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How International Urban Cooperation supports the 2030 Agenda

Foreword

Paulius Kulikauskas
Chief ,Office for Europe and European
Institutions, The United Nations Human
Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat)

The role of subnational governments in
achieving the goals of the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development has been
well recognized by the United Nations,
the European Union and other intergovernmental organisations. Indeed, to
achieve the 2030 Agenda it is estimated that
up to 70 per cent of necessary actions must
be implemented at the subnational level.
New York City was the first subnational
authority to prepare a report outlining their
contribution to achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). The report,
known as a “Voluntary Local Review”, was
submitted to the UN High-level Political
Forum in 2018; today, many other cities have
followed suit. Despite this positive trend, the
contribution of cities and regions to national
reporting remains irregular and sparse.
City-to-city collaboration has been around
for over a hundred years, with formalized
cooperation emerging in the wake of the
Second World War. This collaboration has
taken many different shapes and in recent
years has been recognized as a tool for
urban diplomacy. A variety of expectations
have been placed on town twinning with
varied results.
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The European Union’s International Urban Cooperation (IUC)
programme, which thematically pairs European Union and nonEuropean cities and regions, is a valuable contribution to attaining
the SDGs and implementing the New Urban Agenda at the
subnational level. It has a broad geographical scale – almost global
– and a wide yet well-structured scope, based on the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development and the New Urban Agenda.
For the United Nations, the primary value of the IUC programme
is that it enables the comparison of efforts at subnational level
across diverse countries. This report aims to reveal the contribution
of all three IUC components and to showcase how transnational
cooperation of subnational actors enriches city and national
perspectives in attaining and reporting on the goals set out in the UN
Sustainable Development frameworks.
Urban diplomacy is powerful and subnational actors are
acknowledged as key players in attaining the SDGs, yet there is a
limit to how much can be done by cities alone. The commitment of
the European Union to nurturing multi-level governance informs this
report, which looks at how the subnational level can contribute to
the inter-governmental quest for sustainable development on the
international stage.
UN-Habitat hopes that the next phase of the IUC programme will
have an even stronger emphasis on collaboration between different
levels and sectors of the government. To do so would encourage
other regions of the world to share the European Union’s unwavering
commitment to sustainable urban development policies grounded in
multi-level governance. It would help to unlock cities’ full potential to
contribute to sustainable development.
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CHAPTER

1. The European Union’s “urban diplomacy” in the
context of international agendas
Introduction
Many of today’s challenges, including
poverty, air pollution and disaster risk, are
concentrated in cities. At the same time, cities
are economic powerhouses that stimulate
innovation globally and for decades have
lifted people out of poverty.

An overview of Mathare
slum, Nairobi, Kenya ©
Julius Mwelu / UN-Habitat

Cities are well positioned to respond to both
local and global challenges. To do so, they
often work together, exchanging solutions.
The first formal city network was established
in 1913, with cooperation since flourishing
among cities, be it in the same country, on
the same continent, or across the world.

The European Commission supports cities
to exchange solutions and to tackle climate
challenges, thereby making a direct
contribution to the New Urban Agenda and
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Through the International Urban Cooperation
(IUC) programme, cities and regions in
Europe, Asia, Latin America and North
America came together to learn from one
another and to make progress on innovation,
good urban governance, climate change
mitigation and adaptation, and many other
challenges outlined in the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development.

Cities are well positioned to respond to both local and global challenges.
The European Commission supports cities to exchange solutions and to
tackle climate challenges, thereby making a direct contribution to the
New Urban Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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Purpose and structure of the report
This report gives an account of how the IUC
programme contributes to the SDGs and
the New Urban Agenda. Chapter 1 outlines
the challenges facing cities and how their
cooperation has contributed to solving
them. Chapter 2 takes a closer look at how
international agendas affect cities and how
progress reporting is set out, particularly
given the challenge of accurately capturing
the local contribution and achieving a
sample that represents diverse cities. In
Chapter 3, the IUC programme and its
components are briefly presented, followed
by an analysis of how cities and regions
engaged in the programme have contributed
to the Sustainable Development Agenda.
Chapter 4 concludes with lessons learnt and
considerations for a future programme of a
comparable nature.

