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Introduction 
 
Climate change impacts everyone differently. It is inherently unfair and unjust as those who 
typically contribute the least to global greenhouse gas emissions tend to be the ones who suffer 
the most. Not only that, but action on climate change can also be inequitable. The vulnerable are 
usually underrepresented within the policy design process, meaning their voices go unheard. 
Without engaging with these vital stakeholders when creating policies, even the most well-
intentioned climate action runs the risk of yielding inequitable results.  
 
Tackling climate change requires the design, planning, and implementation of policies that also 
work towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – 17 objectives set by the 
United Nations for a fairer future. Since the SDGs are interrelated, successful climate action 
must include measures for reducing poverty, promoting gender equity, improving public health, 
providing economic opportunities and employment, and enhancing resilience.  
 
This paper seeks to explore the three levels of inclusivity required within climate action: 
inclusivity of community engagement; inclusivity of policy design and implementation; and the 
inclusivity and fair distribution of impacts. Stakeholder engagement must include the most 
vulnerable communities to understand their needs, encourage participation in design and 
implementation of actions and policies, and measure their impacts. While such a process may 
seem unrealistic, cities around the world have achieved success doing this. Several examples of 
such cities’ actions are explored.  
 
Community and Stakeholder Engagement 
 
The goals of the Paris Agreement require ambitious action on an enormous scale. Ultimately, 
actions will not be successful unless they are inclusive. The United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) defines inclusive climate action as “reducing the effects of 
climate change on the most vulnerable and ensuring the benefits and burdens of climate actions 
are equitably distributed.”1  
 
Climate change is not a separate issue to many of the struggles that people face on a daily basis. 
Rather, it exacerbates existing challenges. For example, climate change typically impacts women, 
children, the elderly, and low-income families more than it affects others. Moreover, it threatens 
public health and employment. Research from 2014 found that 40 per cent of the most 
vulnerable to climate change already face socio-economic challenges.2 Seeing as this group is 
greatly affected, ensuring the representation of those groups within the early stages of action and 
policymaking discussions must be encouraged. To achieve vulnerable groups’ participation, the 
planning process must involve as many people as possible, arguably making it the most 
important stage for effective policymaking. Understanding the vulnerabilities communities face 
and the difficulties that people wish to be resolved are essential in this process.  
 
Nonetheless, getting buy-in from communities is much easier said than done. There is often a 
significant reality gap between the lives of politicians and decision-makers and the most 
vulnerable that threatens to hinder effective action. Communities often do not feel as though the 
government truly understands the challenges they face, leading to distrust. Moreover, as a result 
of years of political underrepresentation and worsening poverty, disenchantment with and 
resentment toward the regional government can result in hostility.  
 
The inclusive approach to climate action seeks to overcome the lack of community engagement, 
while simultaneously challenging existing inequalities. Engaging a variety of stakeholders within 



cities provides an accurate representation of existing vulnerabilities that future policies should 
address. By bringing together groups that have been previously hard to reach in policymaking, 
climate activists can understand the root causes of risks. The same can be said for development 
planning and its impact on disaster risk reduction. Communities vulnerable to disasters often 
suffer from both poor planning and limited response, therefore it is important that these 
communities are involved in policymaking so that they can address long-term risks in a proactive 
way rather than address short-term risks in a reactive way. “Development decisions that lack 
sufficient planning can put people and property in harm’s way” – according to the Stockholm 
Environment Institute.3 
 
A 2015 study on inclusivity in urban climate adaptation in Quito, Ecuador and Surat, India 
focused on approaches to public engagement. One emphasized the participation of experts and 
affected communities, the other focused on relationship and partnership building between 
government, NGOs, and civil society. Analysis of these approaches found a higher level of 
climate equity and justice in the short term, while also creating meaningful long-term impacts via 
enhancing governance structures and institutions as well as ensuring the public has more power 
and that their voices are heard.4  
 
