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Targeted towards governments that are both un-
convinced and under-resourced (see Tomorrow 
Today Together, p 12), the Action Framework for 
the Implementation of the New Urban Agenda 
(AFINUA) aims to make implementation of the 
NUA more concrete and approachable with~30 
essential, prioritized ingredients for sustainable 
urbanization. Its mandate was conferred by the 
UN General Assembly in 2018 (A/RES/72/226). It 
is a living document, flexible to accommodating 
updated feedback and possible thematic addi-
tions from the UN System and other stakehold-
ers. On this basis UN-Habitat will lead a mapping 
of interests and services, to begin to articulate a 
consolidated offering of the UN System and other 
stakeholders in support of UN Member States.

Community consultation, multi-stakeholder ap-
proaches, good governance, and so on, are all im-
portant. However, they do not replace the role of 
local governments and professionals nor the ingre-
dients required for them to set the stage proper-
ly for productive, sustainable and equitable urban 
growth. The NUA encourages UN-Habitat and 
others ‘to generate evidence-based and practical 
guidance for [its] implementation and the urban di-
mension of the [SDGs], in close collaboration with 
Member States, local authorities, major groups and 
other relevant stakeholders, as well as through the 

mobilization of experts’ (paragraph 128; additional 
references to the need for a coordinating frame-
work can be found in paragraphs 9, 15(a), 16, 81 and 
82).

That, then, is the purpose for this Action Frame-
work: to outline the basic ingredients for the imple-
mentation of the NUA, who should lead each, how 
they might be measured and how they link to the 
provisions of the NUA. The action framework that 
UN-Habitat is herewith proposing is a non-exhaus-
tive list of the foundational elements required for 
urbanization. Its intent is to provide hooks to other 
more specialized and sectoral themes. Its 35 key 
elements are grouped into the following five cate-
gories: (1) national urban policies, with six key ele-
ments, (2) urban legislation, rules and regulations, 
with nine key elements, (3) urban planning and de-
sign, with eight key elements, (4) urban economy 
and municipal finance, with six key elements, and 
(5) local implementation, with six key elements. 
Cutting across all 35 key elements are the princi-
ples of participation and governance. Virtually all 
key elements require political buy-in to be activat-
ed—without it they would only exist hypothetically. 
And transparency must serve as as their guiding 
principle if they are to avoid the undermining influ-
ences of corruption.
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P R I N C I P L E S A N D VA L U E S
The ‘New Urban Agenda (NUA) is universal in scope, participatory and people-cen-
tred; protects the planet; and has a long-term vision, setting out priorities and ac-
tions at the global, regional, national, subnational and local levels that governments 
and other relevant stakeholders in every country can adopt based on their needs.’ 
The city it envisages offers ‘(1) [the] right to adequate housing as a component of 
the right to an adequate standard of living, without discrimination, (2) universal ac-
cess to safe and affordable drinking water and sanitation...(3) equal access for all to 
public goods and quality services...such as food security and nutrition, health, edu-
cation, infrastructure, mobility and transportation, energy, air quality and livelihoods, 
(4) participatory, civic engagement [and] social cohesion and inclusion, (5)...wom-
en’s full and effective participation and equal rights in all fields and in leadership at 
all levels of decision-making, (6) [reduced] disaster risk...(7) sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth [and] ... (8) protection, conservation, restoration and 
promotion of their ecosystems, water, natural habitats and biodiversity.’

The NUA also has a preeminent commitment to inclusion, innovation and integra-
tion. Indeed these values are both a cause and consequence of the principles above.

Action Framework for the New Urban Agenda
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I N C LU S I O N
Heterogeneity is the lifeblood of cities. Cities attract different people and must also em-
brace diversity, create a safe space for it and make inclusion their mantra. When they 
succeed in doing so, cities are preeminent places for the enjoyment of ‘equal rights and 
opportunities, as well as their fundamental freedoms, guided by the purposes and prin-
ciples of the Charter of the United Nations.’ Discrimination of any kind has no place in 
the values of the NUA and a number of governments have enshrined this in legislation, 
political declarations and charters as the ‘right to the city.’ 

