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Introduction 

 

We are at a crucial point of humanity, a historical time. “The transformation of modernity in 

its existential crisis […] and only if the most urban centres can marshal the strength for trans-

formation, can it succeed worldwide” (WBGU, 2016). We have a small window of opportunity 

to do things differently, and that is now. We, individually and collectively, can muster the 

courage to be bold and dare to change. Change our ways of growing, planning, building and 

importantly change the ways we relate to each other. This is the opportunity that the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development – an agreement signed by all United Nations (UN) 

member states in September 2015 – offers. We can ignore it, and stories of doom and gloom 

are materializing in front of us and exclaimed by the scientific community and enlighten lead-

ers. Or we can cherish our ability, as human beings, to be consciously connected to humani-

ties life-supporting systems and enjoy the benefits of working with them as opposed to 

against them. 

In this paper, three aspects will be tackled. The first one concerns how a global process in-

volving not only states, but also civil society, business and other actors led to the develop-

ment and adoption of a universal vision of transformation in the form of the 2030 Agenda. 

This agenda contains both explicit and implicit implications for the transformation of urban 

centres. The dryness of the account of the process in this first chapter is to make sure that 

we have the factual understanding of the leverage points that we have, as actors in this 

transformation. The second section investigates how a second political process, culminating 

in the third United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development, 

aims to contribute to a transformation in urban governance, planning and construction. And 

thirdly, I will argue that a forward looking systems approach in which we cooperate and co-

ordinate our efforts reap benefits, costs less and is more efficient.  

This paper is aimed as an input to the 6th Regional Workshop of Integrated Resource Man-

agement in Asian Cities: Urban Nexus, Santa Rosa, Philippines 22-23 June 2016 gathering 

national urban planners from different Asian and South East Asian countries. It is not an 

academic piece analysing the existing and near daily evolving literature but a practice orien-

tated paper. 
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 The 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals  1

 Development of the 2030 Agenda 1.1

On 25-27 September 2015, Heads of State and Government and High Representatives met 

at the United Nations Sustainable Development Summit and adopted an ambitious sustaina-

ble development agenda entitled “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development” (Resolution 70/1). This agenda will drive development for the next decade and 

a half. A central part of the 2030 Agenda are the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), which are intended to build upon the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The 

SDGs are divided into 169 targets, which are to be monitored through approximately 2030 

indicators. As is outlined in the preamble of the agenda, the SDGs “seek to realize the hu-

man rights of all and to achieve gender equality and the empowerment of all women and 

girls. They are integrated and indivisible and balance the three dimensions of sustainable 

development: the economic, social and environmental.”  

The process of developing the SDGs formally started at the United Nations Conference on 

Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in 2012.  It was a long and open process led by UN 

member states with broad participation of Major Groups
1
 including local authorities. The 

process was far more inclusive than the process of developing the MDGs. The implementa-

tion, follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda aspire to be similarly inclusive.
2
  

 Implementation of the 2030 Agenda  1.2

As opposed to the Millennium Development Goals, the Sustainable Development Goals are 

universal - meaning that all countries need to take action to achieve them. As the implemen-

tation of the SDGs has only recently started, their impact remains to be seen and implemen-

tation is still in an explorative phase. However, the SDGs are intended to drive development 

cooperation until 2030. Similarly to the MDGs, they may influence Official Development As-

sistance (ODA), national policies and budget allocation.  

An ambition of the 2030 Agenda is moreover to mobilize partnerships among all relevant 

actors to support implementation. Thus far, more than 2000 partnerships have registered on 

a dedicated platform (UN, 2016). The UN system is also examining how it can best support 

the implementation of the SDGs.  

