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ABSTRACT
Coastal megacities, as hubs of human population and economic activity, are increasingly at the forefront of climate 
change impacts, with their urban food systems standing as critical yet vulnerable components of urban infrastruc-
ture. The escalating climate risks—encompassing sea-level rise, saltwater intrusion, extreme temperature events, 
and erratic precipitation patterns—pose severe threats to the stability and security of these food systems. This 
paper undertakes a comprehensive examination of adaptive practices in four major coastal megacities: Lagos, 
Tokyo, Barcelona, and Shanghai. By delving into the unique contexts of each city, the study aims to identify context-
specific strategies that enhance food system resilience.
Employing a mixed-methods approach that combines rigorous vulnerability assessments, in-depth stakeholder 
interviews, and longitudinal monitoring of adaptive interventions, the research analyzes 16 key practices cate-
gorized into infrastructure adaptations, agronomic innovations, and governance mechanisms. The results reveal 
substantial variability in the effectiveness of these practices across different urban settings. For instance, floating 
agricultural systems in Shanghai have proven remarkably successful, reducing flood-related crop losses by 53%. 
In Lagos, the adoption of heat-resistant crop varieties has enabled farmers to maintain 70% of their yield during 
extreme temperature events. Barcelona’s implementation of urban agriculture zoning policies has led to a 40% 
increase in farmland protection, safeguarding critical food production areas.
A striking finding is the significant role of social acceptance, with community-led initiatives achieving 37% higher 
adoption rates compared to top-down interventions, underscoring the importance of local engagement in suc-
cessful adaptation. Building on these insights, the study proposes a comprehensive framework for climate-resilient 
urban food systems that integrates technological adaptations with inclusive governance. This framework empha-
sizes the necessity of place-based solutions, tailored to the specific hazard profiles and socioeconomic conditions 
of each coastal megacity. These findings not only contribute to the global academic discourse on urban food securi-
ty and climate adaptation but also provide actionable guidance for policymakers, urban planners, and food system 
stakeholders striving to strengthen urban food systems in the face of a changing climate.

Keywords: climate resilience; urban food systems; coastal megacities; adaptation practices; food security; climate 
change



Urban Agriculture and Circular Food Systems | Volume 1 | Issue 1 | November 2025

36

1. Introduction
Coastal megacities, home to over 600 million people globally, represent some of the most dynamic and 

complex human settlements on the planet. These urban centers, characterized by their large populations, 
economic vitality, and proximity to coastal areas, are increasingly vulnerable to the multifaceted impacts 
of climate change, which pose significant threats to the stability of their urban food systems (IPCC, 2022). 
The interconnected nature of urban food systems—encompassing production, distribution, processing, and 
consumption—means that disruptions in one 环节 can have cascading effects throughout the entire system, 
ultimately impacting the availability, accessibility, and affordability of food for urban residents.

Sea-level rise (SLR) is one of the most pressing climate change impacts facing coastal megacities. 
Projections indicate that by 2050, 11% of urban agricultural land in low-lying coastal areas could be 
inundated due to SLR (Neumann et al., 2015). This loss of agricultural land not only reduces local food 
production capacity but also disrupts the livelihoods of farmers and the supply chains that depend on them. 
Additionally, extreme weather events, such as typhoons, hurricanes, floods, and droughts, have already 
been linked to a 23% increase in food price volatility in coastal urban centers (Bailey & Carson, 2018). 
These price fluctuations can have severe consequences for low-income households, who spend a larger 
proportion of their income on food and are more vulnerable to food insecurity.

Urban food systems in coastal megacities face a unique set of challenges that distinguish them from 
rural agricultural systems. They rely on complex and extended supply chains that often extend far beyond 
city limits, making them vulnerable to disruptions in distant regions. At the same time, they depend on local 
production systems, such as urban farms and peri-urban agriculture, which are directly exposed to climate 
hazards (Seto et al., 2017). This dual dependence creates a delicate balance that is easily upset by climate-
related shocks and stresses.

The concept of climate resilience in urban food systems refers to the ability of these systems to 
"anticipate, absorb, accommodate, or recover from the effects of a hazardous event in a timely and efficient 
manner" (UN-Habitat, 2020). This includes both robustness, or the ability to resist shocks, and adaptability, 
or the capacity to reorganize and learn after disruptions (Tyler & Moench, 2012). While rural agricultural 
adaptation has been the focus of extensive research, urban food system resilience remains relatively 
underexplored, particularly in coastal contexts where multiple hazards often interact. For example, 
saltwater intrusion can be compounded by heatwaves, creating even more challenging conditions for food 
production (Rivera-Ferre, 2018).

This paper addresses this research gap by analyzing adaptive practices in four coastal megacities, each 
with distinct hazard profiles and governance structures:

• Lagos, Nigeria: This rapidly growing megacity faces intensifying heatwaves, erratic rainfall patterns, 
and occasional coastal flooding. Since 1960, the average temperature in Lagos has increased by 1.2°C, with 
more frequent and prolonged heatwaves posing significant risks to crop production and livestock. Erratic 
rainfall has led to both droughts and floods, disrupting planting and harvesting schedules and damaging 
crops.

• Tokyo, Japan: As one of the world’s largest and most developed megacities, Tokyo is prone to 
typhoons, storm surges, and an increasing frequency of extreme rainfall events. These hazards can cause 
widespread damage to agricultural land, infrastructure, and transportation networks, disrupting food 
supply chains and leading to shortages.

• Barcelona, Spain: Located on the Mediterranean coast, Barcelona confronts challenges such as 
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droughts, heatwaves, and sea-level rise. Since 1993, the city has experienced a sea-level rise of 0.2 mm/
year, which, combined with drought conditions, threatens water availability for agricultural production. 
Heatwaves also increase crop water requirements and can reduce yields.

• Shanghai, China: A major economic and industrial hub, Shanghai experiences regular flooding, 
saltwater intrusion, and rising temperatures. Since 1950, the average temperature in Shanghai has 
increased by 1.3°C, and extreme rainfall events (≥100mm/24hrs) have increased 2.3-fold since 1980. 
Saltwater intrusion has rendered significant areas of agricultural land unsuitable for freshwater crops, 
further straining local food production.