The NUA urges cities to take as much care to extend this right to indigenous commu-
nities as to ‘refugees, internally displaced persons and migrants, regardless of their mi-
gration status’. Indeed, it ‘support[s] their host cities in the spirit of international coop-
eration’ with the goal of ‘ensuring safe, orderly and regular migration.’ Urban inclusion 
also implies a commitment to stakeholder participation, food security and urban safety, 
including preventing ‘violent extremism conducive 
to terrorism.’

I N T E G R AT I O N
The NUA also recognizes that the urban development landscape is often uneven and 
uncoordinated. As such, it commits to ‘integrated approaches to urban and territorial de-
velopment by implementing policies, strategies, capacity development and actions at all 
levels’, particularly on climate action, which disproportionately affects cities—particularly 
those in developing and least-developed countries—and requires concerted ‘coordina-
tion and cooperation among national, subnational and local governments.’ 

The NUA ‘invite[s]...organizations...including those of the [UN] system...development 
partners...multilateral financial institutions, regional development banks, the private sec-
tor and other stakeholders, to enhance coordination of their urban...development strate-
gies and programmes to apply an integrated approach to sustainable urbanization.’ And 
it calls for ‘[i]mprove[d] [UN] system- wide coordination and coherence’ and ‘encour-
age[s] UN-Habitat, other [UN]...agencies, and other relevant stakeholders to generate 
evidence-based and practical guidance for the implementation of the [NUA] and the 
urban dimension 
of the [SDGs].’

I N N O VAT I O N
Cities are crucibles of innovation. Principally this is because they bring their heteroge-
neous elements into close proximity. But they still need to actively nurture and deploy 
the innovation that results. The NUA ‘call[s] on businesses to apply their creativity and 
innovation to solving sustainable development challenges in urban areas.’ It ‘[i]nvite[s] 
international multilateral financial institutions, regional development banks, development 
finance institutions and cooperation agencies to provide financial support, including 
through innovative...mechanisms, to programmes and projects.’ 

The NUA also calls for ‘[e]xpand[ed] opportunities for North–South, South–South and 
triangular regional and international cooperation...subnational, decentralized and city-to- 
city cooperation’ and multi-stakeholder partnerships. And it ‘recognize[s] the significant 
contribution of voluntary collaborative initiatives, partnerships and coalitions that plan to 
initiate and enhance...implementation.’
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Urbanization is intrinsically linked to and can function as a transformation driver of 
sustainable development. However, this is not automatic. ‘Obstacles to sustainable 
development[—including the] persistence of multiple forms of poverty, growing 
inequalities and environmental degradation[—]remain among the major obstacles to 
sustainable development worldwide, with social and economic exclusion and spatial 
segregation.’ Cities in particular face ‘[m]assive sustainability challenges in terms 
of housing, infrastructure, basic services, food security, health, education, decent 
jobs, safety and natural resources’ not to mention ‘unprecedented threats from 
unsustainable consumption and production patterns, loss of biodiversity, pressure 
on ecosystems, pollution, natural and human-made disasters, and climate change 
and its related risks.’ At the same time, ’[b]y readdressing the way cities and human 
settlements are planned, designed, financed, developed, governed and managed, the 
New Urban Agenda (NUA) will help to end poverty and hunger, economic growth, 
protect environment.’ In fact, ‘[good u]rbanization [is] an engine of sustained and 
inclusive economic growth, social and cultural development and environmental 
protection, and...potential[ly] contribut[e]s to the achievement of transformative 
and sustainable development.’

Good urbanization does not happen by chance, but rather by design. It requires 
supportive rules and regulations, sound planning and design and a viable 
financial plan. Whenever and wherever cities manage all three, they function as 
transformational drivers of sustainable development. Indeed, governments adopted 
the NUA ‘as a collective vision and political commitment to promote and realize 
sustainable urban development, and as a historic opportunity to [lever] the key 
role of cities and human settlements as drivers of sustainable development.’ The 
NUA also secures ‘[c]ommitments through an urban paradigm shift grounded in the 
integrated and indivisible dimensions of sustainable development: social, economic 
and environmental.’

