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Mr. Carlos Fernando Galán, Mayor of Bogotá, 
Distinguished Ministers and Government Representatives, 
Mr. Ni Hong, Minister of Housing and Urban Development of China, 
Ms. Edna Vega Rangel, Secretary of Agrarian, Territorial and Urban Development of Mexico, 
Ms. Helga María Rivas Ardila, Minister of Housing, City and Territory of Colombia, 
Mayors, Vice Mayors, Governors and Representatives of Local Authorities, Private Sector, 
Academia, International Organizations, Colleagues and Friends, 
 
Good morning, everyone, 
 
It is a true honour, on behalf of UN-Habitat, to welcome you to the 2025 Global Observance of 
World Cities Day. I would like to thank the city of Bogotá – especially Mayor Carlos Galán, 
Secretary of Habitat Vanessa Velasco, Ana María Aguirre, Laura Rojas, Santiago Amórtegui, 
Mauricio Prada, and the entire Secretariat team – for helping make this celebration a reality. I 
also extend my gratitude to the Government of Colombia for its support and commitment, 
particularly the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Embassy in Nairobi, and the Ministry of Housing, 
City and Territory. This event is not only the result of months of careful planning, but also a 
reflection of what happens when the commitment of a city joins hands with international 
cooperation around a shared purpose. 

Each year, this event marks the conclusion of Urban October – a month of activities that invites 
the world to reflect on and engage with the future of cities. Across continents, a wide range of 
actors come together to share ideas, experiences, and solutions that make urban life more 
inclusive and sustainable for all. This year’s activities were carried out under the framework of 
UN-Habitat’s new Strategic Plan 2026–2029, which places housing, land, and basic services at 
the heart of sustainable urbanization. Of the more than 400 registered activities worldwide, 
nearly 300 took place in Latin America and the Caribbean – demonstrating the region’s 
leadership in advancing the urban agenda, as well as its capacity to innovate through diversity 
and solidarity. 

We are fully aware that the context in which these efforts take place is both complex and 
urgent. Globally, 2.8 billion people still lack access to adequate housing, secure land tenure, or 
basic water and sanitation services. Of these, more than 1.1 billion live in informal settlements 
or slums. In Latin America and the Caribbean, urbanization has progressed faster than almost 
anywhere else in the world. Today, the region is among the most urbanized globally, and by 
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2050, nearly 90 percent of its inhabitants will live in cities. In Colombia, more than eight out of 
ten citizens already live in urban areas – yet 5.8 million people reside in informal settlements. 

These figures remind us why the theme “Smart Cities, Centred on People” is so relevant to our 
collective work: cities are not merely implementing technology – they are using innovation, 
connectivity, data, and digital services to ensure that all people, especially the most vulnerable, 
have access to decent housing, secure land, clean water, sanitation, and transport. In this way, 
smart urbanization becomes a tool for security, development, and equity for all. 

According to expert projections, by 2050 cities will host 68 per cent of the world’s population. 
Therefore, it is essential that they adopt smart infrastructure, digital services, and innovation – 
but also that they integrate these advances into inclusive governance, multi-level participatory 
decision-making, and sustainable territorial planning. This is how technological progress can be 
reconciled with the fundamental human rights to housing, land, and services—becoming the 
living expression of UN-Habitat’s Strategic Plan. 

Bogotá offers us a fascinating setting. It is a city that embodies both the challenges and 
opportunities of contemporary urbanism – a metropolis that continues to grow and reinvent 
itself amid pressures related to housing, mobility, climate change, and social inclusion. But 
above all, it is a city that strives to keep people at the centre – ensuring that urban 
development translates into dignified lives, safe neighbourhoods, quality public spaces, and 
opportunities for all. 

UN-Habitat’s approach places technology at the service of equality, disaster risk management, 
and climate resilience. Through programs such as our digital complex UNITAC Hamburg and 
new tools like the GeoAI Toolkit for urban planners, UN-Habitat helps local governments 
harness data and digital innovation to address long-standing urban challenges—from housing 
and mobility to land use and service delivery. These tools, combined with efforts to strengthen 
digital literacy and public participation, are not meant to replace traditional planning but to 
enhance it – allowing cities to make data-driven decisions that directly improve people’s quality 
of life. 

One example is our ongoing work with the City of Windhoek in Namibia, where the 
development of a Smart Cities Strategy goes beyond the digital dimension, focusing particularly 
on inclusion, resilience, and justice. 

Similarly, in the Andean region and across Latin America, UN-Habitat has been working closely 
with governments and communities to drive urban transformation through inclusive planning, 
climate-resilient housing, and territorial governance. In Colombia, our collaboration goes back 
decades – from supporting national urban policies and neighbourhood upgrading strategies to 
promoting initiatives such as Ecobarrios, which strengthen social fabric while advancing 
environmental sustainability. Together with Bogotá, UN-Habitat has supported initiatives that 
embody the city’s commitment to the principles that now guide this global celebration. 

To our cities and national governments, I would like to emphasize that technology – when 
guided by inclusion, ethics, and human-centred design – can profoundly enhance quality of life. 
It is a tool that cannot be ignored, but one that must be used wisely to build trust, empower 
citizens, and promote equality. As we commemorate this World Cities Day 2025, let us 
remember that every figure we mention represents a person, a family, a community. As 
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urbanization continues to shape our century, we have the responsibility to ensure that cities 
become spaces where innovation and inclusion go hand in hand. 

Finally, as we move forward together, we would like to invite you to meet again in 2026 – first 
in Baku, Azerbaijan, from May 17 to 22 for the World Urban Forum, and later in Fuzhou, China, 
for the twelfth Global Observance of World Cities Day – where we will continue strengthening 
this global conversation about the urban future we all aspire to build. 