2019 research by C40 Cities focused on climate change stressors in informal settlements in 
Nairobi. Such dwellings are home to thousands of people with limited assets, limited adaptive 
capacity, and almost no say in the decision-making process. Without intervention within 
informal settlements, climate change will likely exacerbate existing inequalities such as age, 
gender, and income level. The report found that actions such as the provision of green space, 
maintaining high-density neighbourhoods, pedestrianisation and promotion of cycling, and 
increasing the diversion of food waste could yield socio-economic benefits like the protection of 
assets, social cohesion, and improved health via physical activity and limiting air pollution.5 
 
Therefore, the ‘why’ in why community engagement is important becomes obvious, but ‘how’ it 
is done remains difficult. C40 Cities, a network of nearly 100 of the world’s largest and most 
influential cities, created the Inclusive Climate Action (ICA) Programme to help address these 
gaps. They recognise that “inclusive community engagement underpins the delivery of equitable 
climate policies and should help to ensure that impacts are fairly distributed across the city’s 
population.”6  
 
The ICA programme suggests a number of considerations for governments on community 
engagement. I wish to explore thee of them further. Firstly, placing citizens at the heart of the 
process. People from diverse backgrounds with strong local knowledge are invaluable as they 
know the struggles people face in many areas. Encouraging these people to be involved by 
partnering with them allows for successful collaboration to deliver change. Secondly, ensuring 
transparency is a key area for success. Governments must communicate truthfully regarding the 
process, the goals they wish to achieve and the actions and policies they will use to achieve them. 
Honesty and integrity build confidence and trust with groups that may lack them. Communities 
must be kept informed with policy developments and not over-promised outcomes that cannot 
be delivered. Lastly, governments should ensure community engagement is ongoing and not a 
one-off situation. Building strong relationships between governments and communities must be 
a priority if successful government action is to occur.7 
 
There are many ways these considerations can be put into practice, from workshops to 
community meetings to voting on potential actions. One shining example of the participatory 
process is from Washington D.C. In 2019, the city released its plan for the future, ‘Sustainable 
DC 2.0’. This document laid out the blueprints for the coming years in areas such as climate, 



equity, economy––referred to as the three pillars of sustainability––as well as education, energy, 
health, and many more. In order to deliver a final document that was ambitious, realistic, and 
beneficial, they placed a strong focus on stakeholder and citizen engagement to help develop the 
plan. 
 
The city noted the differences in income and education of residents, with unequal distribution 
throughout the various wards that make up the city. In 2017, the median household income in 
ward 8 was $32,000 while that figure in ward 3 was $110,000.8 Moreover, 94 per cent of white 
residents hold a bachelor’s degree or higher compared with 36 per cent of black residents. 
Naturally, a design for plans or policies that fail to take such disparities into account would likely 
yield unfair results.  
 
Therefore, the city focused specifically on inclusivity and equity by holding conversations with 
3000 district residents to understand community priorities. Anyone that could not attend was 
encouraged to complete a survey or attend pop-up events. Moreover, as this plan was to build 
upon an existing sustainability document, community meetings were held in wards 7 and 8––
typically lower-income areas where residents were underrepresented in the initial plan. Then, 
working groups were established to help develop the goals, targets, and actions for the new plan. 
A draft of the document was uploaded, allowing residents to add comments and suggestions for 
up to 30 days. Upon revision and necessary amendments, the plan was published.9 With such an 
in-depth and inclusive development process, the plan is well-placed to achieve its environmental 
and socioeconomic goals. 
 
Policy Design and Implementation 
 
Inclusivity of policy refers to the fairness and accessibility in planning, design, and delivery. Once 
community vulnerabilities have been understood, designing climate actions and policies that 
tackle them are essential. Inclusive planning must ensure actions not only address environmental 
issues through reductions in greenhouse gas emissions but also challenges such as employment 
and health.  
 
