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The risk associated with climate change is no doubt one of the 
biggest challenges facing cities. Cities make a huge contribution 
to climate change, being the main source of emissions of 
greenhouse gases, but also it is in the cities that its negative 
impacts of climate change are felt most acutely. These include 
OLH[�PZSHUK�LɈLJ[Z�VY�^H[LY�HUK�MVVK�ZOVY[HNLZ��I\[�[OL�TVZ[�
HSHYTPUN�PZ�WYVIHIS`�[OL�YPZR�VM�ÅVVKPUN�HZ�H�YLZ\S[�VM�PUJYLHZPUN�
precipitation, extreme weather and sea level rise.  Flooding may 
obliterate parts of some cities altogether. 

Historically, urbanisation tended to concentrate in coastal areas. 
The sea provided coastal cities with access to trade routes 
that helped build their prosperity. Today, many of the iconic 
coastal cities, like Venice, Amsterdam, New York, Hong Kong, 
or Shanghai, host unique architectural heritage, an immense 
concentration of capital and real estate assets, and, most 
importantly, large populations. They have to cope with growing 
YPZR�VM�ÅVVKPUN�VY�[OL�WYVZWLJ[�VM�ILPUN�WHY[PHSS`�LUN\SMLK�I`�
the sea by the end of this century. Thus, the ‘ageing’ coastal 
metropolises may end up becoming obsolete, with businesses 
and people moving out of them to safer higher ground.  

Figure 1. Hong Kong - Kennedy Town's waterfront heavily exposed to 
JVHZ[HS�ÅVVKPUN��WOV[V�[HRLU�I`�[OL�H\[OVY�

Figure 2. Rotterdam - View over river Maas towards unembanked 
areas of Kop van Zuid (photo taken by the author)
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7YL]LU[PUN�[OL�^VYZ[�LɈLJ[Z�^PSS�YLX\PYL�HKHW[PUN�[V�
the future impacts that already seem inevitable. This 
is particularly challenging for ’ageing’ cities with rich 
HYJOP[LJ[\YHS�OLYP[HNL��<WNYHKPUN�[OL�L_PZ[PUN�ÅVVK�KLMLUJLZ�
that protect them will require huge costs and additional 
space to accommodate wider dikes and create more room 
for excess water. However, considering the historical, 
cultural and monetary value of the existing buildings and 
PUMYHZ[Y\J[\YL��[OLYL�PZ�H�ULLK�[V�ÄUK�PUUV]H[P]L�LUNPULLYPUN��
design and planning solutions to improve the level of 
ÅVVK�ZHML[`�PU�SPUL�^P[O�[OL�NYV^PUN�YPZR��;OPZ�ZOV\SK�H]VPK�
demolition or relocation of the historical urban fabric, which 
would be massively expensive and socially unacceptable. 

Such innovations require a double shift. First, a shift away 
MYVT�[OL�WYLKVTPUHU[��HUK�ºHNLPUN»��HWWYVHJO�[V�ÅVVK�YPZR�
management in cities that focuses only on civil engineering 
and hard infrastructure. Second, a governance shift is 
needed towards closer collaboration across administrative 
IV\UKHYPLZ��ZJHSLZ�HUK�[OL�KPɈLYLU[�HJ[VYZ�VWLYH[PUN�
in cities, including urban planners and designers, civil 
engineers, heritage and environmental experts, scientists, 
businesses and local communities. These transformations, 
OV^L]LY��YLTHPU�OHTWLYLK�I`�JVUÅPJ[Z�VM�WYPVYP[PLZ�HUK�
V[OLY�KPɉJ\S[PLZ�[`WPJHSS`�HZZVJPH[LK�^P[O�^VYRPUN�HJYVZZ�
administrative, policy, and sectoral silos.
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Figure 3. New York - view on the Midtown Manhattan's skyline from 
Central Park (photo taken by the author)
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