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A B S T R A C T

Municipal governments in the global South with weak governance capacities and resources must urgently build 
their capacities to address climate impacts. Building on the concept ‘bringing the state back in’, the paper dis-
cusses the influence of ideational evolution within municipal governments on their capacity to pursue contextual 
climate policies. Ideational evolution within the government was traced by unpacking policymaking processes 
(learning, puzzling, and powering) and actors (governmental and non-governmental) involved. The framework 
explains how a global South municipal government improved its capacity to formulate and adopt an integrated, 
cross-sectoral and contextual climate policy without any domestic or international mandate. Triangulated in-
formation –(climate) policy documents, existing literature, interviews with policymakers-forms the basis of the 
study. In theorising from and for the global South, the study presents a framework, supported by empirics, on the 
influence of local and contextual ideation on municipal decision-making capacity to institutionally respond 
against climate change.

1. Introduction

The study explains how Indian municipal governments improve their 
decision-making capacity to pursue contextual climate policies. While 
political-institutional contexts impact urban climate policymaking 
(Simon et al., 2022), other endogenous factors -local ideas and organi-
sations (Deshpande, 2022)- are instrumental in addressing urban 
climate governance barriers and pursuing climate policies, which are 
unpacked here.

Rapid urbanization has exacerbated the struggles of Indian munic-
ipal governments, operating with low capacities and diminishing re-
sources (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2021), in meeting developmental 
priorities and providing adequate services (ICLEI, 2023; Kundu et al., 
1999; Nandi and Gamkhar, 2013; Saroj et al., 2020). India, like most 
global South cities, is severely impacted2 by climate impacts (Dodman 
et al., 2022; Khalid and Okitasari, 2023; Singh et al., 2021), and this 

situation will worsen in the future (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), 2014). Municipal governments therefore need to take 
climate action (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2021; Cook and Chu, 2018; 
Deshpande, 2022; Somokanta, 2022) by improving their governance 
and institutional capacities (Simon et al., 2022). However, urban 
climate action requires additional governance capacities and resources 
(ibid; Stehle et al., 2022; van der Heijden, 2019); such capacities are 
lacking (Sami, 2018) in the overburdened (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2017) 
municipal governments in India (details in section 2.1), and other urban 
contexts across the global South (Nagendra et al., 2018; Yasmin et al., 
2023). Moreover, these challenges are heightened for poorly resourced 
secondary3 cities across the global South (Khalid and Okitasari, 2023; 
Kumar and Stenberg, 2023; Nandi and Gamkhar, 2013; Roberts, 2014; 
Roberts and Hohmann, 2014).

Municipal governments are essential for planning, adopting and 
implementing pan-city climate responses (Simon et al., 2022; 
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Anguelovski et al., 2014; Cook and Chu, 2018; Khalid and Okitasari, 
2023; Lund et al., 2012). In the last ten years,4 global South municipal 
governments have addressed climate impacts through local institu-
tional5 responses, such as climate action plans. Such climate plans are 
cross-sectoral (transport, water, health, waste, housing etc.) and inte-
grated as they comprise of both climate adaptation and mitigation 
measures- (Aboagye and Sharifi, 2024; Khalid and Okitasari, 2023; 
Padmanaban, 2022). Within the urban climate governance hierarchy 
municipal governments are crucial in undertaking climate action. For 
instance, these governments are a)proximate to urban risks and vul-
nerabilities (Carmin et al., 2012; Sami, 2018), b)able to set urban goals 
and priorities and introduce climate responses (Anguelovski and Car-
min, 2011; Deshpande, 2022; Simon et al., 2022), and c)well positioned 
to form and mediate climate partnerships with diverse organisations 
working across different governance scales (Chu et al., 2016; Khalid and 
Okitasari, 2023; Leal and Paterson, 2024). Moreover, scholars find that 
urban climate action plans, promoted by international 
non-governmental organisations6 (INGOs) and transnational municipal 
networks (TNM), can only become part of a city’s institutional paradigm 
if they are endorsed by municipal governments (Aboagye and Sharifi, 
2024; Fünfgeld, 2015; Stehle et al., 2022). Pursuing transformative 
climate agendas requires negotiating and streamlining diverse stake-
holder perspectives into a comprehensive perspective, which urban 
policymakers have the authority to govern (Simon et al., 2022). Thus, 
climate institutional responses -a pan-city climate policy with short- and 
long-term goals-requires the commitment, involvement and leadership 
of municipal governments.

The study bridges the gap in urban climate governance scholarship 
by highlighting the influence of global South municipal governments in 
tackling the global climate crisis. Several global South cities, including 
under-studied secondary cities, are pursuing climate action (Khalid and 
Okitasari, 2023; NIUA, 2023; Padmanaban, 2022; Stehle et al., 2022) 
owing to endogenous factors like municipal governments. While 
municipal governments play a crucial role in urban climate action, little 
is known about their internal dynamics and climate responses. Almost a 
decade ago, Broto and Bulkeley (2013) identified the need to study 
urban climate policymaking and agenda-setting processes in diverse 
contexts; this continues to be a gap especially from a global South 
perspective. Government capacities and climate policies (Dubash, 2021) 
at the city level have often been overlooked in urban climate governance 
literature (Da Cruz et al., 2019; van der Heijden, 2019). Furthermore, to 
decolonize urban climate governance scholarship, the study focuses on 
secondary cities from the global South as opposed to overstudied large 
cities of the global North7 (Nagendra et al., 2018; van der Heijden, 
2019). By studying the state/government in the global South this work 
aligns with decolonizing debates advocating for contextually appro-
priate urban theories and methodologies for the global South.

A focus on municipal government capacity to undertake climate 
action brings to focus the concept of state capacity and policymaking 

processes; an interdisciplinary approach used by this study enables a 
comprehensive understanding of urban climate governance, which is the 
need of the hour (van der Heijden, 2019). Here, state capacity, which is 
the ability to design and execute policies (Akbar and Ostermann, 2015; 
Cingolani, 2013), is explained through an ideational lens (Deshpande, 
2022; Deshpande et al., 2023; Jha, 2020, 2023; Mukherji, 2014). An 
ideational explanation focuses on changing values and interpretations of 
policymakers who shape policies (Béland, 2016; Béland and Cox, 2016). 
This ideational evolution was traced by unpacking the climate policy-
making processes (learning, puzzling, and powering (Heclo, 1974)) and 
identifying key organisations involved (details discussed later). When 
the two arms of the municipal government -bureaucratic (responsible 
for policy planning and execution) and political (responsible for policy 
adoption and budget allocation)- are driven by the same evolved policy 
idea they can cohesively pursue a policy (Deshpande, 2022).

The ideationally driven state capacity framework explains how 
Rajkot’s Municipal Corporation (RMC) improved its capacity to pursue a 
contextual climate policy. The city of Rajkot, with a population of just 
over a million and located in the state/province of Gujarat, formulated 
and adopted the Climate Resilient City Action Plan (CRCAP) as a policy 
in 2019 (ICLEI, 2019). This cross-sectoral and integrated climate action 
plan was undertaken through the CapaCITIES8 project, coordinated by 
the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI) and 
funded by the Swiss Agency for Development and Coordination (SDC). A 
formal climate institutional response was uncharacteristic for a sec-
ondary city, especially when the climate policy was pursued its own 
accord (without any domestic and/or international pressure and 
mandate). A climate action plan tests municipal government capacity to 
process scientific information and engage with diverse stakeholders, 
coordinate across urban sectors, and collectively draft and adopt a 
climate policy with short- and long-term implications. Findings show 
ideational evolution within the bureaucratic and political arm of the 
RMC improved its capacity to undertake a climate policy. Policymaking 
processes created a shared idea favouring the CRCAP, which enabled the 
RMC to cohesively address its governance challenges and introduce a 
climate policy. The study highlights the influence of the bureaucratic 
and political arm of the government on climate action by building on 
previous studies -focused on the influence of the bureaucracy and formal 
urban planning processes-on Rajkot’s sectoral and time-bound climate 
mitigation initiatives (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2017, 2021). Today many 
Indian and other global South cities have a climate action plan; however, 
in 2018–19 a secondary city like Rajkot was one of the climate pioneers. 
Consequently, Rajkot gained domestic and global recognition9 as an 
early climate adopter and a dedicated climate champion (ICLEI, 2021).