As USAID notes, “inclusive climate action is not in conflict with social equity or economic 
growth, rather it reinforces both by fairly distributing the benefits and burdens of climate action 
and creating economic opportunity.”10 However, “climate action is often seen as competing with 
a range of more immediate and tangible issues, such as lack of affordable housing, poverty, 
unemployment, and poor health.”11 Understanding that such challenges are not trade-offs but, 
instead, connected is essential to decision-making. Cities must, therefore, create plans for low-
carbon development that address these issues.  
 
Climate actions must be designed with all people in mind, using local knowledge and experience. 
Assessing the needs of the community must be prioritised and actions proposed should address 
them.12 For example, communities suffering from energy insecurity (due to cost) and worsening 
health should explore possible actions that would provide them with cheaper, low-carbon, or, 
preferably, renewable energy supplies that reduces air pollution and improves health. C40 also 
note that cities must use evidence to track the progress of implementing climate solutions. By 
setting benchmarks on which to compare, the progress on implementing change can be assessed. 
They say that “without continuous monitoring and evaluation of climate actions, cities will be ill-
equipped to ensure that policies are inclusively designed and their impact equitably distributed.”13 
 
Nonetheless, it is vital to understand the current governance and/or power structures within 
cities. Good knowledge of the political landscape and the opportunities they create or the 



barriers they pose will allow the best chance for policymakers to create inclusive plans with a 
major impact. This point is echoed in a 2020 report by the Stockholm Environment Institute 
(SEI) focused on the social equity of a transition to clean energy. Using a literature review of 
case studies in 39 countries, SEI researchers concluded that renewable energy projects alone do 
not achieve equity––social, gender, or otherwise. The need to tackle socioeconomic and cultural 
dynamics embedded within the existing framework must be addressed, otherwise “the same 
structural inequalities will simply be replicated and transferred over into new energy regimes.”14 
Further, Aung and Boyland (2020) suggest that social and gender equity and inclusivity on energy 
transitions require progress on four dimensions: political economy, technology adoption, energy 
security, and access to jobs.15 Therefore, planning and design must account restructuring in these 
four areas. 
  
The Los Angeles Green New Deal Plan seeks to implement policies and climate actions that not 
only significantly reduce emissions but also tackles existing social inequalities. The three areas of 
focus are the environment, the economy, and equity. The plan aims to grow sustainably while 
improving the health of the most vulnerable, investing in social housing, and providing enhanced 
access to services for the elderly, the homeless, and low-income families.16 
 
Elsewhere, Paris is leading the way. The city acknowledges that facilitating a low-carbon 
transition cannot successfully happen without tackling existing inequalities. In 2018. Paris 
released its Climate Action Plan. Parisians were asked to vote in a referendum on the plan, it 
received a 95 per cent approval rate. Moreover, considering the local government only accounts 
for around 2 per cent of city emissions, the city ensured that the public was involved in the 
processes of the plan’s proposed actions. In 2016, 159,000 people took part in participatory 
budgeting, voting on how best to spend 100 million euros. The budget program remains a staple 
of the plan, with the public allowed to propose projects and vote on which receive funding. Such 
initiatives are imperative to bridge the gap between government and the public.17   
 
Delivering Equitable Outcomes 
 
The impacts of climate actions and policies must be monitored after their implementation. Even 
well-intentioned actions may end up creating unforeseen results. The transition to a low-carbon 
economy must ensure a positive impact on the lives of residents that goes beyond climate 
change. Such benefits should include the creation of new jobs, and improved urban mobility and 
connectivity.  
 
Associated benefits need to be measured and, where possible, quantified. For example, when 
assessing the impact of investments into the electrification of public transport, policymakers 
should also consider the time saved while commuting as a result of less congestion, changes to 
public health, and the number of new jobs. The distribution of such benefits is also vital in 
understanding climate actions. In some regions, access to low-carbon transport or renewable 
energy subsidies has benefitted the wealthy, leaving low-income individuals to continue to suffer 
from higher levels of air pollution and health issues.  
 