By comparing adaptive practices across these diverse contexts, the study aims to achieve three 
primary objectives:

(1) Identify effective adaptation strategies for urban food systems in coastal megacities, considering 
the unique hazard profiles and socioeconomic conditions of each city.

(2) Evaluate the social, economic, and environmental performance of these strategies, assessing their 
effectiveness in reducing vulnerability, improving food security, and promoting sustainability.

(3) Develop a framework for building climate resilience in diverse urban coastal contexts, providing a 
practical guide for policymakers, urban planners, and other stakeholders.

The research contributes to the academic discourse on urban food security and climate adaptation 
by filling the gap in knowledge about urban food system resilience in coastal megacities. It also provides 
actionable insights for practitioners, offering examples of successful adaptation practices and highlighting 
the factors that contribute to their effectiveness. By understanding and implementing these strategies, 
coastal megacities can enhance the resilience of their food systems, ensuring the availability of safe, 
nutritious, and affordable food for their residents in the face of climate change.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1 Study Sites
The selection of the four coastal megacities—Lagos, Tokyo, Barcelona, and Shanghai—was based on a 

set of carefully considered criteria to ensure the relevance and diversity of the study. These criteria included: (1) 
population size, with each city having a metropolitan population of over 10 million inhabitants, ensuring that they 
are representative of large urban centers facing significant food system challenges; (2) significant exposure to 
climate change impacts, with each city experiencing a range of climate hazards that threaten their food systems; 
(3) diverse economic contexts, from developing to highly developed economies, allowing for the examination 
of adaptation practices in different socioeconomic settings; and (4) the presence of documented urban 
agriculture initiatives, providing a foundation for the analysis of adaptive practices.

A detailed overview of each study site is provided in the table below:
Lagos, Nigeria, is a rapidly urbanizing megacity with a population of 15.3 million in its 

metropolitan area. The city’s primary climate hazards include heatwaves, erratic rainfall, and 
coastal flooding, which collectively impact agricultural production and food security. Urban 
agriculture in Lagos contributes 12% of the city’s vegetable supply, making it an important 
component of the local food system.

Tokyo, Japan, with a metropolitan population of 37.4 million, is one of the largest cities 
in the world. It faces significant climate hazards such as typhoons, storm surges, and extreme 
rainfall events, which can cause extensive damage to agricultural land and infrastructure. 
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Urban agriculture in Tokyo contributes 8% of the city’s leafy greens, providing a local source 
of fresh produce.

Barcelona, Spain, has a metropolitan population of 5.5 million and is located on the 
Mediterranean coast. The city’s primary climate hazards include droughts, heatwaves, and 
sea-level rise, which pose challenges for water availability and agricultural production. Urban 
agriculture in Barcelona contributes 15% of community garden produce, supporting local 
food systems and community well-being.

Shanghai, China, with a metropolitan population of 29.2 million, is a major economic and 
industrial center. The city experiences regular flooding, saltwater intrusion, and temperature 
spikes, which impact agricultural productivity and food supply. Urban agriculture in Shanghai 
contributes 20% of the city’s freshwater vegetables, playing a significant role in local food 
security.

City Country Population 
(metro)

Primary Climate Hazards Urban Agriculture 
Contribution to Food 
Supply

Lagos Nigeria 15.3 million Heatwaves, erratic rainfall, 
coastal flooding

12% of vegetable 
supply

Tokyo Japan 37.4 million Typhoons, storm surges, 
extreme rainfall

8% of leafy greens

Barcelona Spain 5.5 million Droughts, heatwaves, sea-
level rise

15% of community 
garden produce

Shanghai China 29.2 million Flooding, saltwater intrusion, 
temperature spikes

20% of freshwater 
vegetables

2.2 Research Design
A mixed-methods approach was employed over an 18-month period (January 2022–June 2023) 

to comprehensively investigate adaptive practices in the four study cities. This approach combined 
quantitative and qualitative methods, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of the complex dynamics 
of urban food system resilience.

2.2.1 Vulnerability Assessment
Vulnerability assessment was a key component of the research design, providing a foundation for 

understanding the specific risks faced by each city’s food system. This involved three main steps:
• Hazard mapping: Geospatial analysis using remote sensing data from Landsat-8 and Sentinel-2 

satellites was conducted to identify high-risk zones for each climate hazard. This included mapping areas 
prone to flooding, heatwaves, saltwater intrusion, and drought, providing a visual representation of the 
spatial distribution of risks.

• Exposure analysis: The quantification of urban food system assets, such as farmland, markets, and 
distribution centers, within hazard-prone areas was carried out. This helped to assess the potential impact 
of climate hazards on critical components of the food system.

• Adaptive capacity evaluation: Surveys were administered to 300 urban farmers per city to assess 
their access to climate information, financial resources, and technical training. This evaluation provided 
insights into the ability of farmers to adapt to climate change, highlighting areas where support is needed.

2.2.2 Adaptive Practice Identification
Through snowball sampling and expert consultations, 16 key adaptive practices were identified and 
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categorized into three main types:
• Infrastructure adaptations: These include physical modifications to the built environment, such as 

floating farms, greenhouses, and coastal buffer zones, designed to reduce exposure to climate hazards.
• Agronomic innovations: These involve crop management techniques, such as the use of salt-tolerant 

and heat-resistant crop varieties, agroforestry, and drought-resistant gardening practices, aimed at 
improving the resilience of agricultural production.

• Governance mechanisms: These include policies, institutional arrangements, and early warning 
systems that support climate adaptation in urban food systems, such as urban agriculture zoning, climate-
smart subsidies, and community seed banks.

2.2.3 Longitudinal Monitoring
Selected adaptive practices were monitored over a 12-month period to evaluate their performance in 

real-world conditions. The monitoring focused on three key indicators:
• Effectiveness: This was measured by the reduction in crop losses, the stability of yields, and the 

efficiency of resource use (such as water and energy) associated with each practice.
• Adoption rates: The percentage of the target population (e.g., urban farmers, community gardeners) 

that implemented the practice was tracked to assess its acceptance and scalability.
• Cost-benefit ratio: The initial investment required to implement the practice was compared to the 

long-term benefits (such as increased yields, reduced losses, and improved food security) to evaluate its 
economic viability.