Executive summary
Cities and regions are crucial actors and
territories in which to implement the SDGs
and the Paris Agreement. Cities increasingly
report on their progress in attaining the SDGs
through a variety of indicator frameworks
and through Voluntary Local Reviews. Whilst
there are limitations in terms of comparability
and aggregation, these reporting formats
remain a good way for cities to track their
progress and to enhance their international
profile.
The European Union launched the IUC
programme in 2016, one of its primary
commitments to the New Urban Agenda. The
current phase runs until the end of 2020.
The programme fosters city-to-city and
region-to-region cooperation and facilitates
cities’ involvement in the Global Covenant of
Mayors, a world-wide movement that aims
to decrease greenhouse gas emissions and
achieve sustainable energy for all.

© Photo by Ferdinand Stöhr / Unsplash.
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Within the current phase of the programme,
cities and regions have collaborated on
measures that contribute to achieving specific
SDGs. For cities, these are mainly SDG 11 on
urban development; SDG 9 on infrastructure,
industrial development and innovation; SDG
12 on consumption and production; and SDG
6 on water and sanitation. Regional pairings
focused on fostering innovation (SDG 9) and
creating business opportunities. By the end
of 2019, the collaboration for most cities
and regions was at the level of drafting
action plans and identifying funding for
implementation.

As a result of the programme, relationships between cities and
regions have been established and the Global Covenant of Mayors
has gained diverse new members. Cities in the European Union, in
Asia and in the Americas have engaged in urban diplomacy and
worked towards concrete results.

The IUC programme meets a demand from
cities and regions in the European Union as
well as in Asia and the Americas to work with
peers worldwide. It provides opportunities
for cities and regions to network with
international colleagues and learn from
global best practices, as well as potentially
opening business opportunities for local
companies.

From a city perspective, it could be beneficial to present the IUC
programme as different cooperation options within a common
framework. Doing so would enhance the integration of the
programme components. Linking the IUC programme with the New
Urban Agenda Platform will additionally increase the programme’s
visibility and create opportunities to share lessons learnt.

The European Commission has already announced the continuation
of the IUC programme, with a second phase due to begin in 2021.
For the next phase, the programme can be further strengthened
by building on the expertise of both the European Union and the
United Nations in working with cities through thematic hubs and
in integrating different levels of government. Furthermore, the
methodology of innovation by Smart Specialization is an important
approach in the programme and deserves to be more broadly
introduced into the collaboration between cities. In the European
For cities participating in the Global Covenant concept of Smart Specialization, regions and cities should prioritise
of Mayors, their actions contribute directly to complementarity between economic activities and find better ways to
the Paris Agreement and SDG 13 on climate
combine their strengths to create new industrial capabilities in areas
action.
with high growth potential.

SDG 6

SDG 12

Ensure availability and sustainable
management of water and sanitation
for all

Ensure sustainable consumption and
production patterns

Sustainable Development
goals that cities mainly
aim to achieve
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SDG 9

SDG 11

Build resilient infrastructure,
promote inclusive and sustainable
industrialization and foster
innovation

Make cities and human settlements
inclusive, safe, resilient and
sustainable
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1.1. Global recognition of importance of sustainable
urbanisation
Urbanization as a new megatrend
An estimated 55 per cent of the world’s
population lived in urban settlements in 2018.
By 2030, urban areas are projected to house
60 per cent of people globally and one in
every three people will live in cities with at
least half a million inhabitants. Most of the
world’s fastest growing cities are in Asia and
Africa1.
Growth in the urban population is driven
by overall population increase and by the
upward shift in the percentage living in
urban areas. Together, these two factors are
projected to add 2.5 billion to the world’s
urban population by 2050, with almost 90
per cent of this growth happening in Asia and
Africa.
Such urbanization creates numerous
challenges, from pollution to energy security,
and has the potential to significantly impact
the environment. Cities represent two thirds
of national energy consumption and their
carbon footprint is increasing, all of which
constitutes a risk if sustainable solutions are
not implemented.
It is also estimated that 60 per cent of
the global Gross Domestic Product is
generated by a group of 600 urban centres.
Cities, therefore, present an opportunity
for development and play a key role as
contributors to smart, green and inclusive
growth. Action at local level is critical to
efforts to promote sustainable development
and to develop effective solutions.
Cities have been crucial for lifting people
out of poverty and enabling them to access
services, yet it is widely understood that the
current urban development model