Section2 contextualises the study by discussing urban climate 
governance barriers experienced by Indian municipal governments. This 
is followed by a theoretical section that presents alternative explana-
tions applied to understand Rajkot’s case. It then goes to discuss the 
conceptual framework of state capacity and the causal mechanism 
(learning, puzzling and powering) of the study. The methodology sec-
tion explains the field-site and approaches used for data collection and 
analysis. The empirical section unpacks Rajkot’s climate policymaking 4 The 2015 Paris Agreement introduced ‘nationally determined contribu-

tions’ for obliging Parties to report domestic efforts against the global phe-
nomena (Parsons, 2016). Consequently, global climate discourses focused on 
domestic and sub-national climate efforts (Dubash, 2021). Before 2015, ma-
jority of the urban climate actions were sectoral, and predominantly mitigation 
focused (De Rosa et al., 2022) which is often not necessary for global South 
cities who need climate adaptation measures.

5 Institutions are the rules and norms governing state behaviour and their 
interactions(North, 1990; Young, 2008). Climate policies and regulations are 
institutional responses employed by municipal governments to address climate 
impacts (Bulkeley and Kern, 2006).

6 For instance, INGOs like C40 Cities and ICLEI guide municipal governments 
through their climate frameworks (C40 Cities, 2020; Fünfgeld, 2015; ICLEI, 
2023).

7 Scholars find that evidence on urban sustainable governance mechanisms 
from the global South continue to be scarce (Yasmin et al., 2023).

8 The objective of this project was to improve awareness and capacity within 
governments to plan and implement climate adaptation and mitigation mea-
sures to ensure low-carbon and climate resilient development (ICLEI, 2023). 
The CapaCITIES project involved three other Indian cities (Siliguiri, Udaipur 
and Coimbatore) in phase1 between 2016 and 2019 (CapaCITIES, 2018; ICLEI, 
2023). While four cities adopted ICLEI’s climate action methodology, each 
municipal government localized their plan (Interview, 2019; ICLEI South Asia 
representative).

9 Rajkot won several climate awards over the years (e.g. the National Earth 
Hour Capital Award in 2015–16, and the Planet City Challenge award in 2018 
and 2020) (Khakhariya, 2020; Parmar and Shastri, 2014; Urban LEDS, 2020; 
WWF, 2020).
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processes and delineates the role of government and non-governmental 
organisations involved. The discussion section draws connections be-
tween the framework and results and critically evaluates the climate 
policy and policymaking process. The paper concludes with key high-
lights and contributions of the study for prevalent and future research.

2. Research context

The research context section discusses governance barriers(2.1) 
hindering climate institutional responses in the global South, particu-
larly India. Sub-section2.2 presents alternative theories on urban 
climate policies and the conceptual framework explaining improved 
municipal government capacity to undertake a climate policy.

2.1. Urban climate governance barriers

Urban climate responses are hampered by governance barriers such 
as institutional, jurisdictional, financial, and technical inadequacies 
(Cook and Chu, 2018). Indian municipal governments continue to work 
within a centralised governance framework10 and lack authority in 
planning and decision-making processes (Khosla and Bhardwaj, 2019; 
Pinto, 2000; Sami, 2018; Weinstein et al., 2010). Additionally, domestic 
climate governance mechanisms (policies and legal context) at the na-
tional and sub-national level may leverage but don’t mandate urban 
climate action (Khalid and Okitasari, 2023; Stehle et al., 2022). India 
still does not have an explicit urban climate policy11 nor does the 
country have dedicated institutions to oversee urban climate action. 
India’s first domestic climate policy, the National Action Plan on 
Climate Change(NAPCC) provides sectoral guidelines (e.g.water, 
habitat, energy, knowledge) and is predominantly mitigation-oriented. 
Broadly, the plan (except the Sustainable Habitat mission) makes no 
provisions for urban climate action (Chu and Michael, 2022; Stehle 
et al., 2022). Additionally, long standing national institutions like the 
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change and other relevant 
ministries, orchestrating climate action at multiple scales (Bäckstrand 
and Kuyper, 2017), have not explicitly backed urban climate action 
(Stehle et al., 2022). Finally, there is no international (binding) obli-
gation for global South cities to undertake climate action (ibid).

Furthermore, municipal governments often lack climate awareness 
(Sami, 2017; Sharma and Tomar, 2010) and technical knowledge to 
address climate concerns (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2021). There are mis-
conceptions amongst cities that climate change cannot be addressed at 
the local level and requires national and global efforts (Sami, 2017). 
Institutional silos (poor cross-departmental coordination) (Samaratunge 
et al., 2017) and inertia further impedes climate action (Simon et al., 
2022). Moreover, municipal governments lack financial autonomy as 
they are financially dependent on central and sub-national governments 
(Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2021), and lack capacity to generate resources 
(Sami, 2018) for climate action. This is coupled by the lack of financial 
support for urban climate action, both from the union and sub-national 
government (ibid).

Another urban climate governance challenge observed especially in 
the global South is that climate action compete with development pri-
orities. Given the service deficits, developmental priorities take 

precedence over urban climate action (Anguelovski et al., 2014; 
Bhardwaj et al., 2019). Furthermore, there is no incentive for municipal 
governments to incorporate climate action into urban planning (Khosla 
and Bhardwaj, 2019; Kumar and Geneletti, 2015) or local agendas 
(Dewulf et al., 2012). Thus, climate action is not a priority for Indian 
municipal governments (Deshpande, 2022).

Urban climate action is more challenging for secondary Indian cities. 
Smaller and medium sized Indian cities struggle more than the better 
resourced large/mega-cities (Khalid and Okitasari, 2023; Kumar and 
Stenberg, 2023; Nandi and Gamkhar, 2013; Roberts, 2014; Roberts and 
Hohmann, 2014). Smaller cities not only have fewer resources (share of 
state and national revenues and programmatic fund allocations, and both 
domestic and foreign private investments) (Roberts, 2014; Roberts and 
Hohmann, 2014), but also have little capacity to generate own resources 
(less tax collected) (Kumar and Stenberg, 2023). Moreover, secondary 
Indian cities host a majority of the urban population as compared to large 
cities (ibid12). Under such circumstances, it is challenging for municipal 
governments of secondary cities to overcome developmental deficits, 
improve service provision, and simultaneously pursue climate action. In 
this background the study, focuses on municipal government capacity of 
a secondary city to undertake climate action.

2.2. Conceptual framework: improved state capacity of municipal 
governments to pursue climate policies

Municipal governments need to improve their capacity to overcome 
governance barriers to undertake climate action. Literature on urban 
climate governance reveals key explanations for urban climate action, 
especially in the global South, such as-a)interactions between key or-
ganisations facilitated by transnational networks (Bäckstrand and 
Kuyper, 2017; Butun, 2021; Fünfgeld, 2015; Goh, 2020; Heikkinen et al., 
2020; Khalid and Okitasari, 2023; Leal and Paterson, 2024), b)role of 
specific organisations (e.g.INGOs or NGOs; epistemic communities; 
donor agencies) (Bulkeley et al., 2014; Chu et al., 2016; Foo, 2018; 
Holgate, 2007; Khalid and Okitasari, 2023; Dobson, 2019; Leal and 
Paterson, 2024), and c)influence of climate champions (e.g.motivated 
political leader or bureaucrats/civil servants) (Anguelovski and Carmin, 
2011; Castán Broto, 2017; Patterson et al., 2019; Stehle et al., 2022; van 
der Heijden, 2019). While these are useful explanations, they don’t 
comprehensively explain how municipal governments make decisions 
against climate change. Firstly, transnational municipal networks 
facilitate interactions between diverse organisations which leads to in-
formation transfer, learning, network building etc. (see Leal and Pater-
son, 2024; van der Heijden, 2019). However, the influence of such 
network led interactions on the internal workings -governance struc-
tures (policymaking), institutional responses (climate policies)- of gov-
ernment is unclear and often questioned13 (Kaiser, 2022; Wolfram et al., 
2019; Da Cruz et al., 2019). Secondly, the formulation and adoption of 
institutional climate responses lies within the purview of municipal 
governments (Anguelovski et al., 2014; Cook and Chu, 2018; Desh-
pande, 2022; Khalid and Okitasari, 2023; Lund et al., 2012) as opposed 
to non-governmental organisations. So, presence of non-governmental 

10 The union government prepares policy guidelines and manages resource 
allocation to the sub-national and city level. The municipal government is 
mainly involved in executing measures (Sharma and Tomar, 2010).
11 Since 2005, India has increased its focus on urban development through 

flagship national government initiatives such as the Jawaharlal Nehru National 
Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM, 2005–2014), the Atal Mission for Rejuve-
nation and Urban Transformation (AMRUT, 2015- on-going) mission and the 
Smart Cities Mission (2015- on-going).Existing urban planning programmes and 
schemes do not explicitly focus on environmental objectives (Chu and Michael, 
2022).

