aiming) to do to address resilience, and the budgetary 
resources available.  

Increasing the finance and revenue base is critical. Local tax revenues, intergovernmental 
transfers, and global funding sources (e.g., development finance) are three of the primary options 
for cities to fund resilience actions. Development partners can help cities in various ways to 
raise and effectively utilize funds. One entry point is to help cities integrate resilience into 
development/capital planning processes by screening projects for resilience co-benefits or aligning 
to resilience planning efforts. Doing so elevates resilience as a priority in city budgets and can 
increase the chances that resilience measures will be funded.47 In addition, development partners 
can deploy credit guarantees and other risk management instruments, which provide third party 
credit risk mitigation to lenders to help cities mobilize local capital for investments in urban 
resilience.48 More broadly, development partners can play bigger roles in growing city resources for 
resilience activities by investing directly in cities. However, the ability of development partners to 
do so is constrained by financing rules that, in most cases, reserve their financial support exclusively 
for national government partners.49  

Economic inclusion programs to bolster individual and household economic resilience 
may need to be considered, likely at the national level. Resilience depends on the ability of people 
to choose and act on a sufficient pool of options to adapt to changing conditions--this relies on a 
strong economic foundation. Economic inclusion programs often include a combination of cash or 
in-kind transfers, skills training, coaching, access to finance, and links to market support.  

 
45 Watson, Schalatek, and Evéquoz 2021.  
46 Climate Policy Initiative 2021.  
47 Revi et al 2014.  
48 World Bank 2015. 
49 Morgan et al 2021. 
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Governments, NGOs, private sector, donors, and other actors all can play distinct roles in 
providing a full range of social protection interventions from providing funding for social safety nets 
to technical assistance and administration of economic inclusion programs. The ability of 
subnational and national level governments to provide sustainable economic inclusion programs, 
especially in response to shocks and stressors like the COVID-19 pandemic, is directly linked to 
the financial management and domestic resource mobilization points above.       

POTENTIAL FINANCING ACTIONS 

Possible Actions 
 Provide risk-sharing/ de-risking mechanisms to facilitate access to finance  
 Consult cities in development of Country Development Cooperation Strategies 
 Strengthen municipal capacity to financially structure resilience projects, including blended 

finance solutions 
 Provide technical assistance to help municipalities reform tax code and collection and other 

own-source revenue generation 
 Support conditional grant transfers for resilience investments 
 Facilitate cities’ access to international finance  through issuance of specialized bonds (e.g., 

green bonds) 
 Develop evidence on costs and benefits, to make the economic case for investing in 

resilience  
 Support the design and administration of national or subnational economic inclusion 

programs 
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The Global Cities Fund (GCF) is a new resource to provide project funding directly to cities in 
response to the unmet needs of cities as they support migrants, refugees, and IDPs during Covid-
19. The GCF emerged due to city-level advocacy through the Mayor’s Migration Council and is 
designed to fill a critical gap for subnational funding on urban migration issues. Recent grants have 
been awarded to Accra, Ghana; Arua, Uganda; Beira, Mozambique; Johannesburg, South Africa; and 
Monrovia, Liberia.50 

The C40 Cities Finance Facility (CFF) partnered with eThekwini Municipality in Durban, South 
Africa to devise a financing strategy for the Transformative River Management Programme (TRMP), 
a city effort to maintain riverbeds. The approach centered on three pillars: cost recovery, 
contributions from residents, as well as grant and debt financing. For cost recovery, the city 
developed forecasts of how much savings would be generated by its investments in flood management 
and then included those savings as additional resources in its budget. The city also collected river 
management fees from residents (including businesses). Cost recovery funds and resident contributions 
helped finance the operational expenses of the TRMP, while the city, with CFF support, used debts and 
grants to finance project infrastructure, such as drainage systems and riverbank reinforcements.51    

 
50 Mayor’s Migration Council n.d..  
51 Lohmann 2020.  

Durban, South Africa | Photo credit: C40 Cities 

Ghana | Photo credit: Mayan Migration Council 

Example 

Example 

https://www.mayorsmigrationcouncil.org/gcf
https://www.c40cff.org/
https://www.gov.za/about-government/contact-directory/kzn-municipalities/kzn-municipalities/ethekwini-metropolitan
https://c40cff.org/projects/ethekwini-municipality-durban-transformative-riverine-management-programme
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The government of Jakarta, Indonesia, has taken advantage of tax policy instruments for 
resilience-building action. For example, it is taxing the consumption of groundwater to finance its 
goal of reaching 100 percent water supply coverage by 2030. Although the central government 
exerts tight control over municipal borrowing, it encourages the city government to use public-
private partnerships (PPPs) to carry out projects supporting the function of key city systems, 
like waste and transport.52 And because city governments are only allowed to use their budgets for 
projects that can be completed within one year, the World Bank and the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank provided $100 million in financing to improve creditworthiness of 
subnational governments and facilitate access to finance for infrastructure.   