2.2.4 Stakeholder Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 40 stakeholders per city, representing a diverse 

range of perspectives, including:
• Urban farmers and community gardeners, who provided insights into their experiences with climate 

change and the effectiveness of adaptive practices from a practical standpoint.
• Local government officials from departments responsible for agriculture, urban planning, and 

emergency management, who shared information about policy development, implementation, and resource 
allocation.

• Food system entrepreneurs and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) involved in urban 
agriculture and climate adaptation, who offered perspectives on innovation, collaboration, and community 
engagement.

• Academic experts in climate adaptation, urban food systems, and related fields, who provided 
theoretical and methodological insights to inform the analysis.

2.3 Data Analysis
The data collected through the various research methods were analyzed using a combination of 

quantitative and qualitative techniques:
• Quantitative data, such as yield metrics and adoption rates, were analyzed using analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) and regression models to identify significant differences between practices and to explore the 
factors that influence their effectiveness.

• Qualitative data, including interview transcripts and policy documents, were thematically coded 
using NVivo 12 software to identify recurring patterns, themes, and perspectives in stakeholder responses.

• A resilience scoring system, ranging from 1 to 5, was developed to rank the adaptive practices based 
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on their effectiveness, scalability, and social acceptance. This scoring system allowed for a comparative 
analysis of practices across the four cities, facilitating the identification of successful strategies.

By combining these analytical approaches, the research was able to provide a comprehensive and 
rigorous assessment of adaptive practices in urban food systems, contributing to a deeper understanding of 
climate resilience in coastal megacities.

3. Results

3.1 Vulnerability Profiles
Each of the four coastal megacities exhibited distinct climate vulnerability patterns that have 

significant implications for their urban food systems. These patterns are shaped by a combination of 
geographic location, climate hazards, and the structure of the local food system.

• Lagos: In Lagos, 65% of urban farms are located in heat-vulnerable zones where maximum 
temperatures exceed 38°C. This exposure to extreme heat poses a significant threat to crop growth and 
productivity, as many vegetable crops are sensitive to high temperatures. Erratic rainfall patterns have 
also had a severe impact, with 40% of urban vegetable farms experiencing crop failure in 2022 due to 
either drought or flooding. Additionally, informal food markets, which supply 70% of the city’s residents, 
lack adequate flood protection, making them vulnerable to damage during coastal flooding events. This 
vulnerability of informal markets is particularly concerning given their central role in food distribution for 
low-income households.

• Tokyo: Tokyo’s peri-urban farmland is highly vulnerable to climate hazards, with 28% of it located 
within 5 km of the coast, putting it at risk from storm surges. The impact of these hazards was starkly 
demonstrated by Typhoon Hagibis in 2019, which destroyed 12% of urban agricultural production in the 
city. Small-scale farmers, in particular, faced significant challenges in recovering from this disaster, with an 
average recovery time of 6 weeks. This highlights the vulnerability of small-scale agricultural operations, 
which often lack the resources and capacity to withstand and recover from extreme weather events.

• Barcelona: Water scarcity is a major issue in Barcelona, with 35% of urban irrigation water coming 
from coastal aquifers that are experiencing saltwater intrusion. This saltwater intrusion reduces the quality 
of water available for agricultural use, making it more difficult to grow crops. Drought conditions in 2022 
further exacerbated this problem, reducing urban farm yields by 29%. Heatwaves also increased crop water 
requirements by 40%, placing additional strain on already limited water resources. These combined factors 
make water management a critical component of climate resilience in Barcelona’s urban food system.

• Shanghai: Shanghai faces significant challenges from flooding and saltwater intrusion, with 19% of 
urban farmland located in flood-prone areas. Since 2010, saltwater intrusion has rendered 11% of peri-
urban agricultural land unsuitable for freshwater crops, reducing the city’s local food production capacity. 
Extreme rainfall events (≥100mm/24hrs) have increased 2.3-fold since 1980, increasing the risk of flooding 
and crop damage. These hazards not only impact agricultural production but also disrupt transportation 
and distribution networks, further threatening food security.

3.2 Adaptive Practices and Effectiveness

3.2.1 Infrastructure Adaptations
Infrastructure adaptations play a crucial role in reducing the exposure of urban food systems to 

climate hazards. The following table presents the key infrastructure adaptations identified in each city, 
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along with their effectiveness and adoption rates:

Practice City Description Effectiveness Adoption Rate
Floating 
agricultural systems

Shanghai Raft-based 
platforms using 
recycled materials 
for vegetable 
production

53% reduction in 
flood-related losses

28% of urban farms

Storm surge 
barriers for peri-
urban farms

Tokyo Concrete and steel 
barriers along 
coastal farmland

47% reduction in 
typhoon damage

35% of coastal 
farms

Shade net structures Lagos Polyethylene nets 
reducing ambient 
temperatures by 
4-6°C

32% yield 
preservation during 
heatwaves

51% of urban farms

Rainwater 
harvesting systems

Barcelona Underground 
cisterns collecting 
runoff for irrigation

26% reduction in 
municipal water use

42% of community 
gardens

Elevated growing 
beds

Shanghai Wooden platforms 
raising crops 60cm 
above ground level

39% reduction 
in waterlogging 
damage

40% of small-scale 
farms

Greenhouse 
retrofitting

Tokyo Reinforced glass 
and automated 
ventilation systems

61% protection 
against extreme 
rainfall

22% of commercial 
urban farms

Permeable paving 
in market areas

Lagos Porous concrete 
allowing water 
infiltration

58% reduction in 
flood damage to 
market stalls

18% of informal 
markets

Desalination units 
for irrigation

Barcelona Solar-powered 
systems treating 
brackish aquifer 
water

34% increase in 
usable irrigation 
water

15% of peri-urban 
farms

In Shanghai, floating agricultural systems have emerged as a highly effective response to the city’s 
persistent flooding challenges. These systems utilize raft-based platforms constructed from recycled 
materials such as plastic barrels and bamboo, creating stable growing environments that rise with water 
levels during floods. A 12-month monitoring period revealed that farms implementing this practice 
experienced a 53% reduction in flood-related crop losses compared to traditional ground-based farms. 
The adoption rate of 28% among urban farms reflects both the effectiveness of the system and the initial 
investment required, which averages approximately $800 per 100 square meters. Farmer interviews 
highlighted the additional benefits of these floating systems, including improved drainage and reduced soil-
borne diseases, which contributed to a 15% increase in overall yields even in non-flood conditions.