12 Kumar and Stenberg (2023) show that 74 per cent of India’s urban popu-
lation lives in smaller and medium sized cities.
13 Climate action furthered by TMNs are skewed in favour of the global North 

and perpetuate structural power imbalances between the North and South 
(Kaiser, 2022). TMNs are governed by organisations predominantly head-
quartered in the global North (ibid), and further neoliberal agendas through 
global climate action frameworks which promote technocratic and 
market-oriented measures (Stehle et al., 2022). These networks exclude local 
organisations from engaging in climate decision-making processes (ibid) and 
undermine climate adaptation needs which exacerbates inequalities in cities of 
the global South cities (Chu and Cannon, 2021). Furthermore, the terms of 
engagements between organisations are defined and monitored by TMNs.
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organisations cannot explain how municipal governments formulate and 
adopt climate policies. Thirdly, actor/agent-based explanations maybe 
useful explanations for short-term outcomes as they are influenced by 
the tenurship or contract of actors; however, a cross-sectoral and inte-
grated climate action plan requires long-term involvement of multiple 
actors and organisations (Deshpande, 2022). Consequently, the above 
theories serve as alternative explanations as they fall short in explaining 
how the RMC improved its policymaking capacity to pursue a climate 
policy.

Understanding how a government improves its capacity to pursue a 
policy requires a closer examination of the government and its policy-
making processes (Jha, 2023; Deshpande et al., 2023; Deshpande, 2022; 
Dubash, 2021; Mukherji, 2014). Increasingly, improved state capacity 
has been viewed through an ideational lens as opposed to the conven-
tional materialistic explanations14 (Deshpande, 2022, Deshpande et al., 
2023; Mukherji, 2014; Mukherji and Jha, 2017). An ideational lens15

demonstrates the influence of evolving values and beliefs (Béland and 
Cox, 2010, 2016) of policymakers on decision-making processes and 
policies (Béland and Cox, 2016; Blyth, 2007; Culpepper, 2002; Hall, 
1993; Jha, 2020; Parsons, 2016; Mehta, 2010; Deshpande et al., 2023; 
Mukherji, 2014; Wood, 2015). The evolution of policy ideas within a 
government improves its capacity to design, adopt and execute a policy 
(Deshpande, 2022, Deshpande et al., 2023, Mukherji, 2014; Mukherji 
and Jha, 2017). For instance, Mukherji and Jha(2017), attribute effec-
tive implementation of India’s Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act to improved capacity of the Andhra Pradesh 
government due to evolving ideas within the sub-national government. 
In a similar vein, India’s first domestic climate policy (NAPCC) was 
launched by the Indian government due to ideational evolution within 
the policymakers and domain experts (Deshpande et al., 2023).

The study contributes to state capacity scholarship in political sci-
ence by using an alternative lens -ideational as opposed to materialistic- 
to explain improved state capacity at the city-level.

Ideational explanations for improved state capacity focuses on 
endogenous factors (local ideas, actors and organisation) (Deshpande 
et al., 2023; Jha, 2020; Mukherji, 2014). This study attributes improved 
municipal government capacity -to formulate and adopt a locally 
appropriate climate policy-to ideational evolution within the govern-
ment. Such an approach highlights the agency of the global South as 
opposed to narratives showcasing climate knowledge and norm de-
pendency on the global north (e.g. influence of transnational municipal 
networks and external organisations). From an urban climate gover-
nance perspective, the study theorises urban climate action and 
improved municipal government capacity from the global South. Such 
global South theorises are fundamental since global climate norms, 
largely set by the global North (Kaiser, 2022), are universalistic and not 
easily transferable (Parnell and Oldfield, 2014) to diverse global South 
context.

The paper presents a framework that showcases how ideas evolve 
favouring a policy which in turn impacts the government’s capacity to 
pursue the policy. Ideational evolution within a government can be 
traced overtime by unpacking the policymaking processes and 

identifying policymakers involved. Governments introduce new or 
redefine existing policies through policy learning, puzzling and power-
ing (details in Table 1) processes (Heclo, 1974; see Deshpande et al., 
2023; Jha, 2023; Wood, 2015; Stock et al., 2021; Dewulf et al., 2012). 
These policymaking processes are inter-related and involve a diverse 
group of actors from within the government and occasionally from 
non-governmental organisations who can provide policy relevant 
information.

The process of policymaking is ideational by nature (Béland and Cox, 
2010, 2016) and therefore influenced by changing interpretations of 
policymakers (Parsons, 2016). Ideas in favour of a policy evolve and 
take shape through policy learning, puzzling and powering process, 
which are influenced by the policymakers (Fig. 1).

The process of policy learning involves (re)defining a policy prob-
lem, understanding the interpretations of policymakers who designed 
past and current policies and setting the policy agenda; all of which are 
ideational in nature (Béland and Cox, 2016; Deshpande et al., 2023; 
Hall, 1993; Jha, 2023; Mehta, 2010) and alter the perceptions of poli-
cymakers involved in this process. Consequently, a policy idea -in this 
case the climate resilient action plan-emerges through the process of 
learning and is included in the policy agenda by bureaucrats for further 
discussions on identifying potential solutions.

During the puzzling process a policy idea matures into a policy 
proposal due to multiple, iterative, and collaborative discussions to 
identify technically and politically feasible solutions. Such problem- 
solving discussions are influenced by the values and knowledge sys-
tems of policymakers (Béland and Cox, 2016; Deshpande, 2022; Desh-
pande et al., 2023; Jha, 2023; Kingdon, 1995; Mehta, 2010; Mukherji, 
2014). Finally, a matured policy idea gets adopted as a policy when the 
political arm of the government approves a policy proposal after 
assessing its feasibility (Deshpande, 2022; Deshpande et al., 2023; Jha, 
2022, 2023; Mukherji, 2014). Policy evaluation is influenced by the 
interpretations and assumptions of policymakers. Moreover, effective 
implementation/execution of a policy requires convincing and bringing 
key stakeholders on board; this entails influencing the values and ideas 
held by key stakeholders to understand the policy implications. There-
fore, like the other policymaking processes, the process of powering is 
also ideational in nature. Powering is influenced by the values of poli-
cymakers and involves framing a policy to align with embedded realities 
and policy debates (Béland and Cox, 2016; Pan and Kosicki, 2001).

Tracing policymaking processes -learning, puzzling and powering- 
helps analyse ideation within and across the bureaucratic and political 
arms of the government. A policy is effectively planned, adopted and 
executed only when the two arms of a government are driven by the 
same policy idea; a shared rationality improves the government’s ca-
pacity to cohesively address its governance barriers and pursue a policy 
(Deshpande, 2022; Mukherji, 2014). The figure (Fig. 2) illustrates how 
policymaking processes leads to ideational evolution within a govern-
ment, which improves its capacity to effectively formulate and adopt a 
policy. The empirical section details how ideas evolved within Rajkot’s 
municipal government that improved its capacity to pursue a climate 
resilient action plan. While the conceptual framework was deductively 
adapted, it was validated inductively through empirical evidence.

3. Materials and method

This section describes the field-site, and methodology used to acquire 
data. The study focuses on Rajkot city as an explanatory case study of 
improved municipal capacity to undertake climate action Rajkot is 
vulnerable to urban and climate risks (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2021; 
ICLEI, 2023), and as a secondary city, it is undertheorized (Lamb et al., 
2019) despite hosting a large proportion of population (Adelina et al., 
2020; Kumar and Stenberg, 2023).

The data collected and analysed was centred on understanding de-
tails (how was the plan formulated and adopted and who was involved) 
about one institutional response- Rajkot’s climate resilient action plan. 