 
52 IFC 2018.  

Jakarta, Indonesia | Photo credit: Farhana Ansap 

Example 



 

29 

BUILDING BLOCK: FINANCE 

The Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program (SASPP) is a multi-donor trust fund managed 
by the World Bank that supports the strengthening of social protection systems in the Sahel to 
enhance the resilience of poor and vulnerable populations to the impacts of climate change. During 
the Covid-19 shock, the program was extended to urban populations to support the urban poor. 
Over the last decade, the governments of Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, and Senegal 
have established national Social Safety Net programs that provide regular and predictable cash 
transfers to households living in poverty and in vulnerable situations. More recently, 
complementary productive inclusion interventions like coaching, community savings and loan 
groups, and life skills and entrepreneurship training have also been implemented to help households 
diversify their livelihoods and reinforce their adaptive capabilities. As of 2019, nearly 2 million 
people across the Sahel had benefited directly from this program53. 

 

 

Evidence 
Research indicates that available financing to cities for resilience investments are limited, and that 
the bulk of financing for climate resilience is targeted at the national level.54 Although green 
bonds can help fill budget gaps for local and/or national governments with limited access to capital 
markets,55 proceeds from such bonds are rarely channeled into resilience investments and are 
instead more likely to be used for energy efficiency projects.56 Moreover, cities have used green 
bonds for projects that widen existing inequalities, increasing the financial and environmental risks 
borne by individuals and communities struggling with poverty.57 

 

 
53 World Bank 2020. 
54 Negreiros et al 2021.  
55 OECD and Bloomberg Philanthropies 2015.  
56 Nature Conservancy 2018a.  
57 Bigger and Millington 2020.  

Example 
 

Tahoua, Niger | Photo credit: Sarah Farhat/World Bank 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/sahel-adaptive-social-protection-program-trust-fund
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/climatechange/brief/what-are-green-bonds
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/climatechange/brief/what-are-green-bonds
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BUILDING BLOCK: SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

BUILDING BLOCK: SOCIAL CAPITAL 

Social capital is the trust and norms that enable urban residents to cope with shocks and 
stresses. It includes the networks connecting localities and groups of similar or different identities, 
as well as relationships between and among civil society, government and private sector. Building 
social capital promotes community members working together and helping each other when crisis 
hits. 

Despite its potential to contribute to resilience, social capital is often ignored in development policy 
and practice.58 Social infrastructure, e.g. institutions such as faith-based groups and physical spaces 
like parks, shapes the way people relate with one another. It helps determine how well urban 
individuals, households, communities, institutions and systems can absorb, recover from, or emerge 
stronger from shocks and stresses.59 For instance, trust among community members emboldens 
next door neighbors to alert first responders to a fire incident in an urban neighborhood. Social 
ties help bring people together to grieve in the face of a devastating weather event, unforeseen 
terror attack or outburst of violence in the city. They also can facilitate the seamless transfer of 
critical information, such as safety protocols, that people need in order to navigate the crisis.   

With an understanding of social 
bonds in communities, 
development organizations can 
design programs that do not 
ignore or disrupt social bonds in 
urban communities and, in some 
cases, may build that capital. For 
example, through community-led 
program design processes, 
programs can balance the needs 
and interests of different groups 
and strengthen social cohesion as 
a result.60 Taking this step might 
also point to actions to deepen 
social bonds in urban communities. As one example, USAID’s Municipal Waste Recycling Program 
(MWRP) supported grantees in Vietnamese cities to build on the strong bonds between socio 
political organizations (e.g., farmer cooperatives and women’s unions) and households to foster 
household buy-in to sustainable waste management practices.     

However, community-level resilience activities in cities can be more challenging than similar work in 
rural areas, due to factors such as the variety and capacity of institutions involved, lower levels of 
social trust, and fewer social ties. 

 
58 UN-Habitat 2017.  
59 USAID n.d..  
60 USAID 2018; Wilson Center 2018. 

Vietnam | Photo credit: USAID  

https://urban-links.org/resource/municipal-waste-recycling-program-usaid-mwrp-fact-sheet/
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BUILDING BLOCK: SOCIAL CAPITAL 

POTENTIAL ACTIONS TO BUILD SOCIAL CAPITAL 

Possible Actions  
 Strengthen the capacity of civil society organizations, including those serving youth, women, 

local religious communities, and marginalized populations, to be aware of, and respond 
directly to, community needs 

 Strengthen capacity of community organizations to maintain and expand networks 
 Support informal safety nets  
 Redesign public spaces to encourage more interactions between community members 
 Emphasize and leverage local expertise and networks in design and implementation of 

projects  
 Include social capital in M&E framework of local governance projects 

A Global Environment Facility (GEF) small grants program in Indonesia assisted communities in 
carrying out and coordinating landscaping projects. These projects included activities such 
as biodiversity monitoring, reforestation, awareness-raising and education, with a goal of enhancing 
ecological resilience, increasing social capital, and promoting sustainable local development.61  

 

 
61 GEF 2020.  

Indonesia | Photo credit: USAID/Indonesia  

Example 
 

https://www.thegef.org/who-we-are
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BUILDING BLOCK: SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

Building on social capital developed through its cultural, political, and institutional development 
work, a local cooperative bank was able to continue providing services to people following 
the 2010 earthquake in Haiti.62 

Singapore’s Housing and Development Board promoted the creation of common corridors, 
decks, and amenities in public housing in Singaporean cities. These spaces have helped social 
ties form organically; and by providing spaces for people to congregate safely, has supported the 
wellbeing of residents even during the COVID-19 pandemic.63    