Having reliable data on these issues is fundamental, as it forms the foundation upon which 
actions can be (re)assessed. This evidence informs the decision-making process. Firstly, for 
impact assessments to be successful, it is important to ensure transparency about city data. Data 
is almost never perfect, so cities should not pretend that it is. Acknowledging data gaps and 
weaknesses builds stakeholder confidence and credibility. If an action has not worked as 
expected, it is vital that this can be reassessed. Cities should build data capacity through 
continued learning and improvement.18 By continually collecting data from reliable sources, 



calculating the impacts of climate actions will become more accurate over time as data availability 
improves.  
 
In addition, C40 suggests the need for internal and external collaboration to be encouraged 
rather than shunned.19 City governments should look to work with others to better learn the 
potential consequences of their actions. Other governments, including other cities, towns, and 
nations, will likely face some similar challenges, so learning from best practices or case studies 
can save time and financial resources.  
 
Radical changes are required to transform disaster risk, reduce existing vulnerabilities, and build 
resilience within societies. Thomalia et al (2015) note that it is essential to move away from top-
down governance that focuses on “technological quick-fixes and protecting prevailing economic 
interests.”20 Instead, working at the community level to understand the vulnerabilities and 
implications of environmental stressors will “build trust through greater transparency and 
accountability, include diverse stakeholders, incorporate local knowledge and experience, and 
place greater value on non-economic assets.”21 Bringing together a range of actors by facilitating 
knowledge sharing and peer learning provides a broader information base to use in future 
decision-making. 
 
There are many examples of equitable outcomes being delivered from inclusivity. In Accra, 
Ghana, informal waste collection accounted for 300 tonnes of waste every day. Typically, it was 
disposed of by open burning, resulting in increased air and waterway pollution. However, the city 
government introduced a programme in 2016 that integrated informal waste collectors and 
closed illegal waste sites. In two years, waste collection increased from 28 per cent to 48 per cent, 
300 tonnes of waste were diverted from open burning every day, and legal employment rose.22  
 
In Buenos Aires, Argentina, the transformation of a major informal settlement is underway. 
Barrio 31 is separated from the city and is home to 40,000 residents with limited access to 
education, healthcare, and employment. In 2016, the city began a project to integrate the 
residents and provide them with equal opportunities. The project will connect the neighborhood 
with the whole city, provide electric public transport, build sustainable housing, and create green 
areas for sports and cultural activities.23 The city will now benefit from socio-economic 
developments such as improved mobility, healthier living conditions, and greater opportunities 
for employment while also tackling climate change. An estimated 6,462 tonnes of CO2 will be 
absorbed annually by the trees within the green spaces and the increase in the public bicycle and 
electric transport systems will reduce air pollution.24 
 
Conclusion 
 
Achieving equitable results on climate change will not be an easy task. It requires an in-depth 
understanding of the complex inequalities that exist in communities. Incorporating groups and 
communities from a variety of different backgrounds are essential steps to building an equitable 
future. Encouraging communities to share their experiences and policymakers understanding 
community needs are at the core of inclusivity. Governments seeking to make progress on 
climate action must champion this approach.  
 
By hearing the concerns of citizens, governments can create plans that provide a broad range of 
socio-economic benefits. Communities want safer, cleaner streets, greater employment 
opportunities, and access to affordable housing and energy. Where possible, cities’ policymakers 
should integrate all these factors into decision-making. Furthering research into the intertwining 
nature of poverty, inequality, and climate change must become a priority. Providing a data-driven 



foundation for policymakers to justify their decisions is essential for designing and implementing 
plans that result in inclusive and equitable benefits. 
 
Ensuring proposed actions follow these stages of inclusivity may seem unrealistic, but we are 
seeing success stories from around the world. Cities with very different demography, financial 
resources, political economies, and adaptive capacities have shown what can be achieved when 
inclusivity is placed at the forefront of tackling the climate crisis. Other communities, cities or 
otherwise, should look to learn from them. 
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