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‘the struggle for global sustainability 
will be won or lost in cities’ 

Ban Ki-Moon, UN Secretary-General 

‘As the world charts a more sustainable 
future, the crucial interplay among water, 

food and energy is one of the most 
formidable challenges that we face’  
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 In 2014, 2.07 billion people lived in urban areas in Asia Pacific, 
representing 53 per cent of the world’s urban population 

 Since 2000 an astonishing increase of 630 million people in cities  in the 
ESCAP region 

 2050: 3.2 billion+/ 64% of region will live in cities 
 A region of megacities - yet largest urban population & fastest growth is 

in small-medium size towns & cities 
 They account for 60% of the region’s urban population & are 

increasingly important 

Patterns of Urban Development: Demographic 



 Growth of 460m between 2010-
2025 in secondary cities - 
compared to 270m growth in 
megacities 

 Between 2010-2015, the biggest 
absolute growth in population will 
be in secondary cities of 1-5 million 

 Their development will largely 
shape the region’s urban future: a 
reorientation of research & policy 
attention 

 On the frontlines of new urban 
agendas: innovations & policy 
initiatives at scale 

Challenges faced by secondary cities: 

 Economic - sufficient and sustainable 
economic growth, job creation for large 
number of in-migrants, attractiveness for 
investment.  

 Social - balance between wealth 
generation & poverty reduction, rapid 
social change & conflict, access to social 
support services. 

 Infrastructural/Environmental – 
resource demand, infrastructure deficits, 
urban sprawl, degradation of farmlands 
and natural resources. 

 Governance – weak fiscal base, 
dependence on allocations, information 
deficits, limited human resources; 
regulatory/legal frameworks;  
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Asia-Pacific Urbanization:  

secondary cities 



 Cities are consumers of regional resources; are sources of waste; and 
are vulnerable due to this unsustainable pattern 

 Continued degradation of ecosystem services through an exploitation 
model 

 The regional development and urban development is fundamentally 
inefficient 

 Resource gaps: there is an urgent need to decouple economic growth 
and resource exploitation 

 Significant and growing contribution to GHG 

Why focus on Urban Nexus? 

Source: Global Initiative for Resource Efficient Cities, UNEP 5 



Urbanization  in Thailand 

• Urban population in Thailand:- 3.4 m in 1950 to 19.5 m in 2000; 34 m 
in 2015 and 43 m in 2030 

 

• An increase from 29% in 1990 to 49% in 2014 to 72% in 2050 of  total 
population 

 

• The share of population in BMR and its peri-urban areas: 64% and 
36% in 1993 to 57% and 43% in 2007: A mega urban region beyond 
known boundaries 

 

• The urban area of Chiang Mai as illustration: its ‘footprint’ has grown 
significantly but its administrative boundaries remain.  



 Existing institutions/policy frameworks require transformation/ 
renewal: from competitive to collaborative governance 

 Policy responses must consider impacts/relationships beyond urban 
boundaries & across sector silos  

 Shift from short term resource exploitation towards long term 
investment 

 Achieving effective stakeholder engagement: municipal government, 
the private sector, researchers/organizations 

 Supporting mutually beneficial actions & policies for interdependent 
urban & peri-urban areas: Need for integrated and well-organized 
spatial planning 

 Financial, technological, political, organizational & information-

related challenges 
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Challenges for Sustainable Cities & Regions 



 The need for integrated planning requires a multi-stakeholder 
approach underpinned by effective and responsive governance 

 Resource footprint of cities, as well as ecosystem boundaries, 
transcend administrative boundaries, calling for coordination across 
actors and institutions 

 Multi-level governance and mainstreaming nexus 

 Clarify mandates of different actors:  

vertical and horizontal 

       
A Nexus approach requires coordination  

and integration at different levels:  

 Vertical integration – across institutions and 
actors 

 Horizontal integration – across sectors 
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Highlighting the governance dimension  



Through new thinking & commitment,  gaps can be closed which 
support sustainable, resource-efficient and resilient cities 

– Ecology: Infrastructure development should contribute to greening 
cities, Eg: green buildings  

– Green economics: Infrastructure development should strengthen & 
deepen urban economies, and livelihood opportunities  

– Governance: Through a more engaged civic involvement, through greater 
cross-sectorial coordination and planning 

– Socio-cultural: Outcomes should build upon and enrich cultural norms 
and values, and create benefits for society as a  whole through the built-
environment 

– Resilience: Through strengthening cities but also communities, and 
providing greater capacity & resources to recover from disaster 

 
Adapted from Paul James, University of Western Sydney 

 

Closing Gaps for a Sustainable Urban Future:  

Qualitative and quantitative dimensions 
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By integrating policies and 
measures across critical 
resources, the nexus 
approach aims to;   
 

By shifting towards sustainable 
resource management, the urban 
nexus fundamentally promotes 
green urban growth/economy 
through;  

Integrating “resource 
nexus” into agreed 
IGDAs: 

 
 

• enhance synergies;  
• reduce trade-offs 
• ultimately support 

transition to 
sustainability  

• water-energy-food security for 
all;  

• equitable, resilient and 
sustainable urban 
development; 

• sustainable urban & peri-urban 
ecosystem services.  

• Balancing the 
social, economic, 
environmental 
dimensions 

• Achieving 
coherence across 
goals 
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While much can be achieved through sector-based approaches, more 
concerted attention needs to be paid to the specific benefits of 
integrated, inclusive and comprehensive urban approaches 

Closing the loop via urban nexus initiatives 



An Urban Nexus in action 

 Innovation Finance  Technology 

 Policy Governance Leadership 
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 Moving from sectoral to holistic 
frameworks: from fragmentation to 
integration through innovation  

 

 Balancing decentralization and local 
level fragmentation with national & 
regional planning: getting the 
institutional relationships right 

 

 Integrated sustainable development 
requires financing to match action: 
the right enabling factors/incentives  

 

 Planning to meet current and 
projected resource needs requires 
data and transparency in decision-
making 

 

 Creating a supportive and incentivizing 
governance framework 

 

 Commitments to equity & access 
underpin social dimensions   

Adapted from www.cna.org/reports/accelerating-risks 

http://www.cna.org/reports/acceleratingrisks
http://www.cna.org/reports/acceleratingrisks
http://www.cna.org/reports/acceleratingrisks


• What solutions and strategies can be implemented to close the growing 
gaps between urban resource use and sustainability? 

 

• How to come up with innovative ‘governance’ models that integrate the 
various levels of provision with resource efficiency in an urban context? 
How to formulate policies to support nexus initiatives? 

 

• How can we incentivize changes? 
 

• How can “co-ordination” ministries play a key role in bridging the gaps 
between local, provincial and national governments? 

 

• How can decentralization strategies have a positive impact on urban 
governance in terms of resource allocation, capacity building and 
supporting innovative partnerships? 

 

• What are the key enabling factors and conditions – technical, financial, 
institutional, policy, instruments, information sharing, coordination across 
ministries - for nexus initiatives to thrive?  

Some Key Questions 
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THANK YOU 
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