Chapter 7

Local governments are the prime movers of sustainable urbanization. As the unit of government closest to
everyday citizens, they are the most attuned to the needs and desires of urban residents. The successful
implementation of the global development agendas and effectively unleashing the value of sustainable
governance.
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1. There is a growing movement of local and regional
governments advancing the localization of the global agendas
to harness the value of sustainable urbanization.
2. There is global progress on decentralization with local
governance as decentralization processes get implemented
across various regions.
and resources devolved—are hindering local action, and
consequently, the realization of the value of urbanization.
4. Cities are playing the role of experimental hubs in the
Development and the New Urban Agenda, and their
experiences can be used to scaled up polices at the national
level.
5. Cities are increasingly integrating the SDGs in their policies
and strategic plans, which in turn enhances the value of
urbanization. Cities are also institutionalizing their engagement
with local stakeholders as the basis for more inclusive
2

decision-making.

and the New Urban Agenda in cities and territories by
mainstreaming localization strategies in all plans, programmes

The global agendas are intrinsically
interlinked and cannot be achieved
in isolation: all actions in pursuit of
sustainable development impact the
highly interrelated challenges affecting
cities and territories

and budgets from national to local levels.
2. National governments should strengthen local governments’
of national urban policies and the SDGs.
local governments to operate in order effectively unleash the
value of sustainable urbanization.
4. Strong multilevel governance frameworks are key to foster
vertical and horizontal cooperation between different levels
of government and between local governments. Additionally,
strong metropolitan governance that responds to the realities
of economic and social geographies should be enabled.
5. Cities must track the localization of the global agendas to
ensure that planning processes at all levels are founded on
realistic targets.
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Street cleaning to prevent the spread of Covid-19 in Santa Marta favela, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. © Photocarioca/Shutterstock

7.1. The Emerging Urban Alternatives for a
Sustainable Future
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Box 7.1: The localization of the global agendas for sustainable development
Since the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the local and regional government movement for the
localization of the SDGs has been progressively expanding to all parts of the world, albeit at a different pace within and between
regions. Progress is most noticeable in Northern and Western European countries.
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example, New York City and Los Angeles prepared Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) to monitor their respective progress toward
Asia
the America, driven mainly by local governments associations in Brazil,
meeting the SDGs. Progress has been more varied
inand
Latin
Costa Rica, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, and by regional governments and large cities in Argentina and Mexico. In
Africaas a framework for public policies in 2018. Further, the cities of Barcarena,
Brazil, for instance São Paulo adopted the 2030 Agenda
Latin America
and the Caribbean
Mewa Regions

countries such as Benin, Kenya, Rwanda, South Africa and Togo. In Benin and Kenya, local governments associations developed
several voluntary subnational reports to contribute to their
country’s respective VNRs. In Rwanda, the Rwanda Association of Local
CIS
Government Authorities (RALGA), in partnership with the national government and development partners, is strengthening local
government capacities to effectively adapt the SDGsEurope
to local contexts. Similarly, the South African Local Government Association
(SALGA) is promoting the alignment of local plans with national strategies and the SDGs.
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Republic of Korea, China and Indonesia, followed by Australia, the Philippines
New Zealand and at the federated state level in
% Direct and
Investments
India). Meanwhile, progress in Eurasian, Middle Eastern and Western Asian countries remains incipient (with the notable exception
% Expenditures
% Revenues
% Direct Investments
of Turkey and with recent acceleration in the Russian Federation). In the Philippines, both the League of Cities (LCP) and the
League of Municipalities (LMP) are leading the charge on SDG localization.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has brought
to the fore the critical role local
governments play as front-line
responders in crisis response, recovery
and rebuilding

Box 7.2: Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate
and Energy (GCoM)

7.1.1. Environmental actions

The Global Covenant of Mayors gathers over 10,200
cities from 139 countries on all continents committed
to reduce, by 2030, 24 billion tons of CO2 emissions in
line with SDG 13 and the Paris Agreement. The covenant
is supported by a global alliance of local government
networks—C40, Climate Alliance, Eurocities, Council
of European Municipalities and Regions, Energy Cities,
ICLEI and UCLG—and international institutions—the
European Commission, the European Committee of
Regions, UN-Habitat, Bloomberg Philanthropies and
the European Federation of Agencies and Regions for
Energy and the Environment.
GCoM members commit to prepare a baseline emissions
inventory; submit a sustainable energy action plan;
carry out regular reporting for evaluation, monitoring

í

Metrocable

and know-how. Global networks have also promoted
other collaborative climate actions, such as ICLEI’s
partnership with the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP)
to develop a carbon climate registry to support
subnational climate action reporting. In addition to the
global networks, numerous climate leadership networks
have emerged at country and regional levels (e.g.
Climate Mayors in the US, Climate Alliance in Europe).
Source: https://www.globalcovenantofmayors.org/our-cities/; https://
carbonn.org.
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7.1.2. Local economic development initiatives

7.1.3. Inclusiveness policies

Cities are supporting alternative
economic models to develop
decent jobs in line with SDG 8
and the NUA
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Cities are also building multistakeholder alliances to facilitate access
to housing, like encouraging cooperative
housing in Montevideo (Uruguay) and
Bologna (Italy) and community land
trust initiatives in Brussels (Belgium)
and Burlington (US)

Box 7.3

Local governments are fostering
inclusive social policies to support
their most vulnerable populations in
accessing basic public services, which
are core local government commitment
to the 2030 Agenda and the NUA
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7.1.4. Strengthening right-based approaches
Box 7.3: Cities for Adequate Housing Initiative
The global housing crisis led several cities to bring to
the 2018’s United Nations High-Level Political Forum on
right to adequate housing in the form of the Cities for
Adequate Housing declaration.22 This action builds on
the Make the Shift initiative promoted by the UN Special
Rapporteur on adequate housing.
With this declaration, a growing number of cities have
committed to promote renewed housing strategies to
overcome the obstacles to the realization of the right to
adequate housing, such as the lack of national funding,

The declaration calls for more powers to better regulate
the real estate market, more funds to improve public
housing stocks, more tools to co-produce affordable
housing between the public and private sectors, urban
planning that combines housing with inclusive and
sustainable neighbourhoods and the adoption of
municipalist cooperation in residential strategies.