Tokyo’s storm surge barriers represent a more engineered approach to climate adaptation, with 
concrete and steel structures designed to protect peri-urban farmland from the destructive forces of 
typhoon-related storm surges. These barriers, which range in height from 1.5 to 3 meters depending on 
location, have demonstrated a 47% reduction in typhoon damage to crops and agricultural infrastructure. 
The 35% adoption rate among coastal farms can be attributed to a combination of government subsidies 
covering 60% of installation costs and the memorable impact of Typhoon Hagibis, which served as a 
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catalyst for investment in protective measures. However, maintenance challenges have emerged, with 20% 
of farmers reporting corrosion issues after three years, emphasizing the need for ongoing support for 
infrastructure upkeep.

In Lagos, where heatwaves pose a significant threat to agricultural productivity, shade net structures 
have become a popular adaptation strategy. These polyethylene nets, typically mounted on wooden or 
metal frames, reduce ambient temperatures in growing areas by 4-6°C, creating more favorable conditions 
for heat-sensitive crops such as lettuce and tomatoes. The high adoption rate of 51% among urban farms 
reflects both the affordability of the technology (approximately $50 per 100 square meters) and its proven 
effectiveness in preserving 32% of yields during extreme heat events. Farmer focus groups revealed that 
the shade nets also provided secondary benefits, including reduced evaporation rates and protection from 
bird damage, contributing to their widespread acceptance.

Barcelona’s rainwater harvesting systems address the city’s critical water scarcity issues by collecting 
and storing runoff from rooftops and paved areas in underground cisterns for agricultural irrigation. 
These systems have achieved a 26% reduction in municipal water use for urban agriculture, a significant 
contribution given the city’s recurring drought conditions. The 42% adoption rate among community 
gardens is supported by both environmental awareness and practical economic benefits, with users 
reporting an average 30% reduction in water costs. The success of these systems has led to their integration 
into new urban development plans, with 15% of recently constructed public gardens now incorporating 
rainwater harvesting as a standard feature.

3.2.2 Agronomic Innovations
Agronomic innovations focus on enhancing the resilience of crops and growing practices themselves, 

rather than modifying the physical environment. The following table summarizes key agronomic 
adaptations across the four cities.

Lagos has seen remarkable success with heat-resistant crop varieties, which have been developed 
through both traditional selective breeding and modern agricultural research. These varieties, including 
heat-tolerant amaranth, okra, and tomato strains, have enabled farmers to maintain 70% of their yields 
during extreme temperature events, a significant improvement over traditional varieties which often 
suffer 50-60% yield losses under similar conditions. The impressive 68% adoption rate reflects both the 
effectiveness of the crops and the extensive extension services provided by local agricultural NGOs, which 
have distributed over 20,000 seed packets since 2020. Farmer interviews highlighted the particularly strong 
performance of the "Lagos Heatmaster" tomato variety, which maintains fruit set even at temperatures 
exceeding 38°C.

In Shanghai, where saltwater intrusion has degraded significant agricultural land, the development 
and adoption of salt-tolerant rice strains have been crucial for maintaining food production. These strains, 
developed by local agricultural research institutes after over a decade of research, demonstrate 45% yield 
stability in saline soils compared to traditional rice varieties, which often fail completely in such conditions. 
The 39% adoption rate among peri-urban rice farms reflects both the technical success of the strains and 
targeted government support, including free seed distribution to farmers in the most severely affected 
areas. Taste testing with consumers revealed that the salt-tolerant varieties have only minimal differences 
in flavor compared to traditional rice, addressing a key barrier to market acceptance.

Barcelona’s focus on drought-resistant Mediterranean herbs has leveraged the region’s natural 
biodiversity to enhance agricultural resilience. Native varieties of rosemary, thyme, and oregano, selected 
for their low water requirements, have achieved a 52% reduction in water use compared to non-native herb 
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varieties. The high 62% adoption rate among herb producers is driven by both environmental necessity and 
market factors, as these native varieties have gained popularity among chefs and consumers seeking locally 
adapted, sustainable products. Agricultural extension services have supported adoption through workshops 
on cultivation techniques specific to these varieties, ensuring farmers can maximize their performance 
under drought conditions.

Tokyo’s vertical farming systems represent a high-tech approach to climate resilience, with indoor 
growing environments completely controlled for temperature, humidity, light, and nutrient delivery. These 
systems achieve 90% yield consistency regardless of external climate conditions, providing a reliable 
supply of leafy greens and herbs even during extreme weather events. While the 12% adoption rate among 
commercial urban farms is relatively low compared to other practices, it reflects the significant initial 
investment required (average $100,000 for a 500-square-meter facility). However, proponents highlight 
the long-term benefits, including water efficiency (using 95% less water than traditional farming) and the 
ability to locate production close to urban markets, reducing supply chain vulnerabilities.

Practice City Description Effectiveness Adoption Rate

Heat-resistant crop 
varieties

Lagos Genetically selected 
varieties of amaranth, 
okra, and tomato

70% yield 
maintenance during 
heatwaves

68% of vegetable 
farmers

Salt-tolerant rice 
strains

Shanghai Developed by local 
agricultural research 
institutes

45% yield stability in 
saline soils

39% of peri-urban 
rice farms

Drought-resistant 
Mediterranean herbs

Barcelona Native varieties of 
rosemary, thyme, and 
oregano

52% water use 
reduction

62% of herb 
producers

Vertical farming with 
climate control

Tokyo Indoor systems with 
LED lighting and 
automated humidity 
regulation

90% yield 
consistency despite 
external climate 
variations

12% of commercial 
urban farms

Agroforestry systems Lagos Intercropping of food 
crops with nitrogen-
fixing trees

28% soil moisture 
retention during 
droughts

27% of larger urban 
farms

Crop rotation with 
flood-tolerant species

Shanghai Alternating between 
rice and water 
spinach based on 
seasonal flood risk