14 Conventional conceptualizations of state capacity, developed to explain 
phenomena in countries of the global North, focus on materialistic factors such 
as fiscal, extractive, and coercive capacities of states (Besley and Persson, 2010; 
Migdal, 1988; Tilly, 1985; World Bank, 1977 in Deshpande, 2022). Policy 
changes or introduction of new policies is explained by material needs, in-
centives and power (Moore, 1993; North, 1990 in Deshpande, 2022) of a 
predatory state (Mehta, 2010; Fukuyama, 2012; Kapur, 2020). For instance, 
Westman et al. (2019), find that climate mitigation agendas in the city of 
Rizhao (China) were due to economic interests and power dynamics.
15 Ideas are ‘changing historical causal-beliefs’ (Goldstein and Keohane, 1993) 

which define policy problems, identify policy responses (Hall, 1993) and stra-
tegies to attain policy goals (Blyth, 1997).

T.V. Deshpande                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Earth System Governance 24 (2025) 100243

5

Qualitative methods were used to capture contextual details (see 
Azungah, 2018) on Rajkot’s climate policymaking processes and actors 
involved in pursuing the climate action plan. Information on Rajkot’s 
CRCAP was triangulated (see Stehle et al., 2022) from multiple sources 
-interviews with policymakers, policy documents and review of avail-
able information-to avoid selection and information biases (Azungah, 
2018; Yin, 2013). The initial stage of data collection comprised of 
extensive literature review on Rajkot city, policymaking processes and 
climate and urban governance mechanisms. This process helped collate 
available information related to development policies and climate 
measures (e.g. government reports, policy briefs, NGO reports and 
journal articles) and identify missing information (e.g.policy docu-
ments, meeting minutes, internal presentations, government resolution 
and orders). Additionally, relevant stakeholders involved in furthering 
Rajkot’s climate action plan were mapped through this process.

The next stage of data collection on Rajkot’s CRCAP was through in- 
depth and multiple field-engagements between 2018 and 2020 in India; 
conducted as part of the larger doctoral research. With respect to Raj-
kot’s CRCAP, fieldwork was conducted in three cities of Gujarat (Rajkot, 
Gandhinagar, Ahmedabad) and New Delhi. Field engagements helped 
build trust with organisations involved in drafting and adopting Rajkot’s 
CRCAP and subsequently facilitated with data collection. Documents 
-comprising of written texts, images, presentations etc.- are essential 
component of qualitative research (Azungah, 2018). Descriptive infor-
mation on Rajkot’s climate policymaking processes (e.g. policy docu-
ments such as municipal resolutions and orders, meeting minutes) was 
acquired from respective government bodies,16 which are not publicly 
available and often undocumented. Furthermore, information was also 

collected from non-governmental organisations17 (e.g.media articles, 
NGO reports) to corroborate claims made by the municipal government. 
With respect to Rajkot’s climate plan 11 documents were acquired and 
analysed.

Finally, information on Rajkot’s CRCAP was acquired through 56 
semi-structured interviews with key/relevant governmental and non- 
governmental representatives (see Table 1 in appendices); most in-
terviewees were based out of Rajkot, while a few worked at the sub- 
national (Gandhinagar and Ahmedabad) and national level (New 
Delhi). Interviews help localise issues (ibid) and capture undocumented 
policymaking processes (see Deshpande et al., 2023); it improves un-
derstanding on why and who prioritises a policy issue, the collaborations 
and exchanges, contestations and informal discussions (Beyers et al., 
2014). Interviewees, initially identified through Rajkot’s CRCAP docu-
ment (CapaCITIES, 2018), were purposively18 selected as they were 
involved in different stages of Rajkot’s climate policymaking process (e. 
g. few municipal bureaucrats, serving Mayor and Commissioner, ICLEI 
South Asia representatives). This initial list snowballed (Creswell, 2013) 
into a larger and diverse list (e.g. representatives from citizen groups, 
local media; academic institutions, former government officials); ulti-
mately, all key stakeholders involved in drafting, reviewing and 
adopting Rajkot’s CRCAP were interviewed during field engagements. 
Interviews, driven by simple open ended questions (see Jamshed, 2014) 
and lasting between 30 and 60 min, helped trace past and on-going 
discussions leading to the formulation and adoption of the plan. Inter-
view questions were framed around the motivation/rationale for pur-
suing such a plan, key steps/processes and actors involved in furthering 
the plan, power asymmetries, perceptions and values about a climate 
policy, discussions and challenges faced in making Rajkot’s climate 
plan. This form of questioning enabled a free flowing conversation on 
how and who was involved in Rajkot’s CRCAP; there was a variation in 
quality of responses (e.g. memory failures, inadequate rapport and time 
with certain stakeholders (Azungah, 2018)). Consequently, several 
meetings (informal discussions) and follow-up interviews were con-
ducted with the multiple (ibid) and more approachable stakeholders19

Fig. 1. Ideational evolution through the policymaking processes.
Source: author’s analysis of literature (Hall, 1993; Béland and Cox, 2016)

Table 1 
Urban climate policymaking process and actors involved.

Details First stage (policy-learning) Second stage (puzzling) Third stage (powering)

Description of process The process involves assessing previous and current 
policies, accessing new information, and identifies 
potential solutions.

A collective process of 
deliberations/discussions on a set 
of policy responses/solutions.

Assessing feasibility and backing the policy proposal.

Outcome(s) of process Problem identification and influences municipal agenda Identify optimal policy response 
and formulate policy proposal

Adoption/institutionalization (e.g. resolution or order) 
of a policy proposal as a policy and allocating budget 
for implementation.

Actors involved (can 
vary across 
governments)

Municipal bureaucrats (state-appointed technical officials), 
elected representatives/political executives who have 
experience of dealing with policy problems. Additionally, 
domain expertsa for technical knowledge (other 
governmental and non-governmental actors such as retired 
bureaucrats, civil society and NGO members, media 
personnel, academics)

Municipal bureaucrats Elected representatives/political executives and/or 
powerful societal actors who have the power and 
authority to ensure policy adoption and execution

a Since governments do not have ready-made solutions to all policy problems they engage with experts or epistemic community who hold domain-specific and 
policy-relevant knowledge on particular issues (Dobson, 2019; Haas, 1992a, 1992b).
Source: author’s analysis of Heclo(1974), Hall(1993) and Howlett et al. (2009).

16 Government documents with respect to Rajkot’s climate action plan were 
acquired from Rajkot Municipal government, Rajkot Urban Development Au-
thority, and Gujarat Climate Change Department.

17 Reports and media articles were acquired from ICLEI Rajkot office, Rajkot 
Chitranagari NGO, World Wildlife Fund India, Shakti Sustainable Energy 
Foundation India, National Institute for Urban Affairs, World Resources Insti-
tute India, local and regional newspapers and digital news (Times of India, 
Scroll) and magazines (Chitralekha, Rajkot).
18 Purposive sampling has defined characteristics which is governed by the 

aim of a study (Andrade, 2021), and enables in-depth analysis within a case 
(Campbell et al., 2020).
19 Repeated interactions with stakeholders fostered trust and interest among 

stakeholders to share sensitive information and support the research (funneling 
approach discussed by Azungah, 2018).

T.V. Deshpande                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Earth System Governance 24 (2025) 100243

6

-typically junior officials and representatives who are aware of the 
(technical) details essential for policymaking-to identify missing infor-
mation and cross-validate findings.20 Interviewees have been anony-
mised (limited to affiliation and/or designation) as a precautionary 
measure.21 Similar data collection approaches have been used by 
scholars studying (urban) institutional responses to climate change 
(Patterson et al., 2019; Stehle et al., 2022; see Stock et al., 2021).

In data scarce context, triangulated information22 was analysed to 
trace how the RMC improved its capacity to pursue a climate policy, the 
CRCAP. Process tracing teases out causal mechanisms(see Fig. 2) and 
claims from qualitative information (Bennett and Checkel, 2015) to 
explain ‘how’ and ‘why’ a change occurs overtime within a single case 
(Patterson et al., 2019). Rajkot’s climate resilient action plan formed the 
basis of deductive23 analysis as it traced some details about the plan (e.g. 
information and analysis conducted, stakeholders involved, timespan, 
climate measures etc.) (CapaCITIES, 2018). A more nuanced analysis of 
the information collected was driven by the overarching research 
question-how (process) and who (actors) was involved in Rajkot’s 
CRCAP. Details on the policymaking processes and actors involved were 
traced from policy documents (e.g.municipal orders and resolutions) 
and interviews which were guided by the research question. For 
instance, policy document analysis helped trace the meetings conducted 
(e.g. aim, location, timing, convenor and participants of meetings, 
meeting minutes etc.). This information was validated by analysing the 
interviews (why certain decisions were made and some ruled out, who 
drove the meeting, how consultative was the process etc.). Process 
tracing helped inductively24 analyse Rajkot’s climate action plan 
(within case analysis) overtime a)the climate policymaking processes, 
events and sequences (how), b)identify key actors involved and their 
interactions in each process (who; Table 1), and c)delineate research 
variables and causal mechanisms (why; Fig. 2).