 
62 Cruz et al 2016.  
63 Center for Livable Cities 2020.  

Port-au-Prince, Haiti | Photo credit: Kendra Helmer/USAID 

Example 
 

Example 
 

Singapore | Photo credit: Jnzl 

https://www.hdb.gov.sg/cs/infoweb/homepage
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BUILDING BLOCK: SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

Evidence 
Global evidence indicates that as social capital increases, socio-economic outcomes (e.g., health) 
improve. Conversely, insecurity/marginalization persists among individuals, households, and 
communities with weaker social capital.64 Furthermore, social capital plays an important role in 
helping people cope with a shock or stress, particularly in the short term.65 One study found that 
the lack of social capital has adverse consequences for the long-term resilience outcomes of 
migrants—because migrants lose social capital in the process of resettlement, which in turn limits 
their access to the economic and natural capital needed to adapt to shocks.66 However, the 
relationship between social capital and resilience can be nuanced - while aspects of social capital, 
such as trust, facilitate collaboration that can enhance the provision of public goods, they can also 
reduce incentives for individual adaptation action due to high reliance on others. 

 

 
64 Cheshire, Esparcia, and Shucksmith 2015.  
65 Béné 2016; Paul et al 2016; Tanner et al 2016.  
66 Tilt and Gerkey 2016.   
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BUILDING BLOCK: NATURAL CAPITAL 

BUILDING BLOCK: NATURAL CAPITAL 

A city’s natural capital of environmental assets—including open space, forests, biodiversity, and 
wetlands—can provide protection from shocks and stresses. Natural capital lies at the heart of 
nature-based solutions to resilience, which nurture and deploy urban green infrastructure. 

Unlike “gray” infrastructure (human-engineered infrastructure such as dams, seawalls, roads) 
designed to serve a single purpose,67 nature-based solutions serve multiple functions that increase 
the resilience of an urban area, buffering the impact of floods on communities in vulnerable 
situations, mitigating heat stress, and improving urban air and water quality, as well as making cities 
more livable. For example, parks, green roofs and walls, tree-lined streets, and other green 
infrastructure can help cool the environment, reducing heat island effects along with lowering the 
energy needed for cooling.68 Wetlands can help curb flooding by retaining stormwater and reducing 
the impacts of storms on urban drainage systems and nearby communities.69 Sometimes, these 
green infrastructure and ecosystem services can even take the place of “gray infrastructure” in 
mitigating the many risks a city faces and delivering results at lower costs.70  

USAID can work with city government partners to integrate and implement nature-based 
solutions in urban planning and resilience strategies (e.g., to design and implement 
regulations to maintain and restore wetlands within city boundaries to reduce water runoff 
pollution). Hybrid strategies that combine green and gray infrastructure may often be an effective 
and cost-efficient way to provide more resilient urban services. USAID and partners can also play a 
role by facilitating access to the funds needed to implement nature-based solutions. Nascent 
cost data on green infrastructure, rigorous enough to compare to gray infrastructure options, 
sometimes presents a challenge. Cities can develop protocols for assessing investments in green 
infrastructure and establish clear guidance for project proposals that can stand up to the detailed 
requirements typically demanded of engineering projects.71 

As with the development of gray infrastructure, it is important to mitigate any potential negative 
impacts of nature-based solutions. For example, green and gray infrastructure investments may 
facilitate displacement of poorer urban populations, particularly if the improvements they bring to 
an area drive up land prices. 72  

As such, it is essential to strive for meaningful representation of local stakeholders in the 
design and implementation of nature-based solutions in urban areas. Doing so promotes careful 
consideration of how a solution may help residents be resilient as well as any harms it may pose. 
Intentional engagement of local stakeholders in nature-based solutions also presents opportunities 
to deploy local or indigenous knowledge, as needed, to ensure its success.73    

 

 
67 ICLEI 2008.  
68 Gill et al 2007; Pataki et al 2011. 
69 World Bank and GFDRR n.d.; Ferreira 2021; Bush and Doyon 2019. 
70 Bush and Doyon 2019.  
71  Browder et al 2019.  
72 Kabisch et al 2016.  
73 World Wildlife Fund 2021.  
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BUILDING BLOCK: NATURAL CAPITAL 

POTENTIAL ACTIONS FOR RESTORING AND PROTECTING 
NATURAL CAPITAL  

Possible Actions 
 Emphasize protection of natural capital in land use planning and other urban 

development regulations  
 Support co-design processes for infrastructure decisions  
 Support development of clear guidance to allow green infrastructure to be clearly 

compared to gray infrastructure options 
 Construct and/or restore wetlands 
 Clean-up/restore rivers  
 Construct “green” roofs and walls  

The city of Salvador in Brazil launched an urban forest rehabilitation project focused on 
preserving ecological ecosystems in the city and restoring degraded ones. It aimed to transform 
public spaces to make the city more livable and included activities such as planting of forest areas, 
distribution of tree seedlings, and introduction of birds in city parks. This initiative also addressed 
select climate hazards, including rains, floods, heatwaves and droughts and is expected to yield 
co-benefits for the environment and population (e.g., improved health).74 

 
74 World Wildlife Fund 2021.  

Example 
 

Salvador, Brazil | Photo credit: cities4forests.com 
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BUILDING BLOCK: NATURAL CAPITAL 

The Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR) mechanism supported a post-
disaster risk assessment that identified the crucial role of urban wetlands in reducing flood 
risks in Colombo, Sri Lanka. The assessment marked 2,000 hectares of Colombo’s urban wetlands 
for restoration. Building on the assessment’s findings, the city developed a comprehensive wetlands 
management strategy that aims to equip decision makers to incorporate wetlands into the city’s 
flood management system and master plans.75    

The Cacheu River Mangroves Natural Park in Guinea-Bissau partnered with local communities and 
national authorities on an initiative focused on conserving existing mangrove resources and 
restoring degraded ones. About 200 hectares of mangroves have been restored through the 
initiative so far. Not only is this work helping mitigate floods and sea level rise, but it is also 
improving agriculture yields.76 The experience of this initiative also shows that awareness-raising 
activities can be an effective way to help community members understand the importance of 
mangrove conservation and restoration–and motivate them to support those efforts.   

 
75 World Bank and GFDRR n.d..  
76 Wetlands International 2018.  

Example 
 

Example 
 

Sri Lanka | Photo credit: Pradeep K. Pathirana 

 Guinea-Bissau | Photo credit: Joana Melo 
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BUILDING BLOCK: NATURAL CAPITAL 

In Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, there is a growing trend toward construction of green buildings with 
green roofs, (i.e., plants and soils) designed to hold rainwater during storm events.77 

Low-income residents in Lagos, Nigeria created low-cost, community-led vertical greening systems 
(specifically green walls covered with plants) that helped cool their immediate environment, 
reducing internal temperatures by an average of 2.3°C.78 

 

 
77 ADB 2016.  
78 Akinwolemiwa et al 2018.  

Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam | Photo credit: David Terrazas 

Example 
 

Example 
 

Lagos, Nigeria | Image credit: MOE+ Art Architecture 
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BUILDING BLOCK: NATURAL CAPITAL 

Evidence 
One review of 23 studies found that the effectiveness of nature-based solutions in reducing 
stormwater run-off ranged from 5 percent to almost 100 percent, depending on key site 
conditions, such as soil, climate and land use.79 Wetlands can store excess water during stormy 
seasons and release it during dry periods, although they may not be as effective in the case of 
intense rainfalls.80 Mangroves, in particular, have been found to prevent erosion and reduce the 
height and intensity of waves, resulting in the protection of coastal areas from flooding and even 
sea level rise.81 It is estimated that without mangroves, 39 percent more people globally would be 
affected by flooding each year. In this scenario, the financial loss from flood damage would be $82 
billion higher.82 Beyond their flood mitigating function, mangroves provide ecosystem services (e.g., 
emissions reduction/regulation, water regulation, timber production, fuel, and food) that groups in 
vulnerable situations and the poor in coastal communities need for livelihood purposes and to 
cope with extreme events.83  

 

 
79 Nylen and Kiparsky 2015.  
80 Browder et al 2019.  
81 Nature Conservancy 2018b.  
82 Ibid.  
83 Food and Agriculture Organization 2016.  
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Tacloban City, Philippines | Photo credit: U.S. Department of State 
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III. KEY QUESTIONS AND ILLUSTRATIVE ACTIVITIES TO 
SUPPORT USAID URBAN RESILIENCE PROGRAMMING 
Cities in USAID partner countries face increasingly intense and complex shocks and stresses, with 
causes and impacts that cut across traditional programming areas. Fortunately, there are 
opportunities to integrate approaches and actions into Agency programming that will contribute to 
more resilient cities while also improving outcomes in areas such as water, food security, economic 
growth, health, social cohesion and protection, education, climate change, and disaster risk 
reduction.  

There are two broad approaches to 
consider. The first is to take an urban 
resilience “lens” to sector-based 
programming (e.g., energy, WASH). 
Although USAID’s sector-based staffing and 
institutional structure, as well as its funding, 
is often bound by narrow uses and 
outcomes, single-sector programs that 
include urban resilience objectives can be 
successful, particularly when they 
intentionally connect to the expertise and 
actions of other sectors operating in the 
same urban area(s). 

Secondly, there are opportunities to design 
cross-sectoral, integrated programs that 
combine resources from different funding 
streams. This aligns with the interdisciplinary 
challenges of urban resilience, including the 
need for diverse expertise, broad resources, 
and a holistic approach to addressing 
complex urban systems. USAID is positioned to take this type of approach to urban resilience, one 
that draws from its experience with systems-based work across governance, biodiversity, energy, 
food security, water and sanitation, health, education and other programming. 

