
Greening Cities, Reducing Risk
Nature-based solutions strengthen urban resilience across Latin 
American countries 

CHALLENGE
Latin America and the Caribbean is one of the most 
urbanized regions globally, with 80 percent of the 
population living in cities and the share expected to 
grow further within two decades. Rapid growth is 
concentrated in medium-sized cities where weak 
urban planning and constrained institutional capacity 
intersect with intensifying climate risks—more frequent 
flooding, landslides, drought, and heat. Critical urban 
and peri-urban ecosystems have been degraded, 
eroding services that protect communities, regulate 
water, and cool city microclimates. In San Salvador, 
Kingston, and Xalapa, watershed pressures and 
fragmented urban expansion amplify exposure and 
vulnerability.

Addressing these risks requires integrated planning 
and practical, cost-effective measures that work with, 
rather than against, natural systems. Ecosystem-
based adaptation (EbA) offers a viable route: restoring 
riparian zones, wetlands, mangroves, and green 
infrastructure to manage water, stabilize slopes, and 
reduce heat, while supporting livelihoods. Yet, evidence 
has been limited, policy frameworks lag, and financing 
mechanisms are nascent. Strengthening local 
institutions, embedding EbA in municipal processes, 
and demonstrating tangible benefits at neighborhood 
scale are essential steps to shift practice and crowd in 
public and private investment.

RESULTS

1,330 hectares brought under improved 
climate-resilient management across the 
three cities, including 1,160 hectares of coffee 
agroforestry in San Salvador and 2 hectares of 
mangrove restoration in Kingston.

131,000 direct beneficiaries from flood-
reducing infiltration gardens; rainwater 
harvesting systems installed at 29 public sites; 
and 25 urban gardens established.

Reduced runoff during rainfall from green 
infrastructure—such as 55 km of vegetated 
infiltration ditches and 30 absorption wells in San 
Salvador, decreasing localized flooding.

Expansion of gender-responsive livelihood 
opportunities through establishment of 250 bee 
colonies in Kingston and 10 edible mushroom 
plots in Xalapa, providing diversified income 
streams to women and youth producer groups.

With full quantification under way, carbon 
sequestration gains from coffee shade trees, 
urban planting (10,875 trees in Kingston), and 
mangrove restoration.
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RESULTS IN MOTION



APPROACH  
Embedding action in watershed-scale nature-
based solutions enabled cities to manage climate 
risks where they arise. Integrating vulnerability 
assessments into municipal planning built 
technical capacity and informed site selection for 
EbA investments that directly reduce flood and 
erosion impacts. Implementing vegetated swales, 
infiltration gardens, riparian restoration, and rainwater 
harvesting created low-cost urban infrastructure that 
slows stormwater, recharges aquifers, and protects 
public assets. Parallel agroforestry and mangrove 
restoration stabilized slopes and shorelines, 
combining risk reduction with livelihoods.

A practical, partnership-led model mobilized local 
executors and community groups, accelerating 
delivery and fostering ownership. Sequenced training 
institutionalized knowledge in municipal units and 
universities, supported by regional guidelines and 
policy briefs to mainstream EbA. Cost-effective 
pilots demonstrated performance and co-benefits, 
providing evidence to inform national adaptation 
processes and to leverage co-financing. Targeted 
communication—webinars, digital platforms, and 
accessible protocols—expanded reach across 
countries, positioning EbA as a credible alternative 
or complement to gray infrastructure and unlocking 
pathways for replication and scale.

LESSONS LEARNED  
Combining rigorous, participatory risk assessments 
with targeted EbA investments yields faster uptake 
and better performance. Site-specific hydrological 
analysis and community input improved design choices 
and maintenance, particularly for infiltration gardens 
and riparian works. Sustainability hinges on early 
integration of financing and institutional anchoring—
embedding routine budgets for maintenance, linking to 
tariff-based mechanisms, and formalizing municipal 
protocols are essential to avoid pilot decay. Diversified 
livelihoods strengthen resilience but require market 
and organizational support; apiculture scaled where 
training and equipment maintenance were assured, 
while mushroom plots underperformed without strong 
producer networks. Finally, continuous communication 
builds legitimacy: demonstrating cost, function, and co-
benefits to engineers and planners shifted perceptions 
and encouraged the inclusion of green measures in 
routine urban works.

LOOKING AHEAD  
Institutional pathways for scale are in motion: EbA 
training embedded in Jamaican universities, municipal 
coordination mechanisms active in San Salvador, and 
Mexico’s Nationally Determined Contribution update 
recognizing nature-based solutions. Concept notes 
to the Green Climate Fund and the Adaptation Fund 
advance replication, while upscaling strategies focus 
on integrating green measures into standard urban 
works (e.g., sidewalks with infiltration gardens, native 
species reforestation) using existing municipal budgets. 
Next steps prioritize maintenance financing, codified 
protocols, and expanded private participation to sustain 
ecological function and extend benefits city-wide.

Vegetated swales, infiltration 

gardens, riparian restoration, and 

rainwater harvesting created low-

cost urban infrastructure that slows 

stormwater, recharges aquifers, 

and protects public assets.