 Follow-up and Review of the 2030 Agenda 1.3

To track progress on the implementation of the SDGs, the 2030 Agenda outlines a multi-
level follow-up and review (FUR) process at the subnational, national, regional and global 

 
1 Women, Children and Youth ,Indigenous Peoples, Non-Governmental Organizations, Local Authorities, Workers and Trade 

Unions, Business and Industry, Scientific and Technological Community, Farmers 

2 The High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) is  the central platform for the review of the SDGs. The “HLPF is the most inclusive and 
participatory forum at the United Nations, bringing all States Members of the United Nations and States members of special-
ized agencies together. All people can participate in HLPF through the major groups and other stakeholders format.” 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf accessed 16.6.16 [COMMENT CST: Hier macht Ihr es richtig und gebt das Datum 
an, zu dem Ihr die Website eingesehen habt. Später fehlt das. Bitte noch nachtragen.] 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf%20accessed%2016.6.16
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levels (Res. 70/1: para. 77). The follow-up and review of the SDGs is to be guided by princi-
ples including their voluntary and state –led nature, their respect for national ownership and 
the Agenda’s characteristics, their emphasis on means of implementation, their inclusive-
ness, their use of existing platforms, and their rigorous, data and evidence-based nature” 
(Report of the Secretary-General, 2016: para. 8). 

At the global level, annual reviews of the SDGs will take place at the HLPF under the auspi-

ces of ECOSOC (Res. 70/1: para. 84). Every four years, global reviews at the HLPF will 

occur under the auspices of the General Assembly, focusing on political guidance, emerging 

challenges and mobilizing action (ibid.: para. 87). The first session of the HLPF to review the 

SDGs took place in July 2016 under the auspices of ECOSOC.  

The annual HLPF reviews will build on inputs from various sources. Firstly, the HLPF will be 

informed by major reports produced by the UN system and scientists, including the annual 

progress report on the Sustainable Development Goals and the Quadrennial Global Sustain-

able Development Report (GSDR). 

Secondly, member states are encouraged to engage in voluntary national reviews at the 
HLPF. The basis for these voluntary national reviews will be national reports. 22 countries 
volunteered to report on the SDG in the July 2016 HLPF. As these national reviews are vol-
untary and should respect national priorities, this gives member states considerable flexibility 
to decide which goals they want to focus both their implementation efforts and reporting on, 
at which interval they want to report and how they want to involve different actors. Germany 
– one of the first 22 countries to have volunteered – takes a holistic approach and will report 
to the HLPF in regular intervals (the next report is scheduled for 2021).  

Thirdly, the HLPF will consider inputs from regional and sub-regional reviews, which can 
provide opportunities for peer learning (Res. 70/1: para. 80).  

Fourthly, the HLPF will involve a thematic review of progress on the SDGs (ibid.: para. 85). 

Lastly, the HLPF will also consider inputs from stakeholder reporting on their contributions to 

the implementation of the 2030 Agenda (ibid: para. 89).  

In considering all of these contributions, the HLPF is intended to build on existing structures. 

Thus, the HLPF will also consider inputs from existing international conventions, treaties and 

agreements. Similarly, institutions across the UN system will also collaborate in providing 

inputs for the HLPF. 

Appropriate monitoring will support reporting and review at all levels. The global indicator 

framework for monitoring progress towards the SDGs was proposed by the Inter-Agency and 

Expert Group on Sustainable Development Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) and discussed by the 

United Nations Statistical Commission in March 2016. Final agreement on some indicators is 

still outstanding, as agreed-upon methodologies and sufficient country coverage are lacking 

for many indicators. Thus, the process to refine and agree on indicators remains ongoing. 

 The urban dimension of the SDGs 1.4

The SDGs have a strong urban dimension. Crucially, urban actors campaigned for a 

standalone “urban SDG”, and were eventually successful as Goal 11 of the SDGs is to make 

cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. However, the urban dimension of the 

SDGs is much broader than SDG 11. United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) has 

published a report showing that each of the 17 SDGs matters to local governments (UCLG 

2016). German researchers have also analysed the targets of the SDGs, concluding that 

implementation of up to 65% of the SDG’s 169 targets would be at risk without suitable in-

volvement of local actors (Misselwitz and Salcedo Villanueva 2016: 19). UN-Habitat has 

concluded that about 23% of the approximately 230 SDG indicators have a clear urban com-

ponent (UN-Habitat 2016). Thus, studies taking different approaches come to different re-
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sults regarding the urban relevance of the goals, targets and indicators of the SDGs. None-

theless, they all agree on the simple fact that the urban dimension of the SDGs is broader 

than SDG 11.  