USAID’s Cities Development Initiative, working in eight secondary cities in the Philippines, provides 
an example of how USAID can blend funds and sectoral approaches to  strengthening the economic 
competitiveness and resilience of cities. Depending on the most urgent needs of the city, USAID 
provides a range of technical assistance, drawing from resources in economic growth, health, 
energy, environment, governance and education, to help cities achieve inclusive and resilient 
growth.84 

The remainder of this section outlines key questions to prompt initial thinking about urban 
resilience and programming, and provides illustrative activities to demonstrate how good practices 
and the building blocks discussed earlier (e.g., Governance, Social Bonds) can be applied by USAID 

 
84 Source: https://www.usaid.gov/philippines/partnership-growth-pfg/cdi. 

 

While USAID has focused much of its 
programming in rural areas, examples abound 
of USAID working in cities, often through 
programs that are cross-cutting in nature. For 
example, the President’s Emergency Plan for 
AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) Urban Gardens program 
in Ethiopia provided women with the tools, 
land, and knowledge to plant vegetable 
gardens, feed their families, and sell the 
produce to increase household income, 
combining PEPFAR, Agriculture, and Food 
Security programming to increase urban 
resilience to food insecurity among vulnerable 
women. Another example is the 2011 - 2016 
CityLinks city partnership program which used 
water, global health, and climate adaptation 
funds to address community challenges in a 
variety of countries. 

https://www.usaid.gov/philippines/partnership-growth-pfg/cdi
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in both cross-sectoral and single-sector programming. The Governance, Health, and Power 
sector guides provide additional guidance on integrating urban resilience into those sectors.  

KEY QUESTIONS TO IDENTIFY AND ASSESS OPPORTUNITIES 
Applying the five building blocks for strengthening urban resilience requires identification of key 
risks, assets, actors, capacities, change levers, and integration opportunities that exist in specific 
urban areas. While not exhaustive, the following questions can help USAID staff and partners 
working in any sector identify and analyze potential interventions. Available online tools such as 
Think Hazard may provide useful inputs into answering these questions. 

Resilience to what?  
● What are the physical, financial, social, and natural assets (including services) of the 

identified intervention area? Are there urban-rural linkages (i.e., commuting, food or other 
supply chains) that should be considered? 

● What are the primary shocks that could threaten these assets, whether natural or human-
caused? (e.g., flooding, extreme heat, conflict, etc.) 

● What are the chronic stresses that threaten urban resilience? (e.g., income inequality, lack 
of reliable energy, underdeveloped transportation or communications networks)? 

● In what geographies do development challenges, including stresses and shocks, 
converge? (This can increase the likelihood that investments cut across sectors and yield 
co-benefits).  

Resilience for whom?  
● Which physical, financial, social, and natural assets, and which populations, are most at risk? 

What specific considerations are required for these vulnerable people, places, and things? 
● How can interventions be designed to enhance the resilience of urban systems, including the 

individuals, households, communities, institutions and systems that comprise those urban 
systems? 

● What are the unique needs of populations who are marginalized and in vulnerable 
situations? 

Resilience through what?  
● What governance capacity exists in the potential intervention area (i.e., national, provincial, 

local)? 
● What institutions have the authority to make the necessary decisions? Who are the key 

stakeholders and what capacity exists outside of government structures (e.g., private sector, 
citizen associations)? 

● What are the sector- or system-level power dynamics and incentives among local actors? 
(See Thinking and Working Politically through Applied Political Economy Analysis).  

Resilience to what end? 
● What does success look like? How will urban resilience be measured? 
● By whom and with what resources are those outcomes to be achieved? 

 

https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-governance
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-health
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-power
https://thinkhazard.org/
https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/pea_guide_final.pdf
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LEVERS OF CHANGE AND INTEGRATION OPPORTUNITIES 
● Do any of USAID’s existing programs work in the identified urban areas? Which of these 

can strengthen urban resilience? How might they work together? How might new 
programming work with existing programs? Is there an opportunity to coordinate with 
other sectors also planning new programming? 

● What has already been done, or is currently being done, related to improving urban 
resilience? (e.g., Have any other donors worked with the host country on this? Have local 
authorities addressed this as a priority?) 

● What are the possible co-benefits to addressing urban resilience? (e.g., public health, 
disaster preparedness, reduced GHG emissions, etc.) 

● Who are the leaders and champions among host government institutions, community 
organizations, or development agencies that can advocate for needed changes? 

By considering these key questions up front, potential entry points to strengthen urban resilience 
through a defined USAID sector, or through cross-sectoral programming, may become clear.  

ILLUSTRATIVE ACTIVITIES 
Below are two illustrative scenarios that depict multi-sectoral entry points and possible 
interventions to improve urban resilience. These two scenarios provide examples of how different 
sectors can address and deliver urban resilience solutions. A multi-sectoral approach would 
combine interventions from multiple sectors.  

Scenario 1: The USAID mission, through its Country Development Cooperation 
Strategy (CDCS) process, decides to focus investments in three main population centers 
across the country. The country is low-income and experienced a civil war 40 years ago. 
Many young people have left rural villages to look for work in the cities, and income 
opportunities exist mostly in the informal sector. Population growth in informal 
settlements is mostly co-located in areas vulnerable to flooding and sea level rise. 

