
The localization of the Sustainable Development 
Goals of Agenda 2030 and the New Urban Agenda 

Innovative concepts for the management of urban waters  
and the provision of essential public services in rapidly  
growing cities and human settlements

The “Sustainable Development Goals” (SDG) and the 

“New Urban Agenda” call for a remodeling of urban 

development. Urban areas are becoming the central 

organizational form for almost all human societies. 

The global urban population could increase from just 

under 4 billion today to 6.5 billion people by 2050 – 

and urban infrastructures will grow with it. For the 

world’s cities, towns and settlements, water is pro-

foundly important to shaping healthy, productive and 

livable places. Rapid urban growth, inadequate use 

of natural resources and climate change may result 

in increasing vulnerabilities of society, economy and 

ecosystems. 

The New Urban agenda calls for polycentric and 

balanced territorial development policies and 

plans; strengthening the role of small and inter-

mediate cities in enhancing food security and 

nutrition systems; and providing access to hous-

ing, infrastructure and services. The still inade-

quate coverage of water and sanitation services of 

low-income or structurally weaker urban districts 

in many countries exemplifies the difficulties in 

establishing more inclusive cities and settlements. 

Innovative strategies of the management of urban 

water resources may consider the following:  

1.  “Water” is a crossing cutting topic for the 

establishment of livable and inclusive cities. 

“Water” is key for equitable and affordable access 

to basic physical and social infrastructure for all 

such as health, affordable serviced land, hous-

ing, energy, safe drinking water and sanitation, 

nutritious food, waste disposal, mobility and 

public spaces.  

2. Water-relevant public services and the inte-

grated management of urban water resources are 

reflected in concepts such as the “water-sensi-

tive cities” or the “water-wise cities” in a new 

urban planning context. Livable, inclusive and 

climate-resilient cities and settlements require 

urban and spatial planning, which recognizes 

the management of “water” as a cross-sectoral 

task and in connection with comprehensive 

infrastructure development and the design of 

urban space, placing it at the center of urban 

decision-making processes.

3. “Classic" models of urban planning – such as 

the development and implementation of compre-

hensive master plans and the associated notions 

of an infrastructure that grows consistently over 

time, are reaching their limits in the face of rapidly 
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growing urban spaces. For the foreseeable future, 

large parts of rapidly growing urban areas and 

settlements cannot be supplied by central infra-

structural solutions of wastewater technology – i.e. 

the related basic services (Limiting factors include 

high costs for infrastructure development, main-

tenance and operation, limited space).

4. In many places, comprehensive public services 

can only be achieved through a combination of 

centralized and decentralized solutions. Inte-

grated sanitation systems adapted to the specific 

local context (centralized systems, decentralized 

treatment systems connected to simple sewerage 

systems, stand-alone mechanical and hydraulic 

treatment systems, septic tanks, decentralized 

sludge treatment units, etc.) should take this chal-

lenge into account. 

5. For a comprehensive provision of water related 

public service associated with the management 

of used/waste water, there is thus the need for a 

polycentric supply and disposal/reuse structure, 

which can be flexibly shaped both in terms of its 

spatial and temporal dimensions. This can only 

be achieved by overcoming idealistic and less 

realistic strategies of urban infrastructure devel-

opment (often oriented to high tech-orientated 

OECD standards). Effective strategies should be 

characterized by a pragmatism that allows a) the 

provision a timely service provision, b) a gradual 

technical development (UN principle of progres-

sive implementation) and c) the anticipation of 

urban development processes.

6. The establishment of an effective polycentric 

service structure essentially depends a) on an ade-

quate legal framework and b) on the development 

of efficient municipal water management. Munici-

pal water management requires a) clear mandates 

of the relevant public and private sector actors, 

b) appropriate (implementation) capacities and 

procedures, c) sound financing schemes or corre-

sponding tariff systems, and d) the involvement of 

households or consumers in the design of service 

provision. This requires polycentric approaches of 

efficient and systemic governance structures. The 

term "subsidiarity" should be remembered here.

7. Polycentric approaches for water-based public 

services should – as much as possible – pursue 

the principles of integrated management of urban 

water resources and urban water catchment areas. 

Used, but untreated water is not only an immediate 

threat to public health, it also causes pollution of 

freshwater resources and ecosystems. For exam-

ple, the so-called Water Safety Plans under the 

WHO drinking water quality guidelines should also 

take into account the pollution risks arising from 

household wastewater and implementing appro-

priate prevention strategies. The multi-fold pres-

sure on fresh water resources calls for a system 

approach that allows an effective re-use of used 

waters.    

8. Increasing conflicts over the use of water 

resources require innovative local or polycentric 

governance structures that need to balance the 

interests of the affected status groups. For exam-

ple, the concept of the Waterstewardship http://

a4ws.org/ envisages that the operators of produc-

tion sites with local residents develop common 

strategies for the sustainable and consensual use 

of water use and implement appropriate measures.

9. The effective provision of public services 

for poorer sections of the population are a most 

challenging task for all concerned stakeholders. 

The effective provision of water related services 

is primarily a core task of political decision-mak-

ing at the national and municipal levels. A social 

inclusion-oriented urban design plays an essen-

tial role in building a poycentric supply structure. 

The establishment and development of inclusive 

service structures is above all dependent on the 

establishment of efficient financing schemes. 

Faced with the chronic financial weakness of 

municipalities and local institutions in many 

places, international financial institutions and 

investors in particular are called upon to recog-

nize the potential of polycentric urban develop-

ment and to break new ground in cooperation with 

national and local actors.