That the SDGs would have such a strong urban dimension across all 17 goals is not surpris-

ing – in difference to the MDGs, the SDGs were explicitly formulated to create a coherent, 

interlinked and integrated whole rather than thematic silos. Consequently, cross-sectoral 

interactions are crucial for SDG integration, “to be cost-effective and efficient and reduce the 

risk that SDG actions will undermine one another” (Weitz, 2014: p. 38).
3
 

 The role of urban actors in implementing the SDGs 1.4.1

While the SDGs thus recognize the strong urban dimension of sustainable development, the 

2030 Agenda does not specify the responsibilities of local actors in implementation. It also 

does not specify the framework conditions needed by local authorities and other local actors 

to support the implementation of the SDGs. Moreover, it is up to every member state to de-

cide whether, how and to what extent to involve local governments in implementation.  

Among urban advocates, a consensus has emerged that this urban dimension of the SDGs 

means that local authorities should not just be seen as implementing agencies – their chal-

lenges and opportunities in achieving the SDGs deserve special recognition. Moreover, vari-

ous urban actors beyond local authorities will need to be involved as well.  

 Guidelines for localizing the SDGs 1.4.2

These diverse urban actors have been working to support the process of “localizing” the 

SDGs, i.e. ensuring that local level actors understand, engage with and have the capacities 

to implement and monitor the urban dimension of the SDGs. For example, the Global Task-

force of Local and Regional Governments (GTF), which coordinates among major city net-

works to arrive at joint advocacy positions in international political processes has published a 

roadmap for localizing the SDGs that aims to support local and regional associations in un-

derstanding, implementing and monitoring the SDGs. Similarly, the Sustainable Develop-

ment Solutions Network (SDSN) has released a guide on Getting Started with the SDGs in 

Cities that outlines tools, approaches and framework conditions for implementation.  

However, a broader understanding of the relevance of national urban planners and related 

professions for the implementation of the SDGs is still lacking. Ideally, urban planners could 

support a balanced and integrated implementation of all 17 SDGs at the urban level. Such 

an approach could also respond to particular local concerns, for example water, and focus 

on that particular SDG and its link to the others.  

 
3
 Klaus Töpfer (former Ministry of Environment in Germany, executive director of UNEP and under-secretary general of the 
UN) has been appointed to co-lead an advisory team to initiate a UN reform (Dialogue on Longer-Term Positioning of UN 
Development System), during the 7th session of the ECOSOC on 13th of June, he questioned “whether the UN system is 
currently fit to address such interlinkages”. 
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 Habitat III and the New Urban Agenda 2

The United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat 

III) that will take place in Quito, Ecuador on 17-20 October 2016 is the third of its kind. The 

first one was held in 1976 in Vancouver and 20 years later Habitat II took place in Istanbul. 

The Habitat process started with the recognition that rapid and unplanned urbanization was 

creating informal settlements in particular in developing countries. Industrialized countries 

were also facing urban shifts such as growing suburbs and car-centric planning. The focus 

was predominantly on housing and thereafter on slum upgrading, with a strong technical 

focus.  

As the Habitat III process has started picking up speed and intensity over the past year, dis-

cussions on the focus and approach of the outcome document of the Habitat III conference - 

the New Urban Agenda (NUA) - have intensified. These discussions have revealed substan-

tial disagreements regarding the goal of this new agenda. Thus, some member states and 

urban actors have called for the key role of the NUA to be to fill the gaps left by the SDGs – 

by specifying the local dimension of the SDGs (Scruggs. 2016a). The advocates of this posi-

tion called for the New Urban Agenda to outline the enabling conditions that cities will need 

to implement the SDGs locally, and to explicitly recognize the role of different urban actors in 

implementing the SDGs. They also pointed out that the follow-up and review of the SDGs 

through the HLPF will absorb much political attention in the next 15 years, and that states 

are unlikely to agree on a similarly strong and regular but completely independent FUR pro-

cess for the New Urban Agenda – leading to suggestions that the FUR of the NUA should be 

tightly linked to the SDGs.  

However, others have argued for a less strong coupling of the New Urban Agenda and the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (Dalkman and Fischer 2016). Proponents of this 

position believe that as urbanization and sustainable urban development are important and 

transformative trends in the coming decades, they will need a strong independent agenda 

that is more than a local implementation framework for another agreement.    