The NUA emphasizes the fact that ‘leveraging agglomeration benefits of well-planned 
urbanization’ will help to support ‘sustainable and inclusive urban economies’. 
Economies of agglomeration promote high productivity, competitiveness and 
innovation, because of the way that they concentrate people and activities in 
dense, interactive urban spaces, bringing into proximity the factors of production, 
nurturing specialization and increasing the size of markets. Knock-on effects include 
the creation of decent jobs and equal access for all to economic and productive 
resources and opportunities.

The NUA recognizes that ‘[c]ulture and cultural diversity are sources of enrichment 
for humankind and provide an important contribution to the sustainable development 
of cities, human settlements and citizens.’ It also highlights how ‘[p]romoting equally 
[the] shared opportunities and benefits that urbanization can offer, and that enable 
all inhabitants, whether living in formal or informal settlements, to lead decent, 
dignified and rewarding lives and to achieve their full human potential’ contributes 
to the achievement of social sustainability.

The NUA also notes that ‘full and productive employment, and decent work and 
livelihood opportunities in cities and human settlements’ ‘increas[e] economic 
productivity’, and commits to promoting the same. Furthermore, it ‘[r]ecognizes 
the contribution of the working poor in the informal economy, particularly women, 
including unpaid, domestic and migrant workers, to the urban econom[y]’ and 
stresses how ‘[p]romoting access for youth to education, skills development and 
employment [can] achieve increased productivity and shared prosperity.’

Lastly, the NUA notes that ‘[p]romoting sustainable management and use of natural 
resources and land [and] ensuring reliable supply and value chains that connect 
urban and rural supply and demand’ can ‘foster equitable regional development 
across the urban–rural continuum’ and calls for urban development that 
protects the planet.
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‘Implement[ing] the New Urban Agenda [is] a key 
instrument for enabling national, subnational and 
local governments and all relevant stakeholders to 
achieve sustainable urban development’, includ-
ing the ‘implementation and localization of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development...and...
the achievement of the Sustainable Development 
Goals and targets, including Goal 11.’ But of course 
the NUA is by no means exclusive to SDG 11—there 
are other urban-critical sectoral and cross-cutting 
areas in other goals and targets and whose primary 
expertise is embedded in diverse parts of the UN 
system.

Employment drives a great deal of migration to cit-
ies, though its provision is often uneven between 
and within cities, and the quality of work itself not 
always decent or livelihood-sustaining; it is also 
linked with economic growth, and while cities pro-
duce some 80% of global GDP this too is highly un-
evenly distributed; both of these issues is reflected 
in SDG 8 and paragraphs 13(d), 14(b), 43-44, 56-57, 
61 and 133 of the NUA; the issue of employment is 
particularly supported within the UN system by ILO 
(www.ilo.org).

Energy is a critical input to urban infrastructure and 
has historically driven the spatial form of cities; this 
issue is addressed in SDG 7 and paragraphs 44, 54, 
75 and 121 of the NUA, and is particularly supported 
within the UN system by UN-Energy 
(www.un-energy.org).

Cities very often draw upon vast territories for their 
supply of water, on which their basic functioning 
and ability to develop sustainably depends; this is-
sue is addressed in SDG 6 and paragraphs 72-74 
and 119-120 of the NUA, and is particularly support-
ed within the UN system by UN-Water 
(www.unwater.org).

Health is another key urban sector for both environ-
mental and epidemiological reasons; it is reflected 
in SDG 3 (and indirectly in SDG 11, target 11.6) and 
in paragraphs 54-55 and 118-119 of the NUA, and 
is particularly supported within the UN system by 
WHO (www.who.int).

Cities are both responsible for and victims of cli-
mate change—they are also often potential solu-
tions for it; this topic is addressed in SDG 13 (and 
indirectly in SDG 11, targets 11.5 and 11.b) and para-
graphs 63-64, 79-80, 101 and 143-44 of the NUA, 
and is particularly supported within the UN system 
by the UNFCCC (unfccc.int).

Food security and rural-urban linkages are increas-
ingly critical for cities; this topic is reflected in SDG 
2 (and to some extent SDG 11, target 11.a) and in 
paragraphs 13(a), 14(a), 95 and 123 of the NUA, and 
is particularly supported within the UN system by 
FAO (www.fao.org) and WFP (www.wfp.org).

