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City Learning 
Labs
Introduction



CITIES & CLIMATE

• Exploring challenges on city level

• Multi Stakeholder dialogue

• Including  scientific climate 

information

• City to City Learning





City Learning Labs
Action Research process

Guided by participants

Focused on a burning issue

Including a range of diverse stakeholders

Exploring systems perspective

Deciding on research & action

An iterative process over some time

Concluded by participants 



Some principles of a City Learning Lab approach…

An adult – adult 
conversation

A process not a 
project

An iterative 
learning process

Co-production of 
knowledge

Trust
Openness
Respect

Flexibility

Safety

Humility

Understanding & 
embracing 
complexity

Learning



Crossing 
boundaries



Generating 
enthusiasm



Exploring 
complexity



Recognizing 
individuals



Unleashing 
creativity



Reaching out to 
stakeholders





FRACTAL timeline in Lusaka

2016
Lusaka Learning 
Lab 1
• Exploring water 

and energy 
challenges

• Jointly defining 
the burning issue: 
Water in peri-
urban areas

2017
Lusaka Learning 
Lab 2
• Defining a joint 

vision and 
thematic areas

• Field trip to 
Kanyama

2017
Lusaka Learning 
Lab 3
• Working on 

thematic areas
• Field trip to Shaft 

5 and Iolanda
treatment plant

2018
Lusaka Learning 
Lab 4
• Deepening the 

policy briefs
• Deeper 

exploration on 
Groundwater and 
Water quality

2018
Lusaka Learning 
Lab 5
• Finalising the 

policy briefs
• Deeper 

exploration on 
Flooding and 
Water supply

Lusaka: Timeline



City Learning 
Labs
The Lusaka Experience



City Learning Labs for dialogue and decision making
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Webinar on Learning Labs: Reflecting on the Fractal Learning Lab Process in 
Lusaka 



Presentation outline 

• What is the challenge?
• The Learning Lab
• Substantives Science in the Lab Processes
• From science to solution exploration
• The art of listening, science listening
• Conclusions



The challenge:
[Moving] From “it’s real” to “here is the 
information you need to make good decisions 
for your stakeholders” Chris Field, IPCC AR5 WGII co-chair

Lusaka is urbanizing at 
4.9%, but with major 
infrastructure deficits 

and capacity constraints



• A learning lab is a multi-
stakeholder platform for 
addressing a particular 
complex social challenge.

• City Learning Labs build on 
active participation of 
diverse stakeholders, and 
take an experimental and 
systemic approach to 
designing potential solutions

What is a learning lab?

Diversity and active participation at Lusaka 
Fractal Lab



The Fractal Learning Labs: Overarching objectives 

• Create a platform for an iterative, transdisciplinary co-
exploration/co-production processes and enhance 
understanding of these (co-production of climate 
knowledge).
• Enhance knowledge on how to integrate climate 

information into decision making at the city-region scale
(decision-making/governance); 
• Create a platform for climate science- decision-making 

interactions, bi-directional feedback
• Platform for doing humble science, increase ‘wisdom’ of 

science   





Walking the talk: Humble Science



AR5 WG2: 
Fig 21.2

Substance of the work during the lab processes:
• Governance analysis and mapping

• Climate baseline and projections data & guidance

• Climate risk and impacts scenarios, what future? 

• Contributions towards urban resilience, climate 
adaptation & risk management planning

Adding value in the Lusaka Lab Processes



• Learning Labs – Identify burning issues & 
explore solutions

• Training workshops – new skills & knowledge
• Embedded researcher – bridging research & 

practice
• Inter and intracity learning- knowledge 

exchange
• Targeting decision makers 
• Success is shaped by careful and well informed 

facilitation

From Science to solution exploration



• A lab served as an exemplar for integrated, 
user-informed climate change research to guide 
future investment in development and research

• Alter how Lusaka include climate change in 
development planning

• Increased understanding of regional climate 
information informed by co-exploration with 
decision makers

• Fundamental changes in key decision pathways 
(around water, flooding, land use and 
infrastructure development) to increase the 
resilience of city-regions

• Allows for a balance in a research landscape 
dominated by actions with national, sectoral and 
regional level

• Climate Science as product of lived reality 

Creating value for all



The art of listening, science listening 



Learning Labs: Some Reflections



Lusaka, Maputo and Windhoek

Maputo

Windhoek
Maputo 
"Potable Water" 
followed by 
"Drainage and Sanitation"

Lusaka 
Peri-urban water issues: 
i) water supply; 
ii) flooding; 
iii) sanitation

Windhoek 
Water availability 

in and around 
Windhoek, and 

services in 
informal 

settlements

“Burning Issues” in the cities

Lusaka



Mapping actors, issues, solution options



Informal spaces to build relationships



Field visits 
for context, 
networks, 

voices



City Learning 
Labs and climate 
services

The Distillation Process



We are not short of “information”
159 reports, briefs, technical notes, etc.  Related to water and climate in Lusaka



Decision makers don’t have information

The problem
• Too hard to access

• To difficult to understand or 
interpret

• Too many different sources, which 
is the right one?

• Too uncertain, we need more 
precise information



Decision makers don’t have information

The problem
• Too hard to access

• To difficult to understand or 
interpret

• Too many different sources, which 
is the right one?

• Too uncertain, we need more 
precise information

The solution?
• Make it more accessible (another 

portal?)
• Better 

communication/visualisation

• One central repository

• Reduce uncertainty, more research



Isn’t it a communication problem?



Isn’t it a communication problem?



Isn’t it a communication problem?



Isn’t it about reducing uncertainty?

• Uncertainty equated with ignorance which isn’t a great starting point

• Uncertainty should motivate engagement, not dissuade engagement

• Often epistemic uncertainty is a small part of the total uncertainty 
landscape



Isn’t it about tailoring to user needs?

Yes… and also no…

Tailoring speaks to an underlying 
challenge?



Do we just keep going?



Climate Risk Narratives

• Strong evidence that we use narratives to capture the essential 
meaning of complex evidence
• Presented with complexity, we gravitate towards constructing a 

narrative
• We tend to hold existing narratives and seek evidence that confirms 

these





Distilling narratives



Deliberated, negotiated and owned





Its all about the process

• Humble science and balancing power
• Transparency and assessibility
• Building trust, in evidence and people
• Surfacing values and ethics
• Creating meaning from data

“This is the first time I’ve actually understood what climate change 
means for my city”



Questions?