Governance ● Development and enforcement of zoning regulations and other land 
use to address shocks such as flooding 

● Participatory consultations in target intervention areas 
● Strengthening the capacity of urban and regional councils/legislative 

bodies and national legislatures to conduct budget and policy analysis 
on urban resilience risks and assets 

Disaster Risk 
Reduction 

● Stormwater runoff management to address flooding in informal 
settlements, for example using bioswales, permeable pavement, or 
protection of open space 

● Supporting governments and municipalities in planning ahead for 
disaster risk financing 

● Nature-based Solutions such as greenways to reduce flooding and 
mangroves to reduce storm surge 

● Facilitating sovereign backing of municipal bonds issuances that are 
disaster or climate contingent (e.g. weather deviates linked to rainfall 
data) where feasible 
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Health ● Targeted community health programs that address the prevention of 
both communicable and non-communicable diseases among the urban 
poor, as these are expected to increase due to climate and related 
risks (e.g., air pollution and vector-borne diseases) 

Gender ● Address female underrepresentation in urban planning and 
participatory budget processes, for example through female-led 
outreach to female-headed households 

● Incorporate gender principles into transit planning 

Economic Growth ● Large-scale employment programs that target unskilled youth and the 
mass unemployment challenge, e.g. Civilian Conservation Corps, 
Climate Change Corps 

● Loan portfolio guarantee to encourage lending to urban-based micro, 
small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) that are threatened by shocks 
and stresses or that could provide services that build resilience 

Security ● Implementation of environmental improvements such as increased LED 
or solar lighting and improved sight lines (using Crime Prevention 
Through Environmental Design concepts) 

Water, Sanitation, 
and Hygiene 

(WASH) 

● Identify the sources of urban drinking water (i.e., utilities, kiosks, 
vendors) and promote their regulation to ensure safety, affordability, 
and protect groundwater resources 

● Promote sanitation and hygiene practices that reduce public health 
risks by minimizing the probability of cholera, diarrhea, and other 
vector-borne disease outbreaks 

Natural Resources 
Management 

● Ecosystem Services restoration for coastal systems (dunes, estuaries, 
marshes, woodlands, riparian zones, coral reefs, mangroves) combined 
with eco-friendly landscaping as an employment sector for youth and 
Payment for Ecosystem Services scheme 

● Nature-based solutions for climate adaptation and mitigation 
(bioswales, artificial reefs, mangroves); watershed management; soil 
conservation; eco-friendly zoning) 

Energy & 
Transportation 

● Urban planning and finance for safe, affordable, accessible, and low 
GHG emission mass transit systems 

● Promotion of energy efficiency conservation and education through 
building codes and improved efficiency standards  

● Utility programs to provide safe and legal electricity connections and 
energy efficient appliances to informal settlements 
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Scenario 2: USAID would like to support a medium-income country in its stated priority 
to protect its two coastal cities. These secondary cities are important hubs of economic 
growth but are threatened by coastal erosion, increasingly severe storms, and aging 
infrastructure. The national government recently passed legislation that decentralized many 
authorities to local governments. 

Governance ● Support citizen engagement with local governments in exercising their 
newly obtained authorities (e.g., creation and enforcement of land-use 
plans, zoning plans) 

● Increase own-source revenue generation to support resilience measures 
● Strengthen capacity of local governments to harmonize data across 

regions  

Disaster Risk 
Reduction 

● Increase capacity of residents to respond and protect their 
neighborhoods in emergencies (i.e., community emergency response 
training and certification programs) 

● Support mangrove restoration to protect coastal areas from storm 
surge 

● Disaster contingent financing mechanisms 

Health ● Promote safe and convenient modes of transportation to reduce 
emissions and promote public health, such as walking and biking 

Gender ● Capacity strengthening activities that enable women to serve as effective 
agents for community preparedness for flooding and other urban 
disasters 

Economic Growth ● Strengthen public private partnerships for municipal service delivery 
(e.g., municipal waste collection or energy utilities) 

Security ● Community-based mapping exercises to identify high risk areas for 
improved lighting and community policing, and raise awareness on high-
risk areas to make communities safer 
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Water, Sanitation, 
and Hygiene 

(WASH) 

● Develop water resource policies and strategic planning that consider 
future climate and disaster impacts on water quality and quantity at the 
national, regional, and sectoral levels 

● Support municipal bond guarantees to support construction of resilient 
water resource infrastructure 

Natural Resource 
Management 

(NRM)  

● Ecosystem Services restoration for coastal systems (dunes, estuaries, 
marshes, woodlands, riparian zones, coral reefs, mangroves) 

● Nature-based solutions for climate adaptation and mitigation (bioswales, 
artificial reefs, mangroves); watershed management; soil conservation; 
eco-friendly zoning) 

Energy & 
Transportation 

● Urban transportation planning and development of public-private 
partnership models to establish safe and reliable mass transit options and 
routes to reduce GHG emissions (carpool, busing, light rail, bikes/e-
bikes, scooters) 

● Incentives for rooftop solar as an alternative energy source to diesel 
generators 

● Promotion of energy efficiency and education through building codes and 
improved efficiency standards  

 

LINKS TO SECTOR GUIDES 
Governance Sector Guidance 

Health Sector Guidance 

Power Sector Guidance 

 

BRINGING THIS TECHNICAL GUIDANCE TO LIFE 
This technical guidance is an attempt to synthesize lessons learned from USAID and other work to 
advance urban resilience. We hope you will apply these Building Blocks and other approaches as 
you plan and implement development programming in your sector and in cross-sectoral 
programming. We invite you to share your experiences and lessons learned on Urbanlinks’ urban 
resilience platform. We hope to learn and improve on this technical guidance as we gain experience 
on this issue so critical to the success of current and future development efforts. 