4. Results

The section provides a brief overview of the municipal governance 
structure, followed by a detailed discussion on how ideational evolution 

within Rajkot’s municipal government improved its capacity to pursue a 
climate resilient action plan.

4.1. Overview of Rajkot

Rajkot is governed by the Rajkot Municipal Corporation which is 
responsible for urban service provision and in recent years undertaking 
climate action (Deshpande, 2022). The bureaucratic arm, headed by a 
municipal commissioner and comprising of civil servants (often with a 
technical background), is responsible for formulating policy proposals 
and implementing policy interventions within a city. The political arm, 
comprising of elected representatives (e.g.Mayor, standing committee 
members and ward councilors), is responsible for reviewing and 
adopting policy proposals and municipal budgets(ibid).

With respect to climate change, the municipal government has 
actively championed climate measures, majority of which were sectoral, 
and mitigation oriented since the 2000s (CapaCITIES, 2018). While the 
province/state of Gujarat has a climate change department it has been 
ineffective (Jalan, 2017) and did not engage with Rajkot’s climate re-
sponses (Interview, 2019; RMC bureaucrats). Moreover, there is no 
dedicated climate institution or an established/formal climate commit-
tee (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2021) overseeing Rajkot’s climate action. The 
RMC, in the absence of domestic climate institutions guiding urban 
climate action (Chu and Michael, 2022; Stehle et al., 2022), took it upon 
itself to undertake climate action. The government often engaged with 
non-governmental organisations (e.g.ICLEI, WWF) to stay updated 
about global climate debates and convince international donors (e.g. 
SDC) to support policy relevant research on climate impacts. Further-
more, the RMC has been hosting an ICLEI South Asia representative 
since the CapaCITIES project to ensure smooth and sustained coordi-
nation against climate change (Interview, 2019; ICLEI regional 
representative).

4.2. Rajkot: the case of an early adopter

This section details Rajkot’s climate action plan formulated in 2018 
and adopted25 by the municipal corporation in 2019 (RMC, 2019; ICLEI, 
2019; ICLEI, 2023). This meant altering Rajkot’s institutional paradigm, 
that is integrating a climate policy into the municipal agenda. The 
formulation and adoption of Rajkot’s climate resilient city action plan 
was spearheaded by its municipal government with assistance provided 
by a select group of actors (discussed later). As mentioned previously, 
Rajkot’s CRCAP was pursued through phase1 of the CapaCITIES project, 
which was facilitated by ICLEI and funded by the SDC. Roles of key 

Fig. 2. Policymaking processes leading to ideational evolution that improves state capacity.
Source: author’s analysis and adaptation of literature (e.g. Deshpande et al., 2023; Jha, 2020, 2023; Mukherji, 2014; Mukherji and Jha, 2017).

20 The interviews were recorded (hand written notes or audio recorder) and 
transcribed with consent of the interviewees.
21 Sensitive information (e.g. data misrepresentation, political interreferences, 

power dynamics and personal biases) was provided off the record by govern-
ment officials and junior level representatives under the condition that their 
identities remain concealed.
22 Interview biases were addressed through document analysis (Azungah, 

2018).
23 Overarching questions or frameworks, guided by a pre-existing theory, help 

thematically analyse evidence (Azungah, 2018).
24 The themes are derived by analysis the raw data (Azungah, 2018).

25 The process of institutionalization legitimizes a plan and enables policy 
implementation (Anguelovski and Carmin, 2011; Bridges, 2016).
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actors in the formulation and adoption of Rajkot’s CRCAP are unpacked 
in sub-section4.3.

Rajkot’s plan aims to voluntarily reduce the city’s GHG emissions by 
14 per cent (263,823 tCO2e) by 2022–23 (CapaCITIES, 2018). A key 
component of the plan is an evidence base that comprises of a detailed 
vulnerability assessment, climate risk analysis, and a sectoral Green-
house gas (GHG) emissions inventory26 (2011–2015) (Aboagye and 
Sharifi, 2024; Arikan et al., 2020; ICLEI, 2023). In 2015–16, the city 
emitted 1.88 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent(tCO2e), which 
amounts to an average per capita of 1.33 tCO2e GHG emission 
(CapaCITIES, 2018; ICLEI, 2023). This evidence base is used to develop a 
plan of action comprising of adaptation and mitigation measures span-
ning across relevant sectors (e.g.water, housing, sewerage and solid 
waste management, electricity, transport, health) and pathways to 
implement them (Table A2 in appendices). Rajkot’s CRCAP was devel-
oped using the ICLEI climate resilient cities methodology27 (ICLEI, 
2023). The action plans acknowledge synergies between development 
goals and climate measures, making it easier to pursue both objectives 
simultaneously. Such convergence28 of climate objectives with local 
development priorities, has been defined as superimposition29

(Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2021), policy integration30 (Tosun and Lang, 
2017), mainstreaming31 (IPCC, 2007) or layering32 (Hochstetler, 2021; 
Patterson et al., 2019). In phase2 of the CapaCITIES project, Rajkot city 
has updated it climate action plan (ICLEI, 2023) and upholds the re-
quirements set by the Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy 
(ICLEI, 2021).

Finally, the action plan identifies potential sources to fund these 
measures, that is various sub-national and national government schemes 
and programmes. As of 2018–19, the RMC allocated INR 6026.5 million 
(~85million USD) from its municipal budget to undertake climate ac-
tions from the CRCAP (ICLEI, 2023). Thus, the climate resilient city 
action plan provides a roadmap for the municipal government to build 
climate resilience33 while achieving its development objectives.

4.3. Ideational evolution within Rajkot’s municipal government

This section unpacks the climate policymaking processes (learning, 
puzzling and powering) to show how ideational evolution within the 
RMC (Fig. 1) improved its capacity to pursue the climate policy.

4.3.1. Learning: emergence of policy idea
The process of learning with respect to Rajkot’s CRCAP, led by the 

municipal government, was path dependent on former experiences. The 

government had previously pursued several sector-specific climate 
mitigation measures (e.g.transport,34 water,35 electricity36) (Bhardwaj 
and Khosla, 2017, 2021; Stehle et al., 2022). Additionally, domain ex-
perts from non-governmental organisations were engaged by the gov-
ernment to provide technical assistance on climate issues. For instance, 
ICLEI was assigned the responsibility of providing technical assistance to 
the government in developing the climate action plan (CapaCITIES, 
2018; RMC, 2018; ICLEI, 2023). Such technical support was essential in 
learning about new cross-sectoral and integrated climate measures and 
ways to pursue them within the urban institutional paradigm. In fact, 
ICLEI helped build specific skillsets (e.g.cross-sectoral emission in-
ventory, climate data analysis and management) of the RMC bureaucrats 
so that they could pursue and sustain climate action on their own. The 
ICLEI regional representative stated that “our role is to introduce munic-
ipal governments to our climate framework, a general template for under-
taking climate action, which they need to carry forward in our absence” 
(Interview, 2019).

The climate action framework was introduced by ICLE South Asia, 
which the RMC saw as an essential policy idea to build Rajkot’s resil-
ience. The municipal commissioner and select bureaucrats brainstormed 
with ICLEI South Asia representatives over ICLEI’s (generic) climate 
resilient methodology and advocated for localising it to address 
contextual needs. Converting the climate action plan into a policy pro-
posal (by the bureaucracy) was contingent on ICLEI South Asia’s efforts 
of adapting its methodology to Rajkot’s needs. As part of localisation 
ICLEI was tasked to conduct a detailed climate analysis for Rajkot (e.g. 
urban risk and vulnerability assessments and cross-sectoral emission 
calculations) (CapaCITIES, 2018; RMC, 2018). Select bureaucrats 
oversaw ICLEI’s city-level analysis and provided supporting evidence (e. 
g.energy consumption, priority sectors) for the analysis. The regional 
representative of ICLEI emphasised that, “some RMC bureaucrats, espe-
cially engineers, actively engaged with us to learn about our assessments 
methods” (Interview, 2019).