Education and culture are primarily reflected in 
SDG 4 and in SDG 11, target 11.4; they also appear 
in paragraphs 10, 38, 61 and 124 of the NUA, and 
are particularly supported within the UN system by 
UNESCO (www.unesco.org).

Gender is reflected in SDG 5 and paragraph 5, 13(c) 
and 40 of the NUA, and is particularly supported 
within the UN system by UN-Women 
(www.unwomen.org).

The issue of sustainable consumption and pro-
duction is addressed by SDG 12 and in paragraphs 
13(h), 14(c) and 63 of the NUA, and is particularly 
supported within the UN system by UNEP 
(www.unep.org).

Biodiversity is reflected in SDG 15 and paragraphs 
13(h), 63, 65, 68-69 and 71 of the NUA, and is partic-
ularly supported within the UN system by the Sec-
retariat of the CBD (www.cbd.int).

https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
https://un-energy.org/
https://www.unwater.org/
https://www.who.int/
https://www.wfp.org/
https://www.unesco.org/en
https://www.unwomen.org/en
https://www.unep.org/
https://www.cbd.int/
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1. N AT I O N A L 
U R B A N P O L I C I E S
National governments often set the rules of the game for cities. In the New Urban 
Agenda (NUA) Member States committed to developing and implementing national 
urban policies (NUPs) and building integrated national systems of cities and 
human settlements, toward the achievement of national development targets. In 
fact, the NUA states that its effective implementation will be anchored in inclusive, 
implementable and participatory urban policies, to be developed and implemented 
at the appropriate level. It recognizes the leading role of national governments in 
this regard, as well as the equally important contributions of sub-national and local 
governments, civil society and other relevant stakeholders. Therefore it is crucial 
that governments ensure the development—and adaptation, where required—of 
national urban policies so that they form the basis for the implementation of the 
NUA. Without adequate NUPs, cities face multiple risks: inadequate, overloaded 
infrastructure, which can result in overcrowding and delays; vacancy, which can 
lead to vandalism and exacerbate maintenance costs; and competition between 
metropolitan areas, which can aggravate inequalities.

Whether NUPs are legislative or incorporated into national constitutions, they should 
set a joint vision. Some may even provide a mechanism for consultation between 
tiers of governments. In all cases, NUPs, when they are adequate, will help to achieve 
the urban paradigm shift required to implement the NUA. This shift involves creating 
cities for all through mainstreaming sustainable urban and territorial development 
whilst strengthening synergies between migration and development. NUPs will 
support integrated sub-national and local development strategies and plans. They 
can also address the persistence of poverty, growing inequalities, social and economic 
exclusion, spatial segregation and environmental degradation by ensuring that 
development is balanced and incentivizing more even investment and population 
distribution. This will avoid hyperconcentration in megacities and associated 
crowding, conflict and delays. NUPS will also set the basis of decentralization based 
on the principle of subsidiarity. NUPs should be part of a wider policy system bringing 
together urban development, infrastructure, environment economics, housing, and 
any policy relevant to urban development.

Sub-national and local governments, civil society and the private sector should be 
involved in the design of NUPs. Furthermore, the creation of local- national, public 
private and multi-stakeholder partnerships that promote cooperation at all levels will 
also support the implementation of NUPs and the integration of all relevant policies 
and plans. In line with the NUA requirements, effective multi-level governance will 
ensure the involvement of sub- national and local governments in the development 
and implementation of NUPs and avoid a top-down approach in national urban 
policy-making.