 Development of the Habitat III process 2.1

A wide range of institutions and actors has contributed to the exchange of ideas and devel-

opment of suggestions for the zero draft of the New Urban Agenda. Moreover, many events 

have been organized to gather inputs. A first zero draft of the NUA was published in May 

2016. Since then, it has been subject to formal and informal negotiations and consultations 

with stakeholders and several further iterations of the draft agenda have been published. 

The process of refining and building a consensus on this document is still ongoing.  

 Key actors in the Habitat III process 2.1.1

Key institutions in the Habitat III process include the Bureau of the Preparatory Committee 

(also referred to as PrepCom Bureau) and the Habitat III Secretariat. 

The PrepCom Bureau represents United Nations member states in the Habitat III process. It 

is composed of ten representatives from member states, chosen from different world re-

gions. As the representative of the member states, the Bureau has a key role in drafting the 

agenda and is also responsible for getting states´ support and building a consensus on the 

zero draft. Thus, once the zero draft was published, the Bureau arranged further negotiations 

among member states and consultations with non-state actors.  
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Initially, two co-facilitators were chosen from the Bureau members to shepherd the negotia-

tion process. However, dissatisfaction with their work led to the selection of two new co-

facilitators in June 2016. These disagreements stalled the process and delayed the devel-

opment of the draft NUA.  

The Habitat III Secretariat is responsible for the organizational aspects related to the actual 

Habitat III conference. The Habitat III Secretariat also supports the work of the Bureau, e.g. 

with respect to drafting the New Urban Agenda.  

As mentioned above, a wide range of inputs were considered for the zero draft. These in-

cluded policy papers developed by 10 policy units that were composed of 200 experts and 

the results of a series of regional and thematic meetings that were open to a broad audience. 

Crucially for non-state actors, a broad stakeholder platform called the General Assembly of 

Partners (GAP) was developed to facilitate the compilation and consideration of inputs from 

a wide range of actors for the New Urban Agenda. The GAP represents all UN Major 

Groups, as well as urban professionals, parliamentarians and media representatives. The 

GAP has developed into an important advocacy platform in the Habitat III process.  

 The New Urban Agenda 2.2

Informal and formal negotiations among UN member states as well as consultations with a 

range of non-state actors have led to four iterations of the draft New Urban Agenda by the 

end of July 2016. Initially, the third meeting of the Preparatory Committee (Surabaya, Indo-

nesia, 25-27 July 2016) was to be the final session for negotiations on the New Urban Agen-

da, so that the Habitat III conference could focus on implementation. However, as member 

states failed to reach consensus on the draft text in Surabaya – indeed, thus far no para-

graphs have been adopted as agreed text – a further round of informal negotiations will take 

place in early September. The current draft of the New Urban Agenda will thus again be 

revised before Habitat III. The following paragraphs thus outline the main principles and 

overall structure of the document which are likely to remain the same, as well as some con-

tentious issues.  

 Principles of the New Urban Agenda  2.2.1

Many of the driving principles of the New Urban Agenda are similar to the 2030 Agenda. For 

example, the NUA is universal, and thus aspires to be applicable to both developed and 

developing countries. It thus needs to strike a balance between providing clear and specific 

guidance for member states, and being sufficiently adaptable to national circumstances. The 

NUA is also voluntary, meaning that none of its commitments are binding for the signatories. 

As such, a key challenge will be to motivate member states to fully implement the agenda. 

The agenda is moreover state-led: UN member states will be its signatories, although its 

main subject are cities – creating potential tensions where local authorities may have im-

portant roles to play in implementing the agreement, but do not get do decide on its content.  

Recognizing this tension, the General Assembly adopted a progressive set of rules of proce-

dure and modalities of participation for the Habitat III conference. The rules and modalities 

not only grant a range of non-state actors, including local authorities and NGOs, the right to 

observe the deliberations of the conference. NGOs may also make oral statements on ques-

tions in which they have special competence. Moreover, the Habitat III consultative process 

included hearings between member states, local authorities and civil society – a particularly 

inclusive innovation. However, some local government representatives are hoping for more 

far-reaching changes, granting them a special status within the UN system, for example par-

ticipation in the decision-making processes of UN-Habitat (Scruggs 2016b).  
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 Structure of the New Urban Agenda 2.2.2

In terms of its basic structure, the New Urban Agenda is divided into two main parts. Firstly, 

the Quito Declaration on Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements for All outlines a vision 

for cities that are inclusive, healthy, environmentally sustainable, support economic devel-

opment and address social challenges. It links the NUA to other international agendas, in-

cluding the 2030 Agenda, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda and the Paris Agreement on cli-

mate change. It moreover outlines trends in urbanization and urban development, and com-

mits signatories to an urban paradigm shift and a call to take action to implement its vision.  