Furthermore, the RMC decided to draw on its former climate expe-
riences and trainings, especially in the absence of domestic guidelines 
for urban climate action, to pursue such a cross-sectoral and integrated 
climate plan. For instance, previously formulated sectoral climate plans 
(e.g. the Low Emission Development strategy plan37) would serve as 
guiding documents (e.g. structure, organization and data requirements). 
Additionally, the approaches employed to develop sectoral climate plans 
(e.g.specialised teams of government and non-governmental organisa-
tion experts involved in planning and reviewing process) would be 
replicated to develop the CRCAP (CapaCITIES, 2018). A former RMC 
Commissioner stated that, “climate policies can be furthered only when 
municipal governments are convinced and actively involved in the process” 
(Interview, 2019).

This process of learning helped define the nature and extent of Raj-
kot’s climate impacts. Additionally, past and current policy instruments 
that may have a (direct or indirect) climate (adaptation or mitigation) 
potential were identified. Moreover, an order (RMC, 2018) was passed 

26 The GHG emissions inventory comprises of a emissions from a)community 
activities (residential, commercial/institutional facilities, industries, agricul-
ture, waste and land-use), and b)operations of government activities (local 
government buildings, facilities such as street lighting and traffic lighting, 
water, waste and sewage facilities, municipal vehicle fleet).
27 The ICLEI climate resilient cities methodology built on former ICLEI pro-

grams such as Cities for Climate Protection campaign, mitigation program, the 
GreenClimateCities program and adaptation toolkit, the ICLEI Asian Climate 
Change Resilience Network process or IAP toolkit (CapaCITIES, 2018; ICLEI, 
2023b).
28 A study in Mauritius shows that, climate (adaptation) measures need to be 

mainstreamed into local policy priorities for effective uptake (Williams et al., 
2020).
29 Superimposition involves realigning existing (bureaucratic) practices to 

novel objectives (e.g.addressing climate risks) (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2021).
30 Policymaking processes that have cross-sectoral policy implications 

(Giessen, 2011).
31 Development policies and plans are designed to address climate 

uncertainties.
32 Climate objectives are layered onto prevalent institutions.
33 Urban climate resilience is the ability of cities to anticipate, reduce, 

accommodate or recover from hazardous events (IPCC, 2014).

34 Rajkot city prepared a low carbon mobility plan with measures to make the 
transport sector more inclusive and lower Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.
35 As part of the urban nexus project (2016–2019) funded by the German 

Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development (promoting inte-
grated resource management) and the CapaCITIES project (2016–2019) funded 
by the SDC (focusing on building resilience) the city focused on all urban sec-
tors(CapaCITIES, 2018).
36 The District Energy systems project(2016), undertaken by the United Na-

tion’s Environment Programme(UNEP), focused on promotion of modern 
technology like district cooling systems. Similarly, the Building Efficiency 
Accelerator project, also by the UNEP, assisted the city in identifying energy 
efficiency measures (CapaCITIES, 2018).
37 The low emissions development strategies project (2012–2016) funded by 

the European Commission focused on low emissions urban development stra-
tegies and government capacity building (ICLEI, 2016).
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to establish specialised teams (CapaCITIES, 2018)- a climate core team 
(bureaucrats from relevant departments and select political executives) 
and a stakeholder team (domain experts from within the municipal 
government and various non-governmental actors)- to draft and review 
the plan was proposed through this process.

4.3.2. Puzzling: maturation of policy idea
Puzzling over Rajkot’s climate action plan was limited to the 

bureaucratic arm of the municipal government-bureaucrats of key urban 
sectors (e.g. electricity, water, transport, housing etc.) and the municipal 
commissioner. A RMC executive engineer involved in formulating the 
plan stated that, “the commissioner regularly engaged with the bureaucrats 
to oversee the formulation of the plan, which motivated them to carry through 
the process” (Interview, 2019). The process of puzzling leading to a 
policy proposal requires specific skill sets (e.g. knowledge of feasible 
policy instruments, budget assessment), and so was led by and limited to 
the RMC bureaucracy.

The idea for a climate action plan, which saw its origins in the 
learning process, evolved further due to puzzling. Outcomes of the 
learning process-problem identification, city-level analysis and previous 
sectoral climate mitigation plans38- helped focus on the next steps of the 
action plan. Puzzling involved discussing a set of solutions and identi-
fying feasible and contextually relevant solutions with an adaptation 
and/or mitigation potential (RMC, 2018). An action plan was developed 
through collective and repeated deliberations between RMC bureau-
crats. A climate core team -comprising of 41 sectoral municipal bu-
reaucrats, the commissioner, and the mayor’s office (Mayor and 
members of the standing committee)- was formed to draft and finalise 
the plan (translated into a policy proposal) (CapaCITIES, 2018).

The commissioner handpicked select bureaucrats, with prior expe-
rience of climate projects, to drive process. The RMC commissioner 
stated that “the bureaucrats could work on the plan whilst fulfilling their 
duties and engage with experts when required” (Interview, 2019). These 
handpicked bureaucrats did the initial groundwork to create a draft plan 
and identify information required from all sectoral departments of the 
municipal government. The commissioner invited bureaucrats from all 
sectoral departments to participate in climate core team meetings (RMC, 
2018). Initial core team meetings were dedicated to discussing details of 
the climate action plan and highlight expectations (e.g. information, 
coordination and participation etc.) from sectoral bureaucrats. Subse-
quent meetings focused on reviewing and refining the plan in terms of 
evaluating the city-level analysis, addressing information gaps and 
proposing sectoral policy instruments (ibid). ICLEI was invited to assess 
the climate adaptation and mitigation potential of the identified policy 
instruments (CapaCITIES, 2018). This plan was converted into a policy 
proposal for the approval of the political arm of the government.

The outcome of this collective deliberation was a technically feasible 
policy proposal for a climate action plan; this comprised of city-level 
analysis, set of policy instruments and budget analysis to execute 
climate measures. Additionally, the proposal comprised of a list of 
(government and non-government) experts to formulate the stakeholder 
team. Finally, the bureaucrats proposed adopting (incorporated in the 
municipal agenda and budget) the plan to ensure its legacy beyond the 
CapaCITIES project and/or tenure of senior bureaucrats.

4.3.3. Powering: adoption of policy idea
The policy proposal for a climate action plan was reviewed and 

ratified into a policy by the political arm in 2019 (RMC, 2019). Given the 
power of the political arm, in terms of assessing policy feasibility, 
sanctioning budgets and adopting a policy, the mayor and standing 
committee members were brought on board to support the climate 

action plan.
The policy idea for a climate action plan was presented by the 

commissioner and select bureaucrats to the mayor’s office. The mayor 
and standing committee members were convinced of the idea due to the 
short- and long-term policy implications and minimalistic resource re-
quirements (e.g. financial and human capital). The idea for a compre-
hensive climate action plan (proposal) was solidified into a policy due to 
strong political support provided by the mayor’s office. Usually, 
municipal governments shelve such plans as service provision (e.g. 
water, energy, transport) take precedence over all other issues. Such 
plans can only become part of the urban institutional paradigm when 
they are approved by the political arm of the government. Moreover, 
such political support enabled effective coordination (e.g.within secto-
ral municipal bureaucrats, between the bureaucracy and political arm 
and non-governmental experts) and adoption of the CRCAP proposal. A 
senior RMC bureaucrat stated that, “the political arm was extremely sup-
portive of the plan which resulted in its ratification, without their support the 
plan would not become a policy” (Interview, 2019).

The mayor’s office supported the plan in technical and non-technical 
ways. Technical support involved a feasibility assessment of the pro-
posal (e.g. budget analysis and adoption) and details of the plan (e.g. city 
analysis and policy instruments proposed as climate measures). The 
assessment led to political approval and subsequent adoption of the 
proposal into a policy. Rajkot’s standing committee passed a resolution 
(RMC, 2019) ratifying the action plan as part of the 2019–2020 
municipal budget.

