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FORECASTING SUSTAINABLE URBANIZATION 
Support for sustainable infrastructure planning in cities 

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) is launching 
a pilot capacity development project titled, ‘Forecasting Sustainable Urbanization: Support for 
sustainable infrastructure planning in cities’, funded through the China-ESCAP Cooperation 
Programme. The initiative aims to support the implementation of resource efficient and 
environmentally friendly planning policies for three project cities in Central and East Asia. The project 
will run until December 2020 and the findings and application of the forecasting tool will be 
disseminated and mainstreamed throughout the Asia-Pacific region. 

Forecasting for sustainable urbanization in Asia and the Pacific 
The Asia-Pacific region is among the most rapidly urbanizing in the world. Its urban population 
increased by over 725 million people between 2000 and 2015 and is estimated to increase by another 
688 million by 2030. Most of this urban population growth is projected in developing secondary cities 
and therefore sustainable urbanization in these emerging cities will play an essential role as countries 
seek to achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The manner in which cities develop 
is also vital for countries to realize their Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) to reduce their 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions under the Paris Climate Agreement. 

While many cities in the Asia-Pacific region have seen considerable economic and social 
development, urban planning has lagged, and infrastructure development has not kept pace. This 
may threaten the region’s continued growth, and potentially prompt regression away from the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Local policymakers often lack not only 
the capacity to gather and utilize data, but also the tools to understand the longer-term impacts of 
urbanization and growth, limiting the ability to properly plan and implement urban solutions that would 
assure future cities are resilient and resource efficient. 

Project strategy 
To alter future trajectories in Asia-Pacific cities will require a decoupling of economic growth from 
resource consumption and a drastic reduction in resource intensities associated with urbanization. 
The project proposes to assist three partner cities – Bishkek in Kyrgyzstan, Dushanbe in Tajikistan, 
and Xiamen city in China – to better plan sustainable infrastructure and manage urban growth by 
developing and applying a forecasting methodology and tool. 

The forecasting tool will allow policymakers to better manage growth and optimize investments in 
cities by estimating the natural resource use, infrastructure, and financial needs associated with 
expected population and economic growth. The tool will allow cities to assess and forecast resource 
impacts over time and create scenarios based on policy interventions (e.g. zoning/urban 
densities/impacts and needs of different population groups), technical solutions (e.g. nature-based 
solutions such as green infrastructure, green building standards), or benchmarks (e.g. % 
improvement in resource efficiency, energy reduction, water efficiency, reduction in waste or increase 
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in recycling). The tool will include a ‘reverse planning function’ (e.g. targeting % reduction in resource 
use, % reduction of GHG emissions) to translate targets into policy actions and recommendations. 

Through application of the tool and scenario building, partner cities will be able to conduct 
infrastructure planning to create more resilient, resource-efficient and sustainable cities, including 
through nature-based solutions and adoption of environmental policies for sustainable management 
of resources. Through enhanced scenario building, policymakers in all three countries will develop 
(pro-poor and gender-responsive) policy interventions that reduce environmental impact and 
resource intensities in Policy Pathways and contribute to the attainment of multiple SDGs and climate 
strategies in their respective NDCs. Such results are expected to be replicated in other countries in 
the region so that future cities are more resource efficient. 

Output 1: Stakeholders in project cities have enhanced understanding of and access to national 
data on resource and environmental trends for the development of resource consumption 
projections. 
Activity 1.1: Review and analyze urbanization, resource, and environmental trends, including 
material use, water and energy consumption and GHG emissions, waste generation, and land use, 
including gender, poverty, and resilience dimensions in the three project cities. 
Activity 1.2: Deliver inception/data collection workshops in the three project cities focused on 
urbanization trends and introduction to environmental accounting, and on data collection to 
support establishment of baseline assessment and projections for resource use in partner cities, 
and develop business-as-usual projections of resource consumption and resource intensities 
based on population and GDP estimates to 2025 and 2030. 
Activity 1.3: Prepare the baseline analysis and estimated resource demand for the three project 
cities. 
Output 2: Stakeholders in project cities have developed scenarios of resource consumption and 
environmental impact associated with urbanization using the forecasting methodology and tool. 
Activity 2.1: Develop forecasting methodology and tool. 
Activity 2.2: Deliver forecasting tool training and scenario making workshops for pilot testing for 
project cities (joint Kyrgyzstan/Tajikistan workshop in Almaty, Kazakhstan; workshop in Xiamen). 
Activity 2.3: Identify policy alternatives and interventions (e.g. policies, nature-based solutions, 
efficiency targets and benchmarks) to alter resource intensity trajectories. 
Output 3: Stakeholders in project cities have applied the forecasting tool to develop policy actions 
and planning interventions (Policy Pathway documents) to improve resource efficiency and reduce 
environmental impacts for sustainable urbanization. 
Activity 3.1: Develop policy pathways based on forecasted resource efficiency scenarios to achieve 
benchmarks/targets (e.g. policies, nature-based solutions, efficiency targets and benchmarks). 
Activity 3.2: Deliver regional knowledge sharing and replication workshop on methodology and tool 
to member States, cities, and UN regional staff to identify regional applications and incorporation 
in UN support to countries. 

If you would like to learn more about the project please address your inquiries to the Sustainable 
Urban Development Section of UN ESCAP by writing to escap-edd-suds@un.org. 


