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There are many calls to integrate – or mainstream – vulnerability and climate planning into the 

comprehensive planning process, and to engage in participatory processes around these themes.  

How to do this in ways that are meaningful to residents in a developing and or emerging country 

context is, however, less clear.  Additionally, experts press the need to prepare communities for a 

changing climate, but bottom-up perspectives on what this means for local land use are less well 

developed.  My investigation in this paper is innovative in that it seeks to understand 

perspectives of a wide range of participants in a comprehensive planning process, and explore 

the meaning of vulnerability in a Latin American context. 

 

The case study in the paper is the community-based program Cidade pra Gente (City for Us) led 

by the state of Goiás, which ran from 2005-2008.  At certain point the program engaged 

approximately 1,100 stakeholders, from 88 cities statewide, in a participatory planning process to 

develop master plans, which were enacted as municipal law by the participant cities.  The paper 

brings the attention to the vulnerability of systems in the Brazilian biome Cerrado, which is the 

predominant landscape in Brazil’s state of Goiás.  The Cerrado has experienced significant 

inflow of foreign and national investment and technology for the production of agro-

commodities in the past few decades.  This has led to a fast pace of urbanization, population 

growth, urban expansion, and rapid change of land-uses and cover. 

 

This paper discusses vulnerability through the urban expansion perspective.  My investigation 

considers references to the planning and land-use made by a selected number of the participants 

of the program City for Us, wherein it concerns processes, practices and governance-equity 

issues.  I look at their understanding of how socio-economic and institutional forces influence 

planning process and land-use practices, and how it links to urban expansion and vulnerability 

where it concerns their exposure to risk and hazard impact.  The exploratory design of this 

research paper advances the qualitative paradigm aligned with the constructionist perspective in 

the climate change adaptation literature that vulnerability is socially constructed.  The analytical 

process combines an adapted constant comparative analysis, and a theoretical framework of 

vulnerability.  Data collection methods include semi-structured interviews, journaling, field 

notes, and memos.  Triangulation uses qualitative and quantitative data from national and state 

surveys, databases, and archives that include toolkits and publications used through the City for 

Us program. 

 

I am currently in the process of completing my investigation.  To date, pilot findings suggest that 

vulnerability was seldom explicitly spoken through the planning process.  However, by the end 

of the interviews done with a selected group of stakeholders that participated in the program City 

for Us, the respondents suggested that in fact, vulnerability was discussed in the planning process 

when they articulated or made references to the socio-economic and political unpredictability, 

and institutional constraints they faced when discussing existing land-use practices.   Additional 

findings derived from the interviews suggest that environmental protection and conservation 

were main concerns to be addressed through their master plans.  Although their discussion on 

these subjects were framed generally with the social, economic and environmental dimensions of 

the sustainability paradigm, generally the concept of sustainability was not clearly understood, 

expressed, or carried out through the planning process.  Some respondents suggested that in 

many circumstances sustainability was an underlying element of their arguments when they were 
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considering alternative land-use and planning policies to contain urban expansion, or even to 

reduce existing urban perimeters. 

 

The respondents made references back to their communities, wherein local stakeholders were 

generally concerned with the social-economic implications resulting from land-use practices, and 

that somehow the environmental problems they were facing would be addressed through policies 

that address the social-economic determinants of their problems (vulnerability).  In various 

circumstances respondents suggested that the economic and environmental uncertainties they 

faced were built into their social problems, which leads me to contemplate that the economic and 

environmental factors are determinants of their social vulnerability.  

 

The generalizable research outcome is better policy that links urban expansion and vulnerability 

in ways that are meaningful to local residents and decision-makers.  The research improves 

methodological frameworks for development of or revision of community-based master plans, 

development policies, and for capacity building initiatives that engage policy makers, city 

managers and planning professionals, community leaders, and the general public in the climate 

change dialogue. It is noteworthy that this paper points out that local knowledge shared by 

vulnerable communities can become a systematic part of the learning efforts to address 

adaptation to climate change, while mainstreaming vulnerability reduction in developmental and 

planning initiatives. 
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