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Introduction

There has been growing research and policy interest in urban resilience in Australia
and internationally (Allen et al., 2020, Ferguson et al., 2021, Meerow and Newell,
2019, Sanchez et al., 2018, White and O'Hare, 2014). Cities face an increasing
likelihood of acute shocks and chronic stresses such as climate change impacts and
the COVID-19 pandemic, and are a crucial part of local mitigation, response and
adaptation efforts (Watts et al., 2021). However, urban resilience has been defined in
various ways, and applying somewhat abstract and nebulous resilience concepts in
practice can be challenging. A partnership between university researchers and the
City of Melbourne sought to clarify the concept of urban resilience and make it
applicable to the multi-sectoral work of local government. 

Research-practice Partnership

We utilised a collaborative research-practice approach to develop an urban
resilience framework for local government (Lowe et al., 2021). This work was
conducted as part of an established and recently renewed urban resilience and
innovation partnership between the City of Melbourne and The University of
Melbourne (Melbourne Sustainable Society Institute, 2021). In response to an
identified need by the City of Melbourne to establish a consistent theoretical basis for
building resilience, a literature review of urban resilience concepts was conducted.
The review findings then informed workshops with researchers and the City
Resilience and Sustainable Futures team focused on developing an urban resilience
definition; exploring the relationship between resilience and sustainable
development; and identifying qualities of resilient systems that could be applied in
local government planning. 

Urban Resilience Framework for Local Government

We defined urban resilience as: The capacity of individuals, communities,
institutions, businesses and systems within a city to adapt, survive, and thrive no
matter what kind of chronic stresses and acute shocks we experience, and to
positively transform as a result (Lowe et al., in press). This definition was adapted
from the Resilient Cities Network (2021) of cities that are committed to building and
investing in urban resilience. It reflected the concept of ‘evolutionary resilience’,
emphasising the potential for transformation of urban systems in response to shocks
and stresses, in addition to recovery, persistence, and adaptation (Davoudi, 2012,
Ferguson et al., 2021, White and O'Hare, 2014).
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Following Redman (2014) and others (e.g., Kuhlicke et al., 2020), we conceptualised
sustainable development as a key outcome or purpose of resilience-building
processes. The definition was also developed to be consistent with contemporary
understanding of the dynamism and complexity of cities, and the multi-sectoral
nature of local government planning (Sanchez et al., 2018, Lowe et al., in press). 

Aligned with the chosen definition, and based on the literature, we selected and
defined a comprehensive list of 10 core qualities of resilient urban systems:
prepared, robust, spare capacity, diverse, reflective, integrated, inclusive, flexible,
future-focused, and innovative (Meerow and Stults, 2016, Ribeiro and Pena Jardim
Gonçalves, 2019, Rockefeller Foundation and Arup, 2015, Wilkinson, 2012). These
qualities of resilience can be embedded across neighbourhoods, local government
areas or cities as a whole; and/or in the planning, policies, operations, projects and
structures of particular urban sub-systems (e.g., transport, food, healthcare,
emergency services) (Lowe et al., in press).

Applying the Framework: Disaster Resilience in Inner Melbourne

The framework’s application can be demonstrated using the example of
preparedness for acute shocks, such as heatwaves in the City of Melbourne local
government area. Due to climate change, heatwaves in Melbourne are expected to
increase both in length and severity (City of Melbourne, 2018). While recently
surveyed City of Melbourne residents were aware climate change will cause an
increase in extreme weather events (76 per cent), only 48 per cent believed they are
prepared for such events and only 32 per cent were aware of Council’s heat health
alert system (ASDF Research, 2020).

A new Council initiative on Community Disaster Resilience aims to address this gap
by better preparing City of Melbourne’s community for heatwaves and other shocks
and stresses (City of Melbourne, 2021a). The project team are applying the qualities
of resilience during the initiative’s ideation and planning phase, to ensure that
processes and actions to address heatwaves optimise resilience across urban
sub-systems, neighbourhoods, communities and organisations.

The project strongly reflects the quality of being prepared, aiming to build community
and organisational capacity in heatwave response. It applies an integrated approach,
working closely with State Government and community organisations to build on
existing information, projects and infrastructure in emergency management.
Ensuring inclusion is vital to the project’s success by identifying population groups
most vulnerable to extreme heat, emerging needs through community engagement,
and enabling community-led solutions. Flexibility is a core principle, noting that
complex and evolving problems require an iterative and reflective approach.  

Comprehensively embedding the qualities helped to identify gaps that needed to be
addressed, as well as alignment with other City of Melbourne projects. For example,
the project acknowledges the need to make infrastructure more robust in the face of
heatwaves, including ensuring the thermal comfort of apartments. Adaptive
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responses will also need to include a diversity of options on high heat days, including
promoting existing programs such as Cool Routes: a digital wayfinding tool showing
the coolest route through the city (City of Melbourne, 2021b). Innovations will be
tested, such as microclimate sensors, which use real time data to determine which
parts of the city are hottest. The four-year initiative is future-focused, ensuring
actions have co-benefits for climate change mitigation, social inclusion and health
and wellbeing.

Conclusion

Close collaboration between researchers and practitioners enabled the
co-production of this policy-relevant research (Giles-Corti et al., 2015). Our urban
resilience framework consisting of the definition and qualities of resilient systems can
help with implementing resilience across local government policy and operations
(Lowe et al., in press). A shared understanding of urban resilience concepts across
government, communities and stakeholders, based on international experience and
research, is the foundation for ongoing conversations and actions to prepare cities
for future threats and opportunities to thrive. 
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