
The Role of Cities in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development

Lorenzo Santucci
Chief, ad-interim, Sustainable Urban Development Section

United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
(ESCAP)



“Our struggle for global sustainability will 
be won or lost in cities”

Ban Ki-moon, UN Secretary-General, April 2012 
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The Future of Asia-Pacific is Urban

Urban population, 1950-2050 (thousands)
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Pearl River Delta – November 1988

Source: NASA Earth Observatory
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Pearl River Delta – November 2014

Source: NASA Earth Observatory
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Beyond megacities

• The majority of the urban population in the region actually resides in cities and 
towns classified below 500,000 people (47.4%), and only 14% live in megacities

• Secondary cities are increasingly significant in national and regional economies as 
transport hubs or tourism destinations 
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Economic powerhouses

• Cities in the region are engines of economic growth and transformation – their 
contribution to national GDP shows their economic importance

• Leading cities have economies larger than many countries in the region 
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Burgeoning middle classes

Size of world’s middle class (global percentage share)

Population by income and annual expenditure in developing Asia-Pacific
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Centres of social transformation…but also of 
exclusion

• Urban societies are becoming more diverse and complex

• Rising middle classes are driving shifts in consumption patterns, 
homeownership, mobility, services and urban environments

• But the rise of the middle classes is not an inclusive process; the 
urban poor remain on the margins of recent growth, youth 
unemployment remains high, and migrants are often greatly 
disadvantaged with respect to their rights

• As urban living costs rise, it is more difficult for the poor to access 
adequate housing and services

• Widening disparities threaten to undermine social cohesion and 
consensus, and affordability is at crisis points in many of the region’s 
larger cities
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Centres of social transformation…but also of 
exclusion (2)

• More balanced models of growth are needed so that the poor, and 
other vulnerable and marginalized groups can benefit

• Balancing competing demands and addressing disparities for a 
prosperous and inclusive urban future requires a renewed urban 
social agenda with significant investment in social policy

• While the region’s cities are mostly safe places, gender related 
violence remains a serious challenge and an impediment to 
women’s full participation in urban life

• Those cities best able to harness their diversity, create greater 
spaces for public engagement and participation, and invest in their 
quality of life will be better positioned in terms of their future 
competitiveness and liveability
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Cities are responsible for environmental 
degradation

• The region’s urban economies have developed through 
environmentally exploitative models. As a result many cities are now 
confronted with immense environmental challenges and an 
increasing number of cities face multiple crises of liveability

• While some environmental challenges are newly emerging (e.g. 
climate change) and others are persistent (air pollution, poor 
sanitation etc.), numerous cities are struggling to simultaneously 
address these environmental pressures

• As major sources of greenhouse gases, cities in Asia and the Pacific 
need to urgently seek low-carbon economies, infrastructures and 
transport

• Such new economic and urban development models must be based 
on investments in urban ecosystems and broad-based provision of 
environmental services 19



Environmental impact of cities

Account for 
60-80% of 

GHG
emissions

Consume 
75% of 
natural 

resources

Produce  
50% of 
waste

Occupy 3%
of land
space
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Cities are more vulnerable as a result of 
environmental degradation

• Cities depend on their hinterlands for essential resources such as 
water, energy and food

• Inefficient and unplanned urban expansion has resulted in the 
conversion of agriculture, forests, wetlands and other ecosystems, as 
well as pollution of land, air and water

• The region’s cities are highly vulnerable to natural disasters and the 
impacts of climate change, with poor and disadvantaged 
communities the most exposed

• More than half of the region’s urban population now live in low-
lying coastal areas

• The number of urban residents facing high or extreme multiple 
hazards is currently around 742 million, and could reach close to 1 
billion by 2030
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Cities and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development

• Cities are central to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development

• Dedicated goal on cities: Goal 11: Make cities inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable

• Implementation of all goals depends on local action

• 65% of targets relevant to cities (UCLG)
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Habitat III: Cities take center stage

• Habitat III allowed renewing political attention on and commitment 
to the way cities are planned and managed

• The New Urban Agenda adopted at Habitat III is complementary to 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, as well as other key 
global mandates - such as the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, the 
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, and the Paris 
Agreement 

• The New Urban Agenda provides a tremendous opportunity to 
advance the agenda of cities in the region but also to drive 
implementation of other landmark global commitments at the 
local level
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Key role of cities recognized at regional fora

• The key role that cities play in the pursuit of 
sustainable development was recognized at 
key regional fora organized by ESCAP, 
including:

• Oct 2015: Sixth Asia-Pacific Urban Forum 
(APUF-6) organized in partnership with the 
Government of Indonesia back-to-back 
with the Habitat III Regional Meeting for  
Asia-Pacific – adopted the ‘APUF-6 Jakarta 
Call for Action’

• Apr 2016: Third Asia-Pacific Forum on 
Sustainable Development (APFSD)

• Jun 2016: International Forum on Urban 
Policy for the SDGs hosted by Seoul –
adopted the ‘Seoul Communiqué’
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Cities leading the way

• Cities may concentrate development challenges, but they are also 
best placed to develop the solutions

• We need innovation in all areas of sustainable urban development, 
including in urban policy and planning, municipal governance and 
data, in urban finance, as well as infrastructure and operations

• Many cities in Asia-Pacific are leading the way in the transition to 
sustainability through innovative solutions

• For example, APFSD 2016 highlighted initiatives of Seoul (ROK) on 
low-carbon urban development, in Indian cities and Port Moresby 
(PNG) to improve safety, building resiliency in Kathamadu (Nepal) 
and Betio (Kiribati), gender-responsive participatory budgeting in 
Seberang Perai (Malaysia), and sustainable transport in Almaty
(Kazakhstan)
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Importance of knowledge sharing

• Collaborative efforts and city-to-city cooperation can go a long way 
in enabling cities to develop and adopt innovative solutions to 
shared challenges

• As cities seek to find solutions to persistent and emerging issues 
and develop policies and initiatives in response to sustainable 
development challenges, it will be important to highlight and share 
such initiatives among cities, and facilitate knowledge sharing and 
cooperation

• Sharing best practices among cities will be critical to maximize the 
impact of the SDGs

• Cities’ best practices can be the basis for crafting national policies to 
address specific issues. It is imperative to learn from such best 
practices and to up-scale and replicate them
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• A partnership between ESCAP, Seoul Metropolitan Government 
and Citynet, the Platform will support local action for the 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda, by: 

• Providing a repository of policies, initiatives and good practices 
at the city level

• Facilitating regional cooperation, linking cities that have specific 
solutions with cities interested in replicating them

• Facilitating regional follow-up and review of implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda

The Urban SDG Knowledge Platform
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Objectives of the workshop

• Discuss the role of cities in the implementation of the SDGs and 
share experiences in sustainable urban development

• Provide a venue to share urban policy examples and innovative 
initiatives by cities on various areas related to the SDGs;

• Launch and present the Urban SDG Knowledge Platform to support 
local action for the implementation of the SDGs.

• Explore opportunities for regional cooperation to support the 
implementation and follow-up and review of the SDGs, and in 
particular SDG 11, in particular through the Urban SDG Knowledge 
Platform
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Thank you
http://www.unescap.org/our-work/environment-development/urban-

development
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