National urban policies link strongly with at least two other thematic areas in the 
AFINUA: (1) Theme 2, urban legislation, rules and regulations, without which NUPs 
cannot be implemented; and (2) Theme 5, local implementation, which relies on 
the integration of policies and plans at all levels that NUPs can provide. Specific 
references to national urban policies can be found in the NUA in paragraphs 15(b), 
15(b), 15(c)i, 21, 87, 89, 130 and 149.
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2. U R B A N L E G I S L AT I O N, 
R U L E S A N D R E G U L AT I O N S
Legal mechanisms are fundamental for the acquisition and maintenance of public 
space, provision of equity and financial stability. Urbanization, as a complex social 
and collective project, is governed by the principle of the rule of law, but the laws 
governing such urban outcomes are often ineffective. Therefore, they must be clear, 
precise and cost effective, and support a framework of good governance relevant 
to diverse urban contexts and inclusive outcomes, including the establishment of 
the rights and duties of the urban developer. Legal frameworks are required to 
implement urban plans, policies and strategies and to guide urbanization, including 
regulating land use and development. It is necessary to develop such frameworks 
where they do not exist or to adapt them where they do to align with the principles 
of the NUA. Without adequate legal urban frameworks, cities face multiple risks: 
uncontrolled urban sprawl, the loss of valuable natural protected areas, deepening 
social inequalities, inappropriate and/or unaccountable land management, conflicting 
land uses and inadequate public space.

In contrast, establishing an effective and equitable legal system to promote 
participation at all stages of the urban and territorial policy and planning processes 
and at all levels of governance. This can ensure that ‘the right to the city’ becomes 
a reality for all. It can also support the implementation of urban plans, policies and 
strategies at all levels by making them enforceable and by identifying accountable 
stakeholders. It can help to shape urban development and to retrofit existing 
informal and formal urban spaces in line with the NUA requirements to create just, 
safe, healthy, accessible, affordable, resilient and sustainable cities. And it can help to 
address persistence of poverty, growing inequalities, social and economic exclusion, 
spatial segregation and environmental degradation.

As for Theme 1 of the AFINUA, the NUA recognizes the leading role of national 
governments in the definition and implementation of legislation for sustainable 
and inclusive urban development, whilst calling for the participation of other 
relevant stakeholders, including local governments and civil society. Strengthening 
partnerships and enhancing coordination will also be critical to the successful 
development and revision of urban legislation and legal mechanisms. This implicitly 
requires a balance between public and private interests, the participation of a diversity 
of actors and an economy- and capacity-based contextual fit. Transparency in the 
process and outputs of planning is important in promoting equality in outcomes and 
as part of a citizen’s right to contribute to the making of decisions that affect them 
and their property.

Urban legislation, rules and regulations link strongly with three other thematic 
areas in the AFINUA: (1) Theme 1, national urban policies, which require urban legal 
frameworks to be implementable and enforceable;(2) Theme 3, urban planning and 
design, which require precise regulations and that action be taken when they are 
not enforced; and (3) Theme 4, urban finance and local economic development, 
which require rules and regulations to achieve fiscal devolution. Specific references 
to urban legislation, rules and regulations can be found in the NUA in paragraphs 
15(c)ii, 21, 35, 76-77, 81, 85-86, 91, 104 and 111.
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3. U R B A N P L A N N I N G 
A N D D E S I G N
Effective planning and design depend on the principles of connectedness, inclusivity 
and resilience to deliver integrated results across activity sectors including land use, 
housing and transportation. All too often, however, the basic elements of planning 
are not clearly defined in the planning system nor reflected in its ultimate products 
(plans), making planning ineffective in shaping cities and achieving results. Planning 
and design are also often seen as purely aesthetic and context-derived. Yet we already 
know enough about what works and what does not to begin to empirically quantify 
the formal parameters within which most successful cities operate. The NUA states 
that long-term and integrated urban and territorial planning and design is required to 
optimize the spatial dimension of the urban form and to deliver the positive outcomes 
of urbanization. It is therefore important to provide guidance to local governments 
so they can develop or revise their planning and design processes in line with the 
NUA requirements. Without the above, cities face multiple risks, including lack of 
livability and walkability, poorly articulated interfaces, disconnectivity, low densities, 
unbalanced private and public spaces, exacerbated socio-economic segregation 
and long and expensive commuting patterns.

Appropriate planning and design processes will contribute to the definition of 
compact urban footprint, preventing unwanted urban sprawl and identifying zones 
to be exempt from urbanization. These processes will also allow the development 
or reshaping of formal and informal urban spaces to create socially just, sustainable, 
inclusive, well-connected, appropriately dense, disaster resilient and adapted to 
climate change spaces. Adequate planning and design processes will shape high 
quality urban spaces with a sense of place, that will provide equal opportunities for 
all, protect local cultural heritage and environment, foster social interaction whilst 
including safe and affordable housing, an appropriate mix of uses, quality green 
public space, adequate services and sufficient transport infrastructure.