The second part of the NUA is the Quito Implementation Plan for the New Urban Agenda. 

The implementation plan is again subdivided into three sections covering transformative 

commitments for sustainable urban development, frameworks for effective implementation, 

and follow-up and review. Voluntary commitments by a wide range of actors are expected to 

make a substantial contribution to the realization of the Quito Implementation Plan, and the 

Habitat III Secretariat has launched a platform for such commitments on its website (Habitat 

III Secretariat, 2016).  

 Key areas of contestation 2.2.3

While this basic structure of the agenda is likely to remain unchanged, member states are 

still working to reach agreement on substantial parts of the content. A particularly protracted 

discussion has developed around the institutional structures within the UN system to support 

implementation and follow-up and review. Thus, particularly the African member states have 

been calling for UN-Habitat to be strengthened. Other countries, in particular the United 

States and the European Union, have objected to a strengthening of UN-Habitat to be in-

cluded in the NUA and maintain that this issue should be discussed by the UN General As-

sembly. Disagreement also exists over the strong role that some countries would like for UN-

Habitat as a coordinating body of the follow-up and review of the New Urban Agenda, which 

other countries have challenged on the basis that the whole UN system will need to engage 

in concerted action to support implementation of the NUA, and thus leadership by a single 

agency is inappropriate.  

Other aspects of the follow-up and review that have been subject to debate include the regu-

larity of review summits as well as the timing of the overall Habitat process. Thus, a call for a 

mid-term review after 10 years has been deleted from the draft, while calls for the next Habi-

tat conference to take place sooner (and not in 20 years) to take into account the rapid pace 

of urbanization have been ignored. However, the current draft now requests UN-Habitat to 

produce quadrennial implementation progress reports, to be submitted to the General As-

sembly and the HLPF.  

A hotly contested concept in the negotiations has been the so-called “right to the city”. Par-

ticularly South American countries have been calling for the recognition of such a right for 

equal use and enjoyment of cities for all in the NUA. Other countries have however resisted 

this, arguing that existing human rights sufficiently cover all dimensions of this concept.  
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 The Urban Nexus   3

The Urban Nexus as implemented by the GIZ “counters traditional sectoral thinking, trade-

offs, and divided responsibilities that often result in poorly coordinated investments, in-

creased costs, and underutilized infrastructures and facilities. The ultimate goal of the Urban 

NEXUS approach is to accelerate access to services and to increase service quality and 

quality of life within our planetary boundaries”. (GIZ, 2014) 

The realization that “by 2050, 70 per cent of the world’s population will be living in cities” 

(Realizing the Future We Want For All, 2012) is fuelling the debate on inclusive, safe, resili-

ent and sustainable cities for the 9 billion people that will inhabit our planet.  

 The importance of the Urban Nexus 3.1

The window of opportunity to redress the course of action is now: “In the next 20 years, 

Asian cities must be ready to provide infrastructure and services to an expected 1 billion 

additional people” (Cities Development Initiative for Asia).  The housing of these additional 

people doesn’t exist yet, they are still to be built and they need to be built differently and 

serviced differently. 60% of projected urban area needed in 2030 has yet to be built 

(Stockholm Resilience Centre). If we continue building with the materials that we are current-

ly using, we will have exceeded the 2 degree planetary temperature rise by 2030 (German 

Habitat Forum). Urban planning based on individual cars, with an economic centre that re-

quires people to be transported to, every morning and every evening from their suburban 

residential areas is not sustainable. Our human life-support systems will not sustain it. “Ur-

ban areas must offer better stewardship of the ecosystems on which they rely” (Ban Ki 

Moon, 2012).
4
 

The German Council on Global Change (WBGU) recommends “shaping people’s settlement 

areas progressively as well as consistently” and to adopt a polycentric perspective: “nu-

merous networked cores or all sizes where generic services of the city can be combined in 

critical density e.g. pearl river delta Guangzhou”. Such a perspective is very fitting with a 

systems based approach such as the urban nexus, urban ecosystems or territorial ap-

proaches.  