  

https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-governance
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DsTdy7artNtiZD36W2ytU-6Z2E_yCCf3/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DsTdy7artNtiZD36W2ytU-6Z2E_yCCf3/edit
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-health
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JhjlvsX7fHRVhyi8A85OGm67SIcxqZoT/edit?rtpof=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JhjlvsX7fHRVhyi8A85OGm67SIcxqZoT/edit?rtpof=true
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-power
https://urban-links.org/issue/urban-resilience/
https://urban-links.org/issue/urban-resilience/
https://urban-links.org/resource/urban-resilience-sector-guidance-power
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GLOSSARY 
 

Absorptive Resilience 
Capacity 

One of the three types of resilience capacities, it is the ability to 
minimize exposure and sensitivity to shocks and stresses through 
preventative measures and appropriate coping strategies  that 
ensure short-term survival while trying to avoid permanent, 
negative impacts. For example, disaster risk reduction, financial 
services, and health insurance. 

Adaptive Resilience 
Capacity 

One of the three types of resilience capacities, it is the ability to 
make informed choices and changes in livelihood and/or other 
strategies in response to longer-term social, economic, and 
environmental change. For example, income diversification, market 
information, and trade networks. 

Climate Change 
Adaptation 

The process of adjusting to the actual or expected climate and its 
effects in order to moderate harm or exploit beneficial 
opportunities. In the context of this strategy, adaptation 
interventions seek to strengthen resilience to the unavoidable 
impacts of climate change.85 

Regional/Country 
Development Cooperation 

Strategy (R/CDCS) 

A strategy that defines a Mission’s chosen approach in their partner 
country and provides a focal point for the development of projects 
and activities. A R/CDCS presents 

expected results within a time-bound period, provides a common 
vision and an organizing framework, and summarizes the status of 
the ongoing portfolio and how that will be continued, updated, or 
revised to address new priorities, lessons learned, or circumstances 
that have changed. The R/CDCS is usually five years long. 

Diversity And Flexibility 
One of the six principles of a resilient urban system – the capability 
to supply urban services via multiple pathways in case one fails, 
using distributed resources and multifunctional equipment.   

Equality And Equity 

Fairness or justice in the way people are treated. The consistent 
and systematic, fair, and just treatment of all individuals, including 
individuals who belong to marginalized and underrepresented 
groups that have been denied such treatment. Equity addresses the 
specific and proportionate needs of certain persons or groups to 
attain fair and just treatment and outcomes, as opposed to equality, 
which when used to describe a process, emphasizes the same or 
equal treatment for all persons or groups regardless of specific 
circumstances or needs. Equality as a goal refers to the equal 
enjoyment of resources, opportunities, and rights.86 

 
85 From IPCC WG1 AR6. 
86 USAID Climate Strategy 2022-2030. 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/USAID-Climate-Strategy-2022-2030.pdf
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Forced Displacement 

The imposed removal or expulsion of a household or a community 
as a result of persecution, conflict, shocks, stressors, disaster, 
generalized violence or human rights violations. A forcibly displaced 
person may also be referred to as a "forced migrant," a "displaced 
person" (DP), or, if displaced within the home country, an 
"internally displaced person" (IDP).87 

Green Bonds 

A fixed-income debt instrument designed specifically to support 
climate-related or environmental projects. This specific use of the 
funds raised —to support the financing of specific projects— 
distinguishes green bonds from regular bonds. Green bonds 
typically come with tax incentives to enhance their attractiveness to 
investors.88 

Green Urban Development 

The practice of creating resilient communities that benefit both 
humans and the environment, including efforts to shape more 
sustainable places, communities and lifestyles, and consume less of 
the world's resources. 

Gross Domestic Product 

A monetary measure of the market value of all the final goods and 
services produced and sold in a specific time period by a country. 
The percentage that GDP grew (or shrank) from one period to 
another is one way to gauge how an economy is doing.89   

Humanitarian-
Development-Peace (HDP) 

Coherence 

Aims to promote complementary collaboration across 
humanitarian, development, and peace actors in pursuit of a 
common agenda. Its goal is to maximize impact and sustainability of 
programs across different kinds of assistance and to reduce the 
need for humanitarian assistance (HA) over time.90 

Inclusion 

A dynamic state in which diversity is leveraged to create a fair, 
healthy, and high performing organization or community. An 
inclusive environment is safe, respectful, engaging, celebratory, and 
motivating and values the unique contributions of all individuals and 
communities.91   

Modularity 
One of the six principles of a resilient urban system–the flexibility 
to switch over damaged pieces of an urban system without having 
to shut down or replace the entire system. 

National Urban Policy 
“A coherent set of decisions through a deliberate government-led 
process of coordinating and rallying various actors towards a 
common vision and goal that will promote more transformative, 

