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Climate change is rapidly transforming how cities function. Extreme heat, heavy rainfall and water
scarcity have become major threats affecting public health, mobility and urban infrastructure.
These phenomena are no longer future risks — they are shaping city life today.

Local authorities rank heatwaves, floods and drought as the most urgent impacts facing their
territories. Yet cities are also places where innovative responses emerge. More than three hundred
European administrations have committed to becoming resilient territories by 2030. This challenge
runs deep: it requires rethinking how cities are designed, built and financed so they can live with
the effects of a changing climate.

The Link Between Wealth and Innovation

Measures aimed at preparing cities for climate change should be seen as investments rather than
costs.

According to the Global Center on Adaptation (GCA), investment in resilience offers very high returns,
with benefit–cost ratios ranging from 2:1 to 10:1. Investing USD 1.8 trillion between 2020 and 2030
across five adaptation areas — early warning systems, resilient infrastructure, agriculture in
drylands, mangrove protection and water management — could deliver USD 7.1 trillion in net
benefits.

The benefits go beyond economics. Actions like restoring natural waterways, planting trees,
installing green roofs and rehabilitating urban wetlands create positive environmental, social and
cultural impacts. Cities adopting these approaches can improve citizens’ health, strengthen
biodiversity, and reinforce people’s connection with their environment. At its core, adaptation is
about enhancing urban quality of life.

Among the most effective strategies are nature-based solutions (NBS), which are redefining how
cities prepare for extreme weather. These interventions take inspiration from natural systems and
can include urban forests that reduce temperatures, wetlands that absorb floods, and green
corridors that connect ecosystems and social well-being.

Experts at the Global Center on Adaptation and Oxford University describe NBS as actions that
deliver environmental, social and economic benefits while strengthening both resilience and
biodiversity.

In this sense, NBS can be understood as a new generation of living, flexible, regenerative
infrastructure, where concrete coexists with tree roots, drainage integrates with vegetation, and
engineering blends with ecology.

The Financial Gap: From Planning to Action

The main challenge is no longer just technical — it’s financial.

Most European municipalities fund their adaptation plans with their own resources, supplemented



by national or European grants. However, this funding is still focused on planning rather than
implementation. There is a strong EU framework to promote climate adaptation, with financing
instruments, policies and technical support for local authorities. Yet recent audits show that local
implementation faces major obstacles: lack of capacity, poor monitoring, limited impact in many
projects and insufficient conversion of strategies into effective actions.

This mix of factors raises doubts about the existence of stable and widespread financing for local
adaptation actions. Some projects have support; others do not, leading to delays and unequal
uptake of measures.

In other words, the knowledge and strategies exist, but turning them into concrete measures often
stalls due to absence of capital.

Initiatives like Pathways2Resilience, which aim to convert plans into bankable projects and connect
municipal climate ambition to financial structures, are particularly relevant in this context.

A Global Investment Deficit in Nature

The GCA estimates that global investment in nature-based solutions must triple to USD 542 billion
per year by 2030. Currently, more than 80% of these funds come from public sources, while
private financing accounts for only about 18%.

There is also a qualitative gap: the benefits of many projects are difficult to measure, which limits
investor interest. Additionally, many projects are small in scale, lack standard metrics, and involve
high transaction costs.

Nevertheless, successful models do exist. The GCA highlights examples showing the profitability of
nature when there is good governance, reliable data and public guarantees. “The models work,” the
report says, “but they operate at a scale far below what is needed.”

In this process, the public sector acts as a market catalyst. Its role includes setting clear rules,
coherent regulatory and fiscal frameworks, green taxonomies, incentives and impact metrics. It
must also ensure transparency to attract large-scale private investment.

Green sovereign bonds, climate risk disclosure obligations and national investment programmes
for NBS illustrate this trend. But local governments’ ability to connect major financial flows with
small neighbourhood-level projects — where adaptation takes tangible form — will be
decisive.

Resilience and Climate Justice

Adaptation will only be fair if it is inclusive.

Nature-based solutions offer opportunities to integrate public participation, equity and public
health. However, they can also lead to displacement or exclusion if applied without dialogue.



Effective adaptation strengthens local capacities and distributes benefits fairly. A resilient city is
one that protects its most vulnerable people.

The future of urban living will depend on the ability to anticipate and absorb climate impacts
without undermining social cohesion or quality of life. Nature-based solutions are today the
most robust strategy for achieving this not only because of their regenerative power but also
because they promote a more circular, green and solidarity-centred urban economy.
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