 It is absolutely crucial that local governments address land consumption and land manage-

ment states Pr. Elmqvist from the Stockholm Resilience Centre in their planetary boundaries 

series
5
.   The biggest growth of cities will happen in secondary cities and as cities grow, they 

consume more. There is a real dependency of cities on land and in a vicious circle; the 

urban sprawl itself is engulfing valuable agricultural land. 

We can avoid being locked in unsustainable cities for the decades to come. The investments 

in infrastructure are anyway happening, so why not shape these investments on a green 

path? Elmqvist argues that the key to a sustainable planet is to put urban development 

on a greening path. 

The Nexus provides an opportunity do so, while maintaining humanities life support systems. 

“Integrating living systems with the built environment provide fantastic opportunities to create 

 
4
 Cities And Biodiversity Outlook : http://cbobook.org/pdf/2013_CBO_Action_and_Policy.pdf   [HIER – s.o.] 

5
http://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-videos/2016-05-22-challenges-and-opportunities-for-
cities.html  [HIER – s.o.] 

http://cbobook.org/pdf/2013_CBO_Action_and_Policy.pdf
http://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-videos/2016-05-22-challenges-and-opportunities-for-cities.html
http://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-videos/2016-05-22-challenges-and-opportunities-for-cities.html
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urban areas that are livable, healthy, prosperous and enjoyable” (Elmqvist). The WBGU 

would add that the qualities of inclusion, i.e. “enabling citizen to use and further develop 

their cities as equals” and Eigenart the manifestation of culture and the physical environ-

ment.  

 Managing the risks on the urban ecosystems 3.2

A future looking systems based approach will need to be based on a better understand-

ing of global drivers and impacts, pressures and trends. Understanding the context and be-

ing able to pre-empt future risks will reduce much social and environmental stresses that can 

escalate into the political arena for example the Bangkok floods in 2011
6
. South Africa on the 

other hand, has been experiencing this year the worst droughts in decades. The V-LED pro-

ject (explained below) is researching and creating a municipal tool to support the municipality 

of Cape Town to ensure water service delivery even in the face of future droughts. A water-

shed approach (ecosystem based) is used as the basis of the spatial analysis and rights and 

inclusion frames the delivery.  

 Urban Governance 3.3

Landmark agreements such as the 2030 Agenda, the Sendai Framework of Action (disaster 

risk reduction) and the Paris Agreement (climate change) need concrete physical action at 

the local level to be achieved. Between the local and global level stands a whole set of fiscal, 

legal and policy supporting structures, for example, national climate change strategies are 

providing the sectoral or spatial focus of action, laws are being drafted, and funding from 

national or international sources trickle down. Even though “the number of countries where 

climate policies are enshrined in legislation has doubled since 2007” (Jänicke et al. 2015), to 

date few countries have been able to establish dynamic coordination mechanisms between 

national and subnational levels to effect climate action. Vertical integration means “different 

levels of government regularly exchange, plan and coordinate activities that relate to plan-

ning, implementation and reporting” (ICLEI, 

2015). 

Horizontal coordination, on the other 

hand has been promoted and used in par-

ticular for inter-sectoral issues, or at the 

local level for integrated implementation 

(such as the nexus approach) or spatial 

planning. These horizontal exchange plat-

forms can foster peer to peer learning and 

also create and diffuse innovation. What 

has been done more rarely is to link the 

local innovation and action to national poli-

cy setting processes. This opportunity 

should not be missed. 

The evidence which the local level pro-

vides in showcasing the barriers and op-

portunities of innovative action is crucial for 

 
6
 http://www.iied.org/thailands-floods-complex-political-geographical-factors-behind-crisis  

In its 2013 report “Global Trends 2030”, the US 
National Intelligence Council described the inter-
connected risks in water, energy and food supply 
security as a “megatrend” that will gain global 
momentum in the near future. By 2030, demand 
for food, water and energy will have increased by 
35, 40 and 50 percent, respectively. This will 
create new shortages and worsen those that 
already exist. The probable consequences – wa-
ter scarcity, and food and energy crises – could 
endanger human health and destabilise political 
systems both within individual countries and 
beyond national borders.  

