Chapter 2

When well-planned and managed, cities create value, which is the totality of the economic, social,
environmental and intangible conditions (institutional, governance, political, cultural and civic perception)
outcomes that have the potential to improve quality of life of residents in meaningful and tangible ways. As
is increasingly understood by policymakers at all levels of government, planned urbanization leads to positive
development outcomes and can be leveraged for improved quality of life and overall prosperity. Cities are
not simply incidental geographies where people congregate, but rather are the loci of economic and cultural
production and spaces of environmental and social development.
Urban areas are places of opportunity where aspirations are realized. This sense of possibility motivates
people to migrate from rural areas to urban areas and to leave their countries of origin for global cities.
Consequently, the discourse on cities has shifted from the perspective that they are challenges to address
to the view that they are key to improving development outcomes. There is an increased understanding that
cities create and sustain value.
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1. The value of sustainable urbanization is the totality of a city’s
economic, environmental, social and intangible conditions that
have the potential to improve the quality of life of residents in
meaningful, visible and concrete ways.
2. Many individuals and population groups in cities around the

4. The environmental value of urbanization improves quality of
life, prosperity and wellbeing.
5. Cultural diversity contributes to the social, economic and
environmental value of urbanization through tolerance,
integration, and coming together in public spaces.

1. Since urbanization will continue to be the driving force for
global growth, this requires effective planning, management
and governance to become a truly transformative asset.
2. The economic value of urbanization will provide the basis by
which countries can contribute to achieving the SDGs and New
Urban Agenda, as well as recovering from the global recession
induced by COVID-19.
resiliency, cities can create communities that enhance
environmental values like cleaner air, more compact, integrated
and walkable cities.
4. Any urbanization process that does not actively address
institutionalized obstacles to full representation, recognition

Cities have become laboratories where
public policies originate and grassroots

and redistribution is inequitable and therefore undermines the
value of urbanization.

the critical challenges of the twenty-

5. Realizing the social value of sustainable urbanization is not
a natural consequence of economic growth, which does not
automatically reduce poverty and inequality.

poverty, inequality, unemployment and
inadequate housing
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2.1. Conceptualizing the Value of
Sustainable Urbanization

2

Urbanization is a multidimensional
phenomenon, as such, its value
must be couched in the language of
multidimensionality... As a transformative
force, sustainable urbanization should
accelerate the ability of governments to
meet the diverse needs of residents’ lived
experiences, aspirations and wellbeing
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Borough Market in Southwark, London, United Kingdom. © ndreyspb21/Shutterstock
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Figure 2.1: Conceptualizing the value of sustainable
urbanization
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In conceptualizing the value of
urbanization, this Report recognizes
areas are not the same
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Children on the playground of Kalijodo, Jakarta, Indonesia. © Pepsco Studio/Shutterstock

2.3. Harnessing the Value of Urbanization
for People
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Table 2.1: Groups and priorities in urban settings
Groups

Economic Value

Environmental Value

Social Value

Connection to SDG and NUA

Youth

appropriate education
and skills for productive
participation in society
productive employment
and livelihood
opportunities

healthy and productive
environment for their
future
coordinated local climate
action and sustainable
urban infrastructure

hope and aspiration for
future
connection to
community and shared
values

safe, healthy, inclusive and secure cities
effective participation in decision-making
full and productive employment, decent
work and livelihood opportunities
access to education, skills development,
and employment for increased productivity

Children

environment that
protects children’s ability
to attend school and not
be forced into labour

safe and secure urban
environment
healthy and productive
environment for their
future
access to age
appropriate play and
recreation facilities and
opportunities

access to basic needs
such as education, food,
water, sanitation, etc.
protection from

equitable access to sustainable basic
physical and social infrastructure; housing,
drinking water, food, health care, education
safe, healthy and secure cities

empowerment in
decision making
recognition of
disproportionate
amount of domestic
responsibilities

protection from natural
disasters and changing
weather patterns

gender equality, enabling
them to participate and

Urban Poor
Migrants

access to incomeearning opportunities
enhanced and protected
working conditions

protection from natural
disasters and changing
weather patterns

access to knowledge,
skills upgrading,
educational and training
facilities
affordability,
accessibility and safety

promote non-discriminatory access to legal
income-earning opportunities to promote
full and productive employment, decent
work for all and livelihood opportunities
ensuring full respect for human rights

Urban Poor
Elderly

mobility and access to
the city
opportunities to
contribute

protection from natural
disasters and changing
weather patterns

access to social
protection programs

equitable access to sustainable basic
physical and social infrastructure; housing,
drinking water, food, health care, culture
and information technologies
opportunities for dialogue with government

Residents
of slum or
informal
communities

-security of land tenure
and other assets
-recognition of informal
economy

-protection from natural
disasters and changing
weather patterns
-participate in proactive
planning for a just
transition to zero-carbon
sustainable cities

Access to amenities
(e.g. sanitation, water,
electricity, etc.
representation in
decision-making for land
tenure and upgrading

Physically,
mental and
developmental
challenges

Access to transportation
and adequate mobility
options (e.g. paved and
cleared sidewalks)

mobility is prioritized
during extreme weather
conditions
compact, connected, and
clean cities that address
climate change

access to basic and
affordable health
services
integrated into a society
that welcomes and
respects them as human
beings

Urban Poor
Women

violence and abuse

improve maternal
health and access to
reproductive health

reducing inequalities and discrimination
security of land tenure
enabling all to live, work and participate in
urban life without fear of violence
full and productive employment, decent
work for all and livelihood opportunities

housing stock to make it resilient to
disasters
address the multiple forms of
discrimination
improve the living conditions
security of land tenure
sustainable mobility and transport
infrastructure that is responsive to
different levels of physical, mental and
developmental challenges
full and productive employment, decent
work for all and livelihood opportunities
addressing multiple forms of discrimination
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Groups

Economic Value

Environmental Value

Social Value

Connection to SDG and NUA

People living
with HIV/AIDS
and related
immune

Protection from
stigma and rejection
from employment
opportunities

healthy and urban
friendly environment for
active living
environmental design
that reduces stress levels

access to basic and
affordable health
services relevant to their
needs
protection from stigma

addressing multiple forms of discrimination
prioritize health and well-being
build just and inclusive communities
ensuring full respect for human rights

Refugees,
Asylum Seekers,
and Internally
Displaced
Persons

Access to productive
employment
Legal protection for
employees

protection from natural
disasters and changing
weather patterns

welcoming environment
and non-discrimination
Legal and social
protection

promote non-discriminatory access to legal
income-earning opportunities to promote
full and productive employment, decent
work for all and livelihood opportunities
ensuring full respect for human rights

Small Holder
Farmers
(Rural urban
connection)

Access to market
– physically (e.g.
transport) and through
reduced regulations
Access to basic input
and services
Fair market price
“Pay as you earn” (PAYE)
for market access

environmental leadership
focused on adaptation
and mitigation to climate
change
access to
environmentally
sustainable inputs and
technology
proactive planning for a
just transition that centres
the role of rural farmers

celebration of “farmers
feed cities”
safety net in case of
economic downturn

facilitate effective trade links across the
urban-rural continuum
ensures that small-scale farmers are linked
to local, subnational, national, regional and
global value chains and markets

People
Experiencing
Homelessness

subsidized housing built
into future developments

protection from natural
disasters and changing
weather patterns
compact, connected, and
clean cities that address
climate change

access to decent and
affordable housing
social protection and
adequate services

addressing multiple forms of discrimination
support policy that progresses towards
the right to adequate housing for all and to
prevent arbitrary evictions
facilitate full participation in society
and eliminate the criminalization of
homelessness

Indigenous
People

adequate culturally
appropriate employment
opportunities
support for indigenous
business development

effective management of
environment and natural
resources
recognition of a cultural
tie to land
share in urban prosperity
while participating
in a just transition to
sustainability

respect for culture and
language
accuracy in the telling of
history

equitable access to sustainable basic
physical and social infrastructure; housing,
drinking water, food, health care, and
culture
recognizing the role that natural and
cultural heritage plays in strengthening
social participation

People with
differing sexual
identity and
orientation
(LGBTQ2+)

Protection from
stigma and rejection
from employment
opportunities

quality environment,
including access to
amenities such as green
spaces, public spaces,
entertainment, etc.

promotion of just and
inclusive societies
celebration of difference
legal rights and
protections

addressing multiple forms of discrimination

Retirees and
Older Persons

ability to meet basic
needs (i.e. housing and
nutrition)
protection of
investments (i.e.
property)

healthy and urban
friendly environment for
active living

reduced isolation or
enhanced integration
programs

equitable access to sustainable basic
physical and social infrastructure; housing,
drinking water, food, health care, culture
and information technologies
opportunities for dialogue with government
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and rent control

clean and compact cities
built to address climate
change
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Groups

Economic Value

Environmental Value

Connection to SDG and NUA

safety net in case of
economic downturn
ability to achieve hope
and aspirations

access to income-earning opportunities,
knowledge, skills and educational facilities
full and productive employment and decent
work and livelihood opportunities

quality environment,
including access to
amenities such as green
spaces, public spaces,
entertainment, etc.
proactive plan for
adapting and mitigating
the effects of climate
change

respect for culture and
language
ability to achieve hope
and aspirations

address the challenges faced by local
business community by supporting micro-,
small and medium-sized enterprises and
cooperative throughout the value chain

quality environment,
including access to
amenities such as green
spaces, public spaces,
entertainment, etc.
proactive plan for
adapting and mitigating
the effects of climate
change

opportunities and
spaces for socializing
and networking
overall prosperity leading
to pride in their city
ability to promote their
ideology and values

increasing economic productivity
promoting an enabling, fair and
responsive business environment based
on the principles of environmental
sustainability and inclusive prosperity,
promoting investments, innovation and
entrepreneurship

-productive, decent and
secured employment
ability to meet basic
needs (i.e. housing and
nutrition)
fair wage vis-à-vis cost
of living in cities

equal opportunities,
allowing people to live
healthy, productive,

Middle Class

Strong economy to grow
investments
Addressing challenges
faced by local
businesses

Rich and elites

Property protection
-Investment security
Enabling environment for
business and innovation
Sustainable economic
growth

Wage Labour

Social Value

lives
clean, and compact cities
built to address climate
change

2.4. Economic Value of Sustainable
Urbanization

In practice, ensuring that the value of
urbanization responds to the needs of
all groups may pose some challenges,
including the capacity of urban
governments to address competing
priorities
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Cairo, Egypt, overflowing streets and chaotic trading in the
bazaar. © Byleshiy985/Shutterstock
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Cities have the capacity to generate local
economic activity and attract foreign
investment, which is a key contributor to
economic growth and development

20

2.4.1. National economy

22

For many cities, their economic value has
been enhanced in the current era of rapid
urbanization and global competitiveness

Cities generate productivity
and thereby enhance the
agglomeration impacts of
urbanization
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For many cities, their economic value has
been enhanced in the current era of rapid
urbanization and global competitiveness

Triumph of the City

If properly planned, urban areas can
also contribute to national development
through the synergies that exist between
rural and urban economies
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2.4.2. Value of urbanization to residents

Regrettably, in most countries, especially
those in the developing world, the
economic value of urbanization is
being undermined by unplanned and
spontaneous urbanization

In an uncertain global economic
environment compounded by frequent
catastrophic weather events and the
COVID-19 pandemic, urban poverty and
unemployment are growing in scale and
extent in many countries
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2.4.3. Urbanization and physical property

Prioritizing youth employment creates
on the entirety of economic value
generated by cities around the world

Table 2.2: The value of urbanization for youth
Value of urbanization

Plight of youth in cities

Economic
Appropriate education and skills for productive
participation in society
Productive employment and livelihood
opportunities

Youth unemployment and precarious jobs contribute to high levels of poverty in cities and countries.
Almost 74 million young women and men of working age are unemployed throughout the world. In

Environmental
Healthy and productive environment for their
future

Climate change will adversely affect future generations as they enter adulthood, leaving urban youth
particularly at risk of sea-level rise, extreme weather patterns and natural disasters. Unchecked
environmental degradation like poor air quality shortens life expectancies for youth who must endure
unhealthy particulate matter over the course of their lifetimes.

Social
Hope and aspirations for the future
Connection to community and shared values

For youth looking to enter the job market, sustained unemployment can make them more vulnerable

Source: https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/employment/
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In addition, many more youth are underemployed and working long hours for low pay. An estimated
59 million youth between 15 and 17 years of age are currently engaged in hazardous forms of work.
The under and unemployment of youth is a pressing economic issue in both developed and developing
countries alike.

crisis of youth unemployment. For youth to experience the social value of sustainable urbanization,
priorities must address their unique needs within urban areas. With adequate employment youth can be a
productive and socially responsible member of society that contributes to addressing the other challenges
faced in cities. Addressing unemployment and social exclusion is complex and the solutions in each city
will need to be tailored by local stakeholders according to the cultural context.

Unpacking the Value of
Sustainable Urbanization

Korail slum settlement in Dhaka, Bangladesh. © UN-Habitat-Kirsten Milhahn/UN-Habitat
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2.5. Environmental Value of Sustainable
Urbanization

In most countries, housing
investment as a share of
GDP has not kept pace
with urbanization
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The environmental value of urbanization
improves quality of life, prosperity
and wellbeing. Planned urbanization
offers many opportunities to address
environmental sustainability and develop
resilience in cities

2.5.1. Urban built environment
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Table 2.3: The value of urbanization for poor women
Value of urbanization
Economic
Empowerment in decision-making
Recognition of disproportionate amount
of domestic responsibilities

Plight of poor women in cities

than men and there are 700 million fewer women than men in paid formal employment. They frequently work in the
informal economy where they are less likely to have employment contracts, legal rights and social protections. Urban
poor women shoulder disproportionate amounts of domestic responsibilities, limiting the amount of time they can
dedicate to earning money. The World Economic Forum has calculated that it will take women almost 100 years to
reach gender equality at current earning rates.

Environmental
Protection from natural disasters and
changing weather patterns

Urban poor women are at a disproportionate risk of negative impacts from climate change and the associated
natural disasters because they are increasingly forced to live in undesirable locations within cities, exposing them
to more intense and frequent weather events. Their homes are often poorly constructed and maintained. If their
home is damaged or destroyed, they face enormous challenges to recover and rebuild.

Social
Gender equality, enabling them to

Progress on all the SDGs will be stalled if women’s empowerment and gender equality are not prioritized
in decision making. As cities develop and implement policy and actions to address to promote sustainable
urbanization, the unique plight of urban poor women must be considered. By taking a gender mainstreaming
approach that centres the needs of poor women in cities when formulating public policy, local authorities can
redress systemic inequities.

Improve maternal health and access to
reproductive health

Source: http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf

2.5.2. Cities and climate change

Urban policy needs to recognize the
disproportionate risk that women
face from climate change and natural
disasters and the impact that unplanned
urbanization has on women and their
ability to provide for their immediate and
extended families
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Climate change in the absence of
investment in resilience and adaptation
can erode the environmental value of
urbanization

2.6. Social Value of Sustainable
Urbanization

Urban planning can play a key role
in designing effective mitigation and
adaptation strategies, which in turn will
enhance the environmental value of
urban areas
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Many individuals and population groups
in cities around the world are excluded

Realizing the social value of sustainable
urbanization is not a natural consequence
of a city’s economic growth, as increasing
investment in urban areas does not
automatically address poverty and inequality

2.6.1. Inclusivity

63

Unpacking the Value of
Sustainable Urbanization

A young woman walks down a staircase. Zanzibar, Tanzania. © Eduardo Moreno
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Simple design of urban scenery with
people in various everyday scenes.
© Danielle Parentoni/Shutterstock

Rural migrants are another population
group that is frequently excluded from

2.6.2. Equity

ôte
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Any urbanization process, regardless
of the country or context, that does not
actively address institutionalized obstacles
to full representation, recognition and
redistribution is inequitable, unjust and
therefore undermines the value associated
with urbanization

Children with special educational needs in an inclusive city park, Dnipro, Ukraine. © Shultay Baltaay/Shutterstock
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Table 2.4: The value of urbanization for children
Value of urbanization

Plight of the children in cities

Economic
Environment that protects children’s ability to
attend school and not be forced into labour

Children are the most vulnerable population group in urban areas globally. At the extreme, an estimated
300 million of the global population of slum dwellers are children. The most disadvantaged children and
their families are challenged with the high costs of living, unequal distribution and access to services,
and poor characteristics of the built environment. Building on SDG targets for children, the New Urban
Agenda commits to creating safe, healthy and secure cities for children. It promotes equitable access to
sustainable basic physical and social infrastructure like housing, drinking water, public recreation space,
health care, food and education.

Environmental
A safe and secure urban environment
Healthy and productive environment for their future
Access to age appropriate play and recreational
facilities and opportunities

Children’s behaviour is moulded by lived experiences in their formative years. A child’s ongoing

Social
Access to basic needs such as food, water,
sanitation, etc.

When children are marginalized and excluded from urban planning and development processes, their
voices are silenced. Meaningful inclusion of families requires local government to invest in building
the capacity of children and their parents so that they can participate in the whole process of urban

participate in shaping sustainable urban development in the future. Stakeholders within urban areas
need to be informed about how children’s vulnerabilities are related to the built environment and ensure
urban policy reflects their needs in planning and development.

from the social value of sustainable urban development.
Source: UNICEF, 2018.

Countries that have attempted to
address inequality by investing in the
health, housing and education of their
most vulnerable populations tend to
perform better on all human development
indicators, including GDP

The greatest challenge to ensuring equity
is not in the amount of resources directed
at a problem; rather, it is ensuring that the
lives of vulnerable and other marginalized
groups are valued within public policy
and process
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2.6.3. Quality of life

Effective urban planning and
management, being proactive rather than
reactive, are key factors in improving the
quality of life for urban residents

2.6.4. Governance system
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While there is no substitute for
government leadership in addressing
issues of inclusion and equity, civil
society participation is a necessary
component of sustainable urbanization

2.6.5. Urban policy coherence

City governments must leverage their
skills, knowledge of context, resources
and political will to improve the lives of all
residents, including those in slums
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Aerial view of Yick Fat Building, Quarry Bay,
Hong Kong. © Tavarius/Shutterstock
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Tribal Indian Healers, Zocalo, Mexico City, Mexico. © Dowraik/Shutterstock

2.7. Intangible and Cultural Value
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Habima Square, a public space that is home to cultural institutions, Tel Aviv, Israel. © ChameleonsEye/Shutterstock

Cultural diversity contributes to the
social, economic and environmental
value of urbanization through improved
learning and health, increased tolerance
and understanding, and opportunities
to come together with others in public
spaces
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2.8. Concluding Remarks and Lessons for
Policy
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