 
87 Forced displacement - Wikipedia. 
88 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / The World Bank. 2015. What Are Green Bonds? Washington, DC. World Bank 
Document. 
89 Gross Domestic Product | U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA). 
90 Programming Considerations for Humanitarian-Development-Peace Coherence: A Note for USAID's Implementing Partners | ResilienceLinks. 
91 USAID Climate Strategy 2022-2030. 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=8b0acd1e201fe19eJmltdHM9MTY3MjQ0NDgwMCZpZ3VpZD0wYTBmZDM4Ni05ZWEwLTY4MjgtMzBhMC1jMTA1OWZiMjY5ZmEmaW5zaWQ9NTQ3NA&ptn=3&hsh=3&fclid=0a0fd386-9ea0-6828-30a0-c1059fb269fa&u=a1L3NlYXJjaD9xPUludGVybmFsbHkrZGlzcGxhY2VkK3BlcnNvbiZmaWx0ZXJzPXNpZCUzYTBmZjVhODA0LTg5ZTAtZDRiNS0yMmIxLWE2ZGZmOTU2MDcyYSZmb3JtPUVOVExOSw&ntb=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forced_displacement
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/400251468187810398/pdf/99662-REVISED-WB-Green-Bond-Box393208B-PUBLIC.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/400251468187810398/pdf/99662-REVISED-WB-Green-Bond-Box393208B-PUBLIC.pdf
https://www.bea.gov/resources/learning-center/what-to-know-gdp
https://www.resiliencelinks.org/building-resilience/reports/programming-considerations-hdp-coherence#:%7E:text=Humanitarian-Development-Peace%20%28HDP%29%20coherence%20aims%20to%20promote%20complementary%20collaboration,the%20need%20for%20humanitarian%20assistance%20%28HA%29%20over%20time.
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/USAID-Climate-Strategy-2022-2030.pdf
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productive, inclusive and resilient urban development for the long 
term”.92  

Natural Capital 

The natural environment and the biodiversity contained within that 
is necessary for the provision of the ecosystem goods and services 
“essential to basic human needs such as survival, climate regulation, 
habitat for other species, water supply, food, fiber, fuel, recreation, 
cultural amenities, and the raw materials required for all economic 
production.”93 94 

Redundancy 
One of the six principles of a resilient urban system–the existence 
of back-up capacity within urban systems so they can absorb sudden 
surges in demand or a supply or output disruption. 

Resilience 

The ability of people, households, communities, countries, and 
systems to mitigate, adapt to, and recover from shocks and stresses 
in a manner that reduces chronic vulnerability and facilitates 
inclusive growth.95 

Responsiveness 

One of the six principles of a resilient urban system–the ability of 
urban individuals, households, communities, institutions and systems 
to anticipate and learn quickly, to solicit, encourage, and absorb 
feedback from stakeholders, e.g. through citizen reporting systems 
(CRS), and adjusting policy and practice in response to new 
information about changing climate impacts.96 

Risk 

The possibility of harm or losses resulting from natural or human-
induced shocks and stresses (or interactions between these). Risks 
are assessed according to their likelihood (probability) and impact 
(severity). 

Robustness 

One of the six principles of a resilient urban system–the physical or 
procedural strength of urban systems to tolerate shocks without 
significant loss of function and to continue to meet the needs of 
targeted populations, including those in vulnerable situations.  

Safe Failure  

One of the six principles of a resilient urban system–when system 
components are able to absorb sudden shocks or cumulative stress 
and fail safely, without catastrophic impacts that ripple through the 
whole system. For example, a fuse or circuit breaker provides safe 
failure for an electrical system. Also, used in agile governance 
principles, i.e. creating a space for policy responses to experiment 
and explore to find effective solutions.  

 
92 National Urban Policy | UN-Habitat (unhabitat.org). 
93 Costanza et al., 2013. Ecological Modeling. 
94 Natural Capital - an overview | ScienceDirect Topics. 
95 USAID Climate Strategy 2022-2030. 
96 Why Citizen Feedback is Important for Healthy Urban Planning - JSI. 

https://unhabitat.org/programme/national-urban-policy
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/natural-capital
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/USAID-Climate-Strategy-2022-2030.pdf
https://www.jsi.com/citizen-reporting-systems-healthy-urban-planning/
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Shocks  

The external, short-term deviations from long-term trends that 
have substantial, negative effects on people’s current state of well-
being, level of assets, livelihoods, safety, or their ability to withstand 
future shocks. An acute natural or human-made event or 
phenomenon.  

Stressors 
Long-term trends or pressures that undermine the stability of a 
system and increase vulnerability within it. A chronic, ongoing, or 
cyclical issue. 

Social Capital Social capital refers to the networks of relationships and bonds 
within and across individuals, communities and institutions. 

Systems-Based Approach 

Systems approaches examine systems–a group of 
interdependent/interacting parts that form a unified whole to 
pursue a common goal. Such approaches are designed to focus 
holistically on a situation, exploring the relationships and 
interactions between different actors. Achieving and sustaining any 
development outcome depends on the contributions of multiple 
and interconnected actors.97 

Transformative Resilience 
Capacities 

One of the three types of resilience capacities, it includes the 
governance mechanisms, policies and regulations, cultural and 
gender norms, community networks, and formal and informal social 
protection mechanisms that constitute the enabling environment 
for systemic change. For example, infrastructure, good governance, 
and formal safety nets. 

Urban Resilience 

The ability of urban systems to mitigate, adapt to, and recover from 
shocks and stressors in a manner that reduces chronic vulnerability 
while positively transforming towards sustainable, equitable, and 
inclusive development. 

Urban Systems 

The complex social, economic, and environmental relationships in 
urbanized areas (including metropolitan areas, secondary cities or 
towns and inclusive of urban-rural linkages). Urban systems include 
people, communities, infrastructure, the natural environment, and 
cultures, norms, and policies in cities and towns. 

  

 

  

 
97 Local Systems: A Framework for Supporting Sustained Development (usaid.gov). 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/LocalSystemsFramework.pdf
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