Marianne Beisheim, German Institute for International and 

Security Affairs 

 

http://www.iied.org/thailands-floods-complex-political-geographical-factors-behind-crisis
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the shifts that are necessary for a greening process. This shift pertains to new forms of 

stakeholder engagement and creation of partnerships and monitoring.  

The three dimensional grid of sectors, levels and actors can be navigated in a way that 

meaningful engagement, trust and innovation is reached.   

 An example: the V-LED approach 3.4

The V-LED project funded by the German government through its International Climate Ini-

tiative attempts to navigate this grid. The project aims to achieve vertical integration and 

learning for climate resilient low emission development at the subnational level in four coun-

tries in Asia and Africa, namely the Philippines, Vietnam, South Africa and Kenya. It runs 

until 2019. 

Already during scoping missions for the project in the four partnering countries, ministerial 

representatives and stakeholders highlighted coordination as a key challenge to implement 

national climate change strategies at the subnational level. The approach of the project is to 

facilitate the much needed dialogue through exchange platforms. 

The project aims to advance urban climate action  by supporting coordination and knowledge 
exchange across all levels of government and relevant stakeholders to avoid policy gaps 
between local action plans and national policy frameworks (vertical integration) and to en-
courage cross-scale learning between relevant departments or institutions in local and re-
gional governments (horizontal dimension). The central idea is to facilitate dialogue between 
actors from different political levels but on equal footing.  

In the Philippines, V-LED organized a horizontal good practice exchange and a vertical dia-

logue in sequence. The theme was the implementation of the INDC and in particular the 

solid waste management sector. In the horizontal good practice event Local Government 

Units presented and discussed their successes and challenges. The following event was a 

vertical dialogue in which the national level presented their plans for the implementation of 

the INDC in the solid waste sector; and the Local Government Units – based on their ex-

change shortly before – showcased their existing work, plus their ideas for streamlining local 

implementation with support from the national level.  

In South Africa V-LED organised a series of multi-stakeholder discussions around the role of 

cities in South Africa’s low carbon future, based on a modelling exercised showcasing the 

potential for each and all cities in South Africa to reduce emissions. eThekwini Municipality's 

chief electrical engineer emphasized: “The value of such sessions is that we get to engage 

with various spheres and this helps build the conversation and spread ideas.” Further, the 

multi-stakeholder setting enabled him to present his ideas and spark interest at the national 

level to start looking at innovative ways of reducing energy consumption in cities. 

V-LED further aims to build capacities for climate action at the sub-national level, developing 

toolkits and trainings. In Kenya, a country that has embarked on one of the fastest devolution 

processes in the world - V-LED is collaborating with the newly decentralised county govern-

ment of Kwale to build capacities for local climate planning and action, clarifying the climate 

change mandates of the different levels of governance.  

An applied research component will draw out the main findings and lessons learnt from the 

four countries asking: What types of coordination mechanisms between national and subna-

tional levels stimulate local climate action?  Indeed, the scientific community expressed a 

real evidence gap, in particular from the global south, in identifying the causal pathway of 

multi-level governance (WRI at the Berlin Environment conference, May 2016). 
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 Conclusion 4

While the SDGs themselves are very much interconnected and require integrated approach-

es, it is on city leaders to advocate to their national government whether to follow a balanced 

approach tackling all dimensions across the 17 goals, or choose certain priorities most ap-

propriate to their local context (e.g. on water, food and energy nexus). 

The important message is that it is now up to cities, mayors, municipalities and national ur-

ban planners to make a difference. It is a special window of opportunity to make a change: 

now is the time to adjust how cities are built, planned and how services are run. Now is the 

time to advocate at the global level that financing and legitimacy need to be in the hands of 

cities and urban planners, that they are given mandates and autonomy that they cannot fulfil 

if they are not given the means to do so. The urban level is key for saving humanity’s life 

supporting systems and nexus approaches are a way to move ahead. 
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