Furthermore, political support was extended in non-technical ways. 
The mayor’s office valued expert advice on climate issues and thereby 
supported the establishment of specialised teams to formulate and re-
view the action plan. For instance, the political and bureaucratic arm 
collectively sent invitations to experts to join the stakeholder team. 
Consequently, a 43-member stakeholder team comprising of select bu-
reaucrats, municipal commissioner (chair), members from the mayor’s 
office and several non-governmental actors (e.g.local NGOs, citizen 
groups members, Rajkot chamber of commerce, community leaders, 
university partners like CEPT and private sector organisations) was 
formed to review the plan (CapaCITIES, 2018). Some political execu-
tives regularly participated in these stakeholder team meetings held by 
the RMC. The action plan was collectively scrutinized to ensure incor-
poration of societal concerns and priorities (ibid).

Another form of non-technical support provided involved convincing 
Rajkot’s general body, comprising of local councilors, and mobilising 
them to support the climate action plan. For example, the mayor’s office 
was instrumental in addressing concerns raised by councilors about the 
implications of such a plan on the municipal government and its prior-
ities (e.g. increased pressure on the already burdened bureaucrats, 
diverting attention from developmental priorities and exhausting 
limited municipal finances). In an interview a ward councillor revealed 
that “standing committee members wanted support of the general body 
members to approve a climate plan. Several councilors including myself 
raised concerns about resource constraints in terms of municipal budget, and 
availability of officials to provide us basic services and climate measures. The 
RMC bureaucrats guaranteed us that the new policy will only benefit us and 
not hinder services” (Interview, 2019). Meetings between select bureau-
crats, who furthered the plan, and local/ward councilors were facilitated 
by the mayor’s office. Rajkot’s councilors were informed about the 
overlaps between development (improved services) and climate policy 
(climate resilient development) with minimalistic institutional and 
financial adjustments. The mayor’s office leveraged support of the local 
councilors to adopt the plan by passing a resolution in 2019 (RMC, 
2019); the CRCAP has therefore become an urban climate policy in 
Rajkot.

4.3.4. Synergised bureaucratic-political rationality
The policymaking processes-learning, puzzling and powering-led to 

ideational evolution, favouring the CRCAP, within the bureaucratic and 

38 For instance, the city had, as part of other climate projects, prepared a solar 
city master plan, low carbon mobility plan, and low emission development 
strategies plan.
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political arm of the RMC. Firstly, Rajkot’s policymakers, especially the 
municipal bureaucrats, in 2018 strongly advocated for a cross-sectoral 
and integrated climate action plan comprising of adaptation and miti-
gation measures. This is evident in Rajkot’s former climate measures 
until 2018- time-bound climate interventions with a sectoral (e.g. 
transport, energy, waste, housing) and thematic focus (e.g.adaptation or 
mitigation measures) (CapaCITIES, 2018). Additionally, given the 
cross-sectoral nature of the plan, relevant sectoral department bureau-
crats and the municipal commissioner were actively involved (ibid; 
RMC, 2018) as opposed to earlier plans that involved a few bureaucrats 
and, occasionally the Mayor.

Secondly, the bureaucrats proposed adopting the action plan to 
ensure its longevity and uptake. The RMC Commissioner and select 
bureaucrats convinced the mayor’s office of the policy idea given its co- 
benefits of improved services while building climate resilience. This led 
to the ratification of the plan into a policy in 2019 b y the political arm of 
the RMC. By adopting and allocating municipal budget for the CRCAP 
(ICLEI, 2023; RMC, 2019) the RMC made climate adjustments to its 
institutional paradigm without any legal mandate, incentives and 
pressures.

Thirdly, ideas held by Rajkot’s bureaucrats and political executives 
were aligned/synergised in favour of the climate plan. RMC policy-
makers were driven by short- and long-term consequences of the plan, 
rather than electoral or economic gains. A standing committee member 
stated in his interview that “the bureaucracy and political arm worked in 
tandem to adopt the climate policy in 2019” (Interview, 2019). The then 
mayor used his position to actively publicise RMC’s effort of pursuing a 
climate policy (GCoM, n.d.). Consequently, the two arms of the gov-
ernment worked cohesively, which leveraged bureaucratic efforts to 
formulate the plan (e.g.forming specialised teams), and mobilised sup-
port39 (e.g.convincing local councillors) to adopt the plan as a policy.

Thus, the policy idea for a climate policy evolved overtime within the 
bureaucratic and political arm of the Rajkot municipal government. This 
ideational evolution in favour of a contextual climate resilient action 
plan within the RMC improved its capacity to address its governance 
challenges and pursue the climate policy (Fig. 2).

5. Discussion

Ideational evolution within a municipal government improved its 
capacity to overcome governance barriers and pursue contextual climate 
policies. In the case of Rajkot’s climate policy, ideational evolution 
within the RMC enabled the government to systematically address its 
governance constraints -technical (limited climate action knowledge, 
lack of climate expertise within the government), financial (inadequate 
resources to support the development of a climate plan) and decision- 
making (poor coordination, institutional inertia, weak domestic 
climate governance mechanism etc.)- and use innovative governance 
approaches. Novel/innovative climate governance arrangements are 
socially embedded and climate informed arrangements (formal and 
informal) (Simon et al., 2022), comprising of multi-stakeholder collab-
orations between diverse organisations (Shaw et al., 2023; van der 
Heijden, 2019).

Firstly, the emergence and maturation of a climate policy idea cat-
alysed Rajkot’s municipal government to recognise and address tech-
nical and financial needs required to plan and adopt a cross-sectoral and 
integrated climate action plan. In the absence of in-house climate 
expertise, the RMC engaged ICLEI South Asia representatives to conduct 
specific research (e.g. localizing ICLEI’s climate resilient methodology, 
assessing climate information,40 reviewing feasibility, forming new 

connections) on their behalf (CapaCITIES, 2018; ICLEI, 2023). Similarly, 
the RMC proposed the formation of a multi-stakeholder team, inspired 
by previous climate projects, to comprehensively review the draft 
climate plan before finalizing and adopting it as a policy. Moreover, 
given the limited financial resources available to secondary Indian cit-
ies, the RMC ideated on channelising resources from the SDC (donor) to 
conduct research required to draft the CRCAP (CapaCITIES, 2018). The 
RMC, unlike many global South cities, opened its rigid boundaries and 
form relations with societal actors and organisations working at 
different governance levels (Chu et al., 2016; Cook and Chu, 2018; van 
der Heijden, 2019). Such multi-stakeholder engagements strengthened 
the climate policy idea, because the RMC was introduced to new 
knowledge systems and understood societal needs better.

Secondly, different factions of Rajkot’s bureaucracy, known to work 
in silos causing uncoordinated policies (Samaratunge et al., 2017; Simon 
et al., 2022), came together to collectively understand Rajkot’s climate 
problem and deliberate over cross-sectoral climate measures in the 
CRCAP (CapaCITIES, 2018). In addition, the bureaucracy worked 
closely with its political arm, viewed as ceremonial and fragmented from 
its bureaucratic counterpart (Stehle et al., 2022), to review and adopt 
the CRCAP. The political arm not only worked closely with its bureau-
cratic arm, but it also convinced Rajkot’s local/ward councilors to 
support the plan leading to its adoption in 2019. Such collective effort 
within the government (Deshpande, 2022), as opposed to 
individual/champion-led action, is essential to introduce, implement 
and sustain long-term and pan-city climate policies(van der Heijden, 
2019). Ideational evolution within the RMC therefore enabled it to 
address institutional silos and inertia and work as a cohesive unit.

Thirdly, ideational evolution favouring a climate policy enabled the 
two arms of the RMC to acknowledge and address its decision-making 
governance barriers. The RMC incorporated climate policies into its 
municipal agenda -due to interdependencies between development and 
climate goals (Simon et al., 2022)- despite operating within a centralized 
governance system (Bhardwaj and Khosla, 2017, 2021) and in the 
absence of a domestic climate mandates and incentives and interna-
tional obligations (Sami, 2017; CapaCITIES, 2018; Stehle et al., 2022). 
Rajkot’s government has thus been to mainstream and pursue an inte-
grated and cross-sectoral climate policy since the 2019.