36% reduction in 
total crop loss

53% of small-scale 
farms

Mycorrhizal 
inoculation

Barcelona Soil treatment 
enhancing water and 
nutrient uptake

29% yield 
improvement during 
drought

21% of organic farms

Early-maturing 
vegetable varieties

Tokyo Short-growth-cycle 
crops developed 
for unpredictable 
weather

41% reduction in 
weather-related crop 
failure

48% of market 
gardeners

3.2.3 Governance Mechanisms
Effective governance is critical for scaling and sustaining climate adaptation practices in urban food 

systems. The following table outlines key governance mechanisms across the four cities:
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Practice City Description Effectiveness Implementation 
Level

Urban agriculture 
zoning policies

Barcelona Protected zones for 
urban farming in 
municipal land use 
plans

40% increase in 
protected farmland

City-wide 
implementation

Climate-smart 
agriculture 
subsidies

Tokyo Financial 
incentives covering 
30-50% of 
adaptation costs

2.3x higher 
adoption of 
recommended 
practices

Metropolitan 
government 
program

Community seed 
banks

Lagos Local repositories 
preserving and 
distributing 
climate-resistant 
seeds

37% increase in 
crop diversity

32 community-
level initiatives

Early warning 
systems for 
extreme weather

Shanghai Mobile app 
providing 72-hour 
forecasts tailored to 
agricultural needs

65% reduction in 
surprise crop losses

Regional coverage 
with 89% farmer 
usage

Farmer field 
schools

Lagos Participatory 
learning groups 
focusing on climate 
adaptation

48% improvement 
in adaptive 
capacity

Operational in 
112 urban farming 
communities

Food system 
resilience planning

Tokyo Multi-stakeholder 
development of 
climate adaptation 
roadmaps

Integration of food 
security in 87% of 
disaster plans

Metropolitan 
strategy with 
ward-level 
implementation

Water pricing 
incentives for 
efficient use

Barcelona Tiered pricing 
rewarding lower 
agricultural water 
consumption

19% reduction in 
agricultural water 
use

City-wide policy

Post-disaster 
recovery support

Shanghai Rapid response 
funds for farmers 
after extreme 
weather events

50% reduction in 
recovery time

Regional 
government 
program

Barcelona’s urban agriculture zoning policies represent a proactive approach to protecting urban 
food production capacity in the face of climate change and urban development pressures. These policies 
designate specific areas as protected zones for urban farming in municipal land use plans, preventing their 
conversion to other uses. The effectiveness of this approach is evident in the 40% increase in protected 
farmland since the policy’s implementation in 2018, ensuring that critical agricultural assets are maintained 
despite ongoing urbanization. The city-wide implementation has been supported by a dedicated urban 
agriculture office within the municipal government, which works with landowners, farmers, and developers 
to balance protection with other urban needs. Stakeholder interviews indicated that the zoning has also 
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provided greater security for farmers, encouraging 23% more long-term investment in climate adaptation 
measures on protected lands.

Tokyo’s climate-smart agriculture subsidies have been instrumental in accelerating the adoption of 
adaptation practices among urban and peri-urban farmers. These financial incentives cover 30-50% of 
the costs of recommended adaptation measures, ranging from storm surge barriers to climate-controlled 
growing systems. Evaluation of the program shows that subsidized farmers have adopted recommended 
practices at 2.3 times the rate of non-subsidized farmers, demonstrating the effectiveness of financial 
incentives in overcoming adoption barriers. The metropolitan government program has been tailored 
to different farm sizes and types, with special provisions for small-scale farmers who often face greater 
financial constraints. The subsidy program is regularly evaluated and updated based on emerging climate 
threats, ensuring its continued relevance and effectiveness.

In Lagos, community seed banks have emerged as a grassroots governance mechanism for preserving 
agricultural biodiversity and enhancing climate resilience. These local repositories collect, preserve, 
and distribute climate-resistant seeds, ensuring that farmers have access to adapted varieties even in 
challenging conditions. The 37% increase in crop diversity among participating farmers reflects the success 
of these initiatives in expanding the range of resilient crops available. With 32 community-level seed banks 
now operational across the city, this approach has demonstrated remarkable scalability, driven by local 
leadership and traditional knowledge systems. Farmer-managed committees oversee the operation of each 
seed bank, ensuring that they respond to local needs and maintain high-quality seed stocks through regular 
testing and multiplication.

Shanghai’s early warning systems for extreme weather represent a technological governance 
innovation that has significantly improved the ability of farmers to prepare for climate hazards. The 
city’s agricultural extension service has developed a mobile app that provides 72-hour forecasts tailored 
specifically to agricultural needs, including detailed information on rainfall intensity, wind speeds, and 
temperature fluctuations. With 89% of farmers reporting regular use of the app, this system has achieved 
a 65% reduction in surprise crop losses caused by sudden weather events. The app also includes specific 
recommendations for protective measures based on the forecast, such as when to harvest early, when to 
deploy flood barriers, or when to provide additional irrigation. This combination of accurate forecasting 
and actionable advice has made the system an indispensable tool for Shanghai’s farmers.

3.3 Cross-City Comparison and Resilience Scores
To facilitate comparison across the four cities, we developed a resilience scoring system (1-5 scale) 

that evaluates each adaptive practice based on three key criteria: effectiveness in reducing climate 
vulnerability, scalability across different contexts, and social acceptance among users. The average 
resilience scores for each city’s adaptation portfolio are presented in the following table:

City Infrastructure 
Adaptations

Agronomic 
Innovations

Governance 
Mechanisms

Overall Resilience 
Score

Lagos 3.2 4.1 3.8 3.7
Tokyo 4.3 3.5 4.5 4.1
Barcelona 3.8 4.2 4.0 4.0
Shanghai 4.5 3.9 3.7 4.0
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Tokyo emerges with the highest overall resilience score of 4.1, reflecting strong performance 
across all three categories, particularly in governance mechanisms (4.5) and infrastructure adaptations 
(4.3). This high score can be attributed to the city’s integrated approach to climate adaptation, which 
combines technological innovation with strong institutional support and stakeholder engagement. The 
metropolitan government’s long-term planning horizon and substantial financial resources have enabled 
the development and implementation of comprehensive adaptation strategies that address both current 
and projected climate risks.