These territorial urban design and planning processes should be led by sub-national 
and local governments, but their implementation will require coordination with all 
spheres of governments as well as participation of the civil society, the public sector 
and other relevant stakeholders. Appropriate planning and design processes should 
be participatory, as required by the NUA.

Urban planning and design link strongly with three other areas in the NUA: (1) Theme 
1, national urban policies, within which stakeholders involved in urban planning and 
design operate; (2) Theme 2, urban legislation, rules and regulations, which guide 
urban planning and design and ensure that action be taken when there is a breach of 
law; and (3) Theme 5, local implementation, particularly key items 5.2 and 5.3, which 
depend on qualitatively strong urban planning and design. Specific references to 
urban planning and design can be found in the NUA in paragraphs 15a, 72, 88, 92-94, 
96, 98-100, 123-124, 129 and 156. 
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4. U R B A N E C O N O M Y A N D 
M U N I C I PA L F I N A N C E
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5. L O C A L 
I M P L E M E N TAT I O N
The NUA calls for an integrated approach to urban development based on actions at 
all levels, from national to local. It recognizes that the realization of its transformative 
commitments will require a similarly multilevel means of implementation. While a 
number of the key items and actions in this thematic area correspond to items in 
Theme 3, Urban Planning and Design, they differ in spatial and temporal scales. 
Local implementation comprises actions to be undertaken at a finer, more granular 
spatial scale, based on decisions made predominantly at the local level. It has been 
conceived to guide local stakeholders so they can approach targeted, place-based, 
project-oriented urban development in a sustainable, people-centered, responsive 
and integrated way. The actions listed under this theme are the finest-scale, most 
detailed steps required to achieve the transformative goals of the NUA. If the actions 
listed under this theme are not taken, cities will be facing most of the risks listed 
under the other themes of the AFINUA, since not taking these very local steps will 
prevent the benefits associated with the other themes from being delivered. Other 
risks of badly-managed local implementation include poorly- located communities 
that are isolated from places of employment and services, displacement of 
residents through unmitigated gentrification, skewed consumption of resources 
(particularly between planned low-density areas and unplanned high-density ones) 
and an inequitable distribution of urban services, particularly in unplanned informal 
neighbourhoods.

If, on the other hand, the more targeted local actions listed under this theme are 
undertaken by relevant stakeholders, and notably by local governments, it will allow 
urban extensions for new areas to be developed in accordance with the principles 
of the NUA and existing areas to be retrofitted or regenerated so they can align 
with the same principles. Action at the local scale also provides the opportunity 
to concretize abstract principles such as justice and equity in actual places, most 
notably in neighbourhoods where residents’ attachments are strong and groups 
identities forged. Significant progress will therefore be made towards the urban 
paradigm shift detailed in the NUA and it will become possible to readdress the 
way cities are planned, financed, developed, governed and managed.

Horizontal coordination will be critical for successful local implementation of the 
NUA. Smaller-scale actions and projects need to cohere with one another as much 
as they need to be integrated with sub-national and national policies, plans and 
guidance. The involvement of local communities and groups—whether community-
led design, community-based management, or some other form—will also be key to 
this theme. Local knowledge is a particular asset for implementation. Effective and 
transparent mechanisms will however be needed to ensure that processes can be 
participatory without creating risks of lobbying and/or dogmatic and categorical 
rejection of urban (re)development (e.g. ‘NIMBYism’).

Local implementation links strongly to at least two other areas in the AFINUA: (1) 
Theme 3, urban planning and design, which cannot be put into practice without 
appropriate local implementation; and (2) Theme 4, municipal finance and local 
economic development, which are ‘sine qua non’ for local implementation. Specific 
references to local implementation can be found in the NUA in paragraphs 8, 17, 29, 
52, 87, 90, 91, 95, 97, 101, 123, 135 and 149.
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