Fourthly, in 2018–19 climate action was a relatively nascent policy 
issue for municipal governments, which meant engaging diverse stake-
holders and streamlining diverse perspectives. The RMC strategically 
ideated over this complex policy issue and decided to closely monitor 
the policymaking processes. For instance, the RMC facilitated engage-
ments with climate expertise during the policy-learning process41 to 
identify climate issues and possible solutions; this was a relatively easier 
stage to engage non-governmental organisations. Similarly, the sug-
gestions provided by the multi-stakeholder team were carefully vetted 
by the government to avoid any biases. Such a monitored approach not 
only helps address conflicting priorities of diverse stakeholders but also 
streamline diverse perspectives and knowledge systems into a feasible 
and locally appropriate climate policy. Furthermore, policy formulation 
and adoption processes were led by the bureaucratic and political arm of 
the RMC to ensure insulation from societal and political interreferences. 
Rajkot’s municipal government was therefore embedded42 within its 
society but maintained autonomy (Bhavnani and Lee, 2018; Evans, 
1995) with respect to the formulation and adoption of the CRCAP 
(Deshpande, 2022). A new policy problem like climate change was 
addressed by the RMC through standard procedures (problem identifi-
cation, proposal development and policy adoption) and approaches 

39 Such mobilization can neutralize any opposition (e.g.vested interest groups 
who lobby against action (Constantino et al., 2022)) to proposed climate action.
40 This comprised of climate vulnerabilities and risks, climate adaptation and 

mitigation potential, all of which are essential for the evidence-base and plan.

41 Technical assistance and research fund was provided by non-governmental 
domestic and international organisations(CapaCITIES, 2018; ICLEI, 2023), that 
aided the learning process.
42 State embeddedness leads to better understanding of societal needs, iden-

tification of gaps and loopholes in the system and improved technical capacity.
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(policy instruments).
Finally, the idea for a climate action plan motivated RMC officials to 

improve their climate knowledge and networks by participating and 
presenting in domestic and international events such as climate work-
shops and conferences43 (ibid) and becoming members of global and 
regional climate forums44 (GCoM, n.d.). Such knowledge exchanges not 
only boosted the skillsets of bureaucrats and political executives but also 
leveraged the formulation and adoption of the plan and in recent year 
updating the plan.

Rajkot’s government has exemplified its capacity to formulate and 
adopt a locally relevant climate policy by integrating local ideas and 
coordinating between local organisations. However, the RMC hasn’t 
been able to engage the general public in the climate policymaking 
(especially learning) process. This is not unusual, as climate policy-
making processes are known to be elite/expert driven (Deshpande et al., 
2023; Dubash, 2021; Rahman et al., 2023), who have access to scientific 
knowledge, funding, and hold decision-making authority. Consequently, 
Rajkot’s elite and government-led CRCAP has made little or no consid-
erations for climate justice concerns, especially for the marginalised and 
vulnerable urban residents.

Moreover, improved policymaking capacity, especially policy 
formulation and adoption, is not a testimony of the government’s ability 
to execute the proposed climate measures. Often, municipal bureaucrats 
face political and/or societal interreferences (e.g. diverting in-
terventions away or to a certain ward/locality, contracting government 
projects to politically affiliated contractors) during the policy execution 
stage (Deshpande, 2022). Additionally, executing climate policies re-
quires adequate financial resources, which is an issue for Indian cities as 
there is no outright domestic support for urban climate action (Sami, 
2018). The capacity of the RMC to execute the CRCAP would require 
more research, which was outside the scope of the current study.

Municipal governments struggling with similar governance barriers 
can learn and adapt from Rajkot’s example. Global South municipal 
governments can integrate local ideas and facilitate engagements be-
tween local organisations to address urban governance barriers and 
pursue contextually relevant climate policies.

6. Conclusion

In an era of climate uncertainties, municipal governments in the 
global South must urgently build their capacities to undertake climate 
action. The study builds on the concept of ‘bringing the state back in 
(Skocpol, 1985)’ to focus on how municipal governments improve their 
capacity to formulate and adopt climate policies. Improved state ca-
pacity is explained by ideational evolution within the government (Jha, 
2018, 2020; Mukherji, 2014; Mukherji and Jha, 2017), which highlights 
the agency of domestic factors -both arms of the municipal government, 
local ideas, and novel urban governance arrangements-within the 
multi-scalar climate governance realm. The framework was applied to 
showcase how a secondary city’s municipal government from the global 

South improved its capacity to formulate and adopt a contextually 
relevant climate policy. An ideationally driven state capacity framework 
has been applied to explain effective policy adoption at different 
governance scales -national level (Deshpande et al., 2023; Jha, 2020; 
Mukherji, 2014), sub-national level (Jha, 2023; Mukherji and Jha, 
2017), and local level (Deshpande, 2022) in the global South; this dis-
plays the applicability of the framework to other geographical and 
governance contexts beyond the case discussed in this paper.

This study can serve as a pathway for future urban climate gover-
nance research on analysing the internal workings of municipal gov-
ernments, especially from data scarce and underexplored geographies 
like the global South. By theorising from and for the global South, this 
study intends to diversify global urban climate governance scholarship 
and connect local climate responses with global urban and climate 
agendas.
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Appendices. 

Table A1 
key stakeholders interviewed regarding Rajkot’s CRCAP between 2018 and 2020

Key stakeholders Rajkot

State/governmental actors

Retired/former municipal bureaucrats (e.g. municipal commissioners) N = 3
Serving municipal bureaucrats (e.g. ward level water supply engineers, ward level electricity engineers, ward level sanitation engineers, ward level housing engineers, town 

planning department members, deputy engineers, city engineers, commissioners)
N = 19

Political executives (e.g. Mayor, standing committee members, general council members) N = 12
Former Mayors and general council members N = 3
Other official staff (e.g. personal assistant to Mayor and Commissioners, smart city cell members) N = 2
Total governmental interviews N = 39
Non-state/governmental actors
Local media representatives (e.g. newspapers, radio) N = 3
Civil society members and citizen group members (education, building, industry) N = 8
Academics (e.g. the Centre for Environmental Planning and Technology) and consultants N = 2
ICLEI representatives (South Asia) N = 4
Total non-governmental interviews N = 17

Table A2 
snapshot of sector-wise climate (mitigation and adaptation) action plans

Sector Example resilience interventions Total mitigation 
potential (tCO2e)

Resilience impact

Buildings (residential, 
commercial and 
industrial)

• Solar photovoltaic and water heating systems
• Energy Efficient (EE) fixtures (e.g. LED 

lamps, EE fans and star rated appliances)
• Implement green building designs

183,138 Reduction of GHG emissions and improvement in micro-climate conditions

Municipal buildings • Solar photovoltaic systems
• Energy Efficient (EE) fixtures (e.g. LED 

lamps, EE fans)
• Reduce heat ingress by adopting heat 

preventing measures

1, 229 Reduction of GHG emissions, and increase in social adaptive capacity 
through promotion of climate action

Solid waste • 18 compost plants
• 7.5 MW waste to energy plant
• Scientific capping of landfill
• Notification by RMC on waste segregation

29,770 Almost all waste generated within city will be treated for next eight to ten 
years (~700metric tonne per day capacity), which will reduce the GHG 
emissions and improve socio-economic co-benefits through improved health 
and livelihood of vulnerable sections.

Transport • Deployment of electric buses, with solar 
photo voltaic based charging

• Public bike-share system
• Compressed Natural Gas goods vehicles in 

place of locally made diesel vehicles

14,796 Reduction of GHG emissions from public and private vehicles, improved air 
quality, reduced traffic congestion and accident rate, improved livelihood

Street lighting • Energy Efficient street lighting (52000 street 
lights)

6146 Reduced GHG emissions with better visibility and improved safety

Water • Reuse water
• Energy Efficient pumps for water treatment 

pumps (WTP) and pumping stations
• Solar photovoltaic systems for pumping 

stations and WTP
• Augmenting local water resources and 

ground water recharge
• Reduction in non-revenue water (replace-

ment of distribution pipeline with improved 
pipeline)

16,840 Improved water resource management, reduced water scarcity, better health 
and lower GHG emission. Also, due to reduction in non-revenue water, 14 
million litre water will be saved which can be served to additional ~100,000 
people in city

Sewerage • Energy Efficient pumps for sewerage 
treatment plant and pumping stations

• 100 per cent sewerage network
• Improve treatment quality and adequacy of 

sewerage treatment plant
• Stop direct emission from digesters

4006 Reduction in direct methane and GHG emission, contamination of 
groundwater and health related issues

Smart City initiatives • Solar park in smart city area
• Implementation of green building policy

7898 Reduction in GHG emission and impacts on urban heat island effect

Total 263,823

Source: CapaCITIES, 2018.

Data availability

Data will be made available on request.
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Béland, D., Cox, R.H., 2010. Ideas and Politics in Social Science Research. Oxford 
University Press.
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