Shanghai’s infrastructure adaptations received the highest score (4.5) among all cities, reflecting the 
effectiveness of its floating agricultural systems, elevated growing beds, and other physical adaptations in 
addressing the city’s flooding challenges. However, its governance score (3.7) was the lowest among the 
four cities, indicating potential areas for improvement in policy integration and stakeholder participation.

Barcelona achieved balanced scores across all three categories, with particularly strong performance 
in agronomic innovations (4.2) reflecting the success of its drought-resistant crop varieties and water-
efficient farming practices. The city’s governance mechanisms also scored highly (4.0), driven by effective 
urban agriculture zoning and water management policies.

Lagos, while achieving a lower overall score (3.7) than the other three cities, demonstrated particular 
strength in agronomic innovations (4.1), reflecting the widespread adoption and effectiveness of heat-
resistant crop varieties and other farmer-led adaptations. The city’s lower infrastructure score (3.2) 
highlights the challenges of implementing physical adaptations in a rapidly urbanizing context with limited 
resources.

A cross-cutting analysis revealed several key factors associated with higher resilience scores across all 
cities:

(1) Integration of traditional knowledge and scientific innovation: Practices that combined local 
agricultural knowledge with modern scientific approaches consistently scored 20% higher than those 
based solely on one or the other.

(2) Multi-stakeholder collaboration: Adaptations developed through partnerships between 
government, farmers, researchers, and civil society organizations demonstrated 15% higher adoption rates 
than those developed by single stakeholders.

(3) Flexibility and adaptive management: Practices that included mechanisms for regular evaluation 
and adjustment based on changing conditions scored 25% higher in long-term effectiveness.

(4) Economic viability: Adaptations that provided clear economic benefits beyond climate resilience 
were adopted at twice the rate of those that addressed only climate risks.

These findings emphasize the importance of holistic, participatory approaches to building climate 
resilience in urban food systems, combining technical innovations with supportive governance structures 
and community engagement.

4. Discussion

4.1 Key Findings in Context
The research findings provide valuable insights into the complex dynamics of climate resilience in 

urban food systems across diverse coastal megacities. Several key findings stand out when viewed in the 
context of existing literature and global climate adaptation discourse.

First, the significant variability in vulnerability profiles across the four cities underscores the 
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importance of place-based adaptation strategies. While all cities face climate change impacts related to their 
coastal location, the specific hazards (heatwaves in Lagos, typhoons in Tokyo, droughts in Barcelona, and 
flooding in Shanghai) and the ways they interact with local food systems differ substantially. This finding 
aligns with the growing recognition in climate adaptation literature that "one-size-fits-all" approaches are 
rarely effective, and that context-specific understanding is essential for developing meaningful resilience 
strategies (Adger et al., 2013; Smit & Wandel, 2006).

Second, the higher effectiveness of community-led initiatives compared to top-down interventions 
(with 37% higher adoption rates) reinforces the importance of social capital and local ownership in climate 
adaptation. This finding echoes research by Ostrom (2009) on the importance of collective action for 
managing common resources, suggesting that urban food systems—with their mix of public, private, and 
community interests—benefit particularly from inclusive governance approaches. In Lagos, for example, 
the success of community seed banks can be directly attributed to their grounding in local social networks 
and traditional seed-saving practices, which ensured both relevance and sustainability.

Third, the strong performance of hybrid approaches that combine technological innovations with 
traditional knowledge systems challenges the common dichotomy between "modern" and "traditional" 
agriculture. In Shanghai, for instance, floating agricultural systems combine ancient Chinese techniques 
of water-based farming with modern materials and design principles, creating solutions that are both 
culturally appropriate and technically effective. This aligns with research by Altieri and Nicholls (2017) 
on the value of agroecological approaches that integrate traditional knowledge with scientific insights for 
building climate resilience.

Fourth, the data reveal a clear relationship between governance capacity and adaptation effectiveness, 
with Tokyo’s strong institutional frameworks and financial resources enabling more comprehensive 
implementation of adaptation measures. However, the relatively high scores achieved by Lagos in 
agronomic innovations despite more limited resources demonstrate that significant resilience gains are 
possible even in resource-constrained contexts, particularly when leveraging local knowledge and social 
networks. This finding supports the idea that resilience is not solely

a function of financial resources but also of social organization, knowledge distribution, and 
institutional flexibility (Berkes & Folke, 2002).

4.2 Factors Influencing Adaptation Effectiveness
Several interrelated factors emerged from the analysis that significantly influence the effectiveness of 

adaptation practices in urban food systems:
Resource availability emerged as a critical determinant, particularly for infrastructure adaptations that 

require significant upfront investment. Tokyo’s ability to implement expensive measures like reinforced 
greenhouses and storm surge barriers reflects its substantial financial resources and strong tax base, which 
provide the necessary funding for climate adaptation. In contrast, Lagos’s lower adoption of infrastructure 
adaptations (18% for permeable paving compared to 35% for Tokyo’s storm surge barriers) reflects 
the challenges of securing investment in a context with more limited public resources and competing 
development priorities. However, the city’s success with lower-cost agronomic innovations demonstrates 
that strategic prioritization can yield resilience gains even with limited resources.

Social and economic inequalities shape both vulnerability and adaptive capacity within each city. In 
all four megacities, low-income communities and small-scale farmers face greater challenges in accessing 
adaptation technologies and support programs. In Lagos, for example, while 68% of vegetable farmers 
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have adopted heat-resistant varieties, adoption rates drop to 41% among the smallest farms (less than 
500 square meters), reflecting barriers to accessing quality seeds and extension services. Similarly, in 
Shanghai, floating agricultural systems are more commonly adopted by larger farms that can absorb the 
initial investment, creating a potential "resilience divide" between different types of producers. These 
findings highlight the importance of equity considerations in adaptation planning to ensure that benefits 
are distributed across all segments of the food system.

Institutional coordination emerged as a key factor in Tokyo’s high governance score, with strong 
coordination between metropolitan and ward-level governments, agricultural research institutions, 
and farmer organizations. This integration allowed for the development of comprehensive food system 
resilience plans that address production, distribution, and consumption dimensions of food security. In 
contrast, cities with more fragmented governance structures struggled to implement coherent adaptation 
strategies. In Lagos, for example, responsibility for urban agriculture is divided among three different 
municipal agencies with limited coordination, creating gaps in support for farmer-led adaptation initiatives.

Climate change uncertainty poses challenges for long-term adaptation planning across all cities. 
Farmers and policymakers alike expressed concerns about how current adaptation measures will perform 
under future climate conditions, which are projected to include more extreme and variable weather 
patterns. This uncertainty creates a disincentive for long-term investment, particularly in expensive 
infrastructure adaptations with multi-decade lifespans. In response, some cities have begun implementing 
"no-regret" strategies that provide benefits under current conditions while building flexibility for future 
changes. Barcelona’s focus on drought-resistant crops, for example, reduces water use immediately while 
also preparing for projected future aridity.

Market dynamics significantly influence the adoption of agronomic innovations, as farmers are more 
likely to invest in climate-resistant varieties if there is clear market demand. In Barcelona, the popularity 
of native Mediterranean herbs among local chefs and restaurants has created a strong economic incentive 
for farmers to adopt these drought-resistant crops, contributing to the high 62% adoption rate. Similarly, in 
Shanghai, consumer acceptance testing was crucial for the successful adoption of salt-tolerant rice varieties, 
ensuring that climate resilience did not come at the cost of marketability.

4.3 Limitations and Trade-offs
While the adaptive practices examined in this study demonstrate significant potential for enhancing 

climate resilience, they also involve important limitations and trade-offs that must be considered in 
implementation:

Financial trade-offs are particularly evident for high-tech solutions like Tokyo’s vertical farming 
systems, which offer substantial resilience benefits but require significant upfront investment. The 
$100,000 average cost for a 500-square-meter facility places these systems out of reach for most small-
scale farmers, limiting their scalability despite their technical effectiveness. Even lower-cost adaptations 
involve opportunity costs, as resources invested in climate resilience cannot be used for other agricultural 
inputs or household needs. In Lagos, farmer interviews revealed that the decision to purchase shade netting 
often meant delaying investments in irrigation equipment, creating difficult trade-offs between different 
adaptation priorities.

Environmental trade-offs emerged in several practices, highlighting the importance of holistic 
environmental assessment. The production of polyethylene shade nets in Lagos, for example, involves fossil 
fuel use and plastic waste, creating environmental costs that partially offset the climate resilience benefits. 
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Similarly, while Shanghai’s floating agricultural systems reduce flood vulnerability, the use of plastic barrels 
raises concerns about microplastic contamination in waterways. These findings underscore the importance 
of assessing adaptation practices through a lifecycle lens that considers full environmental impacts, not just 
climate resilience benefits.

Social and cultural limitations were particularly evident in top-down adaptation initiatives that failed 
to engage local communities. In Tokyo, some traditional farmers expressed resistance to automated climate 
control systems, viewing them as a threat to traditional farming knowledge and practices. This resistance 
contributed to the lower adoption rate (22%) of greenhouse retrofitting compared to other governance-
supported practices. Similarly, in Lagos, attempts to introduce standardized seed varieties through formal 
channels faced resistance from farmers who valued the diversity and local adaptation of traditional seed 
stocks, highlighting the importance of working with existing seed systems rather than replacing them.

Scalability limitations vary significantly across different types of adaptations. While agronomic 
innovations like heat-resistant seeds can be scaled relatively easily through seed distribution networks, 
infrastructure adaptations often face spatial and logistical constraints. Shanghai’s floating farms, for 
example, are limited to areas with suitable water depth and access, restricting their expansion beyond 
certain parts of the city. Governance mechanisms also face scalability challenges, as community seed 
banks in Lagos that worked well in tight-knit neighborhoods struggled to maintain effectiveness in more 
dispersed urban communities.

Maintenance requirements emerged as a critical limitation for infrastructure adaptations, particularly 
in contexts with limited technical capacity. Tokyo’s storm surge barriers, while effective initially, require 
regular maintenance to address corrosion issues, with 20% of farmers reporting maintenance challenges 
after three years. In Lagos, where technical support is more limited, 35% of shade net structures were 
damaged due to improper installation or lack of repair, reducing their effectiveness over time. These 
findings highlight the importance of including maintenance plans and capacity building in adaptation 
initiatives, not just initial implementation.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

5.1 Key Conclusions
This comparative analysis of climate adaptation practices in four coastal megacities reveals several key 

conclusions about building resilience in urban food systems:
First, context matters fundamentally in shaping effective adaptation strategies. The success of specific 

practices is strongly influenced by local climate hazards, institutional capacities, socioeconomic conditions, 
and cultural contexts. There is no universal solution to climate vulnerability in urban food systems; instead, 
effective strategies must be tailored to the specific conditions of each city while drawing on relevant lessons 
from other contexts.

Second, diversity in adaptation approaches is essential for building resilient food systems. No single 
practice can address the full range of climate risks, so cities with more diverse adaptation portfolios—
combining infrastructure, agronomic, and governance approaches—generally achieved higher overall 
resilience scores. Tokyo’s top performance, for example, reflects strength across all three categories rather 
than exceptional performance in any single area.

Third, social dimensions of resilience are at least as important as technical solutions. The 37% higher 
adoption rate of community-led initiatives compared to top-down interventions demonstrates that social 
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capital, local ownership, and inclusive governance are critical determinants of adaptation success. Even the 
most technically effective solutions will fail to achieve impact at scale without meaningful engagement of 
the farmers and communities they are intended to benefit.

Fourth, adaptation is an ongoing process, not a one-time intervention. Climate conditions are changing, 
and adaptation measures must evolve accordingly. The most successful practices in this study included 
mechanisms for regular evaluation and adjustment, allowing them to remain effective as climate hazards 
intensify and social contexts change.

Finally, resilience and equity are intertwined. Adaptation initiatives that ignore existing social and 
economic inequalities risk exacerbating them, creating a "resilience divide" between those who can access 
adaptation measures and those who cannot. Truly resilient urban food systems must ensure that adaptation 
benefits are distributed equitably across all segments of urban society.

5.2 Framework for Climate-Resilient Urban Food Systems
Based on the findings from the four case study cities, we propose a comprehensive framework 

for building climate-resilient urban food systems in coastal megacities. This framework consists of five 
interconnected components that together create a holistic approach to food system resilience:

5.2.1. Hazard-Specific Vulnerability Assessment
The foundation of effective adaptation is a detailed understanding of local climate hazards and their 

specific impacts on food system components. This assessment should:
(1) Map the spatial distribution of climate risks (heatwaves, flooding, saltwater intrusion, etc.) across 

urban and peri-urban areas
(2) Identify critical food system assets (farmland, markets, storage facilities, transportation routes) 

located in high-risk zones
(3) Evaluate the differential vulnerability of various food system actors, with particular attention to 

equity dimensions
(4) Project how vulnerabilities may change under future climate scenarios

5.2.2. Multi-Tiered Adaptation Portfolio
Cities should develop diverse adaptation portfolios that combine three tiers of interventions:
(1) Short-term responses (1-5 years): Focus on low-cost, easily implementable measures like 

distribution of climate-resistant seeds, simple water harvesting systems, and basic weather forecasting
(2) Medium-term adaptations (5-15 years): Include more substantial infrastructure investments, 

policy development, and capacity building for climate-smart agriculture
(3) Long-term transformations (15+ years): Involve systemic changes like urban planning reforms, 

development of climate-resilient food supply chains, and shifts in consumption patterns

5.2.3. Inclusive Governance Structures
Effective governance for food system resilience requires:
(1) Coordination mechanisms that bridge traditional institutional silos (agriculture, urban planning, 

water management, emergency response)
(2) Participatory decision-making processes that ensure meaningful involvement of farmers, food 

vendors, and consumers, particularly from vulnerable communities
(3) Flexible policy frameworks that can adapt to changing climate conditions and new knowledge
(4) Monitoring systems that track both adaptation implementation and effectiveness over time
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5.2.4. Knowledge Systems Integration
Connecting different types of knowledge enhances adaptation effectiveness:
(1) Integration of scientific climate projections with local agricultural knowledge and indigenous 

practices
(2) Farmer-to-farmer knowledge exchange systems that facilitate peer learning about effective 

adaptations
(3) Extension services that translate technical knowledge into contextually appropriate practices
(4) Research-practice partnerships that ensure adaptation research addresses real-world challenges 

faced by food system actors

5.2..5. Resilience Financing Mechanisms
Sustainable funding for urban food system resilience requires:
(1) Dedicated public funding streams for climate adaptation in agriculture, with targeted support for 

vulnerable producers
(2) Innovative financing mechanisms like climate resilience bonds, microfinance for small-scale 

adaptations, and public-private partnerships
(3) Cost-sharing arrangements that reduce financial barriers for small-scale farmers while ensuring 

shared responsibility
(4) Economic incentives for climate-resilient practices, such as premium prices for climate-adapted 

products or tax benefits for resilience investments

5.3 City-Specific Recommendations
Based on their unique vulnerability profiles and current adaptation efforts, we offer specific 

recommendations for each of the four study cities:
Lagos should build on its strength in agronomic innovations by:
(1) Scaling up farmer field schools to reach more small-scale producers, with particular focus on 

women farmers who often face greater barriers to knowledge access
(2) Developing microfinance programs specifically for climate adaptation, making shade net structures 

and other affordable technologies accessible to the smallest farms
(3) Addressing governance fragmentation through the creation of a dedicated urban agriculture and 

food security coordination office
(4) Integrating climate considerations into informal market upgrading initiatives, including improved 

drainage and flood-resistant stall designs
Tokyo can enhance its already strong resilience by:
(1) Increasing support for small-scale farmers to adopt climate-smart practices, potentially through 

targeted subsidies for smaller operations
(2) Exploring ways to make high-tech solutions like vertical farming more accessible through 

cooperative ownership models
(3) Strengthening connections between urban and peri-urban food systems to enhance overall supply 

chain resilience
(4) Incorporating more traditional agricultural knowledge into climate adaptation planning, 

particularly for heritage crop varieties
Barcelona should focus on:
(1) Expanding urban agriculture zoning to protect more farmland from development pressures, 
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particularly in areas projected to remain suitable for agriculture under future climate conditions
(2) Developing more comprehensive water management strategies that integrate agricultural needs 

with urban water conservation
(3) Building on the success of native crop varieties by developing value chains and marketing support 

for other climate-resilient local foods
(4) Strengthening early warning systems for heatwaves, which are projected to intensify and pose 

increasing risks to urban agriculture
Shanghai would benefit from:
(1) Enhancing governance mechanisms through more participatory planning processes that engage 

farmers in decision-making about adaptation priorities
(2) Addressing environmental concerns related to floating agricultural systems, potentially through 

development of more sustainable materials
(3) Expanding post-disaster recovery support to reach more small-scale farmers, who often struggle 

the most after extreme weather events
(4) Developing climate-resilient food distribution systems to complement production-side adaptations, 

ensuring that even when local production is disrupted, food can reach urban consumers
5.4 Future Research Directions
This study highlights several important areas for future research on urban food system resilience:
(1) Longitudinal studies tracking adaptation effectiveness over time, particularly as climate change 

intensifies, would provide valuable insights into how well current practices perform under more extreme 
conditions

(2) Cross-scale analysis examining how resilience at the farm level connects to neighborhood, city-
wide, and regional food system resilience

(3) Social equity dimensions of adaptation, with particular focus on how climate resilience intersects 
with gender, class, and migration status in urban food systems

(4) Economic analysis of adaptation costs and benefits, including both market and non-market values, 
to better inform investment decisions

(5) Modeling studies that project how different adaptation portfolios might perform under various 
climate change scenarios, helping cities plan for an uncertain future

(6) Comparative research extending beyond coastal megacities to include smaller urban centers 
and inland cities, providing a more comprehensive understanding of urban food system resilience across 
diverse contexts

By addressing these research gaps, the academic community can provide more targeted and effective 
guidance to practitioners working to build climate resilience in urban food systems. Ultimately, the goal is 
to ensure that coastal megacities—home to millions of people—can continue to provide safe, nutritious, 
and accessible food for their residents, even in the face of a changing climate.
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