Following SDG and NUA principles,
local governments are also choosing to
mainstream rights-based approaches
into their development strategies to
tackle all forms of discrimination and
support diversity and social inclusion

Source: Cities for Adequate Housing, 2018 (https://citiesforhousing.org/).

mediateurs
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Cities are also working to protect
migrants during a time when more
people are displaced worldwide than any
time since World War II

7.2.1. Global decentralization trends by region

7.2 The Evolution of Local Governments’
Institutional Frameworks and its
Relevance to Harnessing the Potential
of Sustainable Urbanization

Globally, urban laws remain highly
segmented and not well articulated to
the evolving reality of urban settlements
and the realities in which local
governments and agencies operate, for
example with limited funding
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Figure 7.1: Average of local governments expenditures,
revenues and direct investments as a share of total public
expenditures, revenues and direct investments by regions,
2016
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of services delivery models

Cities concentrate around 80 per cent
of global GDP, but many rapidly growing
cities fail to capture the wealth they
create and continue to struggle with
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A street scene from Georgetown, Guyana. © UN-Habitat/Kirsten Milhahn

Reforms that improve the rationality
of assigned powers, capacities and
resources to local governments are one
of the most critical dimensions that can
boost urban governance
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7.2.3. The metropolitan challenge

Existing institutional environments and
local governance systems are currently
are needed to unlock local government’s
potential to build a sustainable future.
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The global agendas
recognize planning’s ability to
spur necessary changes and
drive towards sustainable
development, which has led
to a planning resurgence in
public policy.

7.3. Local Governments as Pillars for the
Coalescence of the Transformative
Local Forces

7.3.1

Planning and the global agendas:
Contradictory trends

International Guidelines for Urban and Territorial Planning
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Box 7.4: Seoul: Urban planning and the global
agendas

Metropolitan Government has led sustainability
actions in many areas: participatory urban planning,
new technologies, social inclusion and climate change
mitigation. In recent years, it has aligned those efforts
with the global agendas. In 2015, the city established
the Master Plan for Sustainable Development

Actions against Climate Change,” which outlines efforts
around energy, air quality, transport, waste, ecology, urban
agriculture, health, safety and urban planning. In 2017,
the 2030 Seoul Plan for the implementation of the
SDGs was adopted using a bottom-up approach. To
“people-centred city without discrimination; dynamic
global city with a strong job market; vibrant cultural and
historic city; lively and safe city; and stable housing and
easy transportation, community-oriented city.”
(Source: Seoul Metropolitan Government, 2015; Seoul Metropolitan
Government, 2018.
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the existence of planning instruments
and capacities, although vital, does not
necessarily guarantee the achievement
of local public goals. UN-Habitat has
established that local governments
face numerous barriers when using
conventional urban management and
planning tools
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of Sustainable Urbanization

The capacity of cities to plan in a
participatory and inclusive way depends
strongly on their local leadership
and their ability to bring together
heterogeneous local interests in a shared
vision, then mobilize the means to
implement that vision.
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7.3.2

Participatory policies

e-Musrenbang

© UN-Habitat
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Smart Citizen

The concept of participation in urban
governance is changing as it moves
beyond simple consultation to the cocreation of a space that will contribute to
rebalancing the distribution of decisionmaking powers in society
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7.3.3

Multilevel governance

Multilevel governance arrangements are
instrumental for the effective localization
of the global agendas, as well as for
creating synergies, reducing overlapping
and critical gaps between institutions

225

Local Governments and the Value
of Sustainable Urbanization

In Latin America, 14 out of 19 countries
have NUPs in the implementation stage,
with different levels of local government
hukou

As of 2018, 24 out of 43 countries in the
implementation stage or beyond
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21 out of 38 African countries have NUPs
in the implementation stage or beyond,
but many countries lack the resources
and technical capacity to deploy
comprehensive NUPs

Houses built on the ruins of South Africa's oldest slums, Cape Town, South Africa. © Authentic Travel/Shutterstock
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7.3.4

Monitoring urban policies

Creating a culture of co-operation is thus
crucial to achieving effective multilevel
governance and paving the way for the
effective implementation of the NUA and
the SDGs
Mandala ODS.
Know Your City

7.4. Concluding Remarks and Lessons for
Policy
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cities and territories.

Strong and capable local governments are key levers
to unleash the value of sustainable urbanization.

join forces to strengthen the dissemination of the

cooperation

enabling
institutional environment for local action.

galvanize
the forces of localization of the global agendas in
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A new culture of participation involves the clear
their right to the city.

Sustainable participatory urban and land planning are
the momentum for sustainable urban transformation.

to
Urban Agenda and the SDGs
multilevel
Urban Agenda,

production
evaluation and impact evaluation of the localization of the
global agendas
to
Strong metropolitan governance is a key component of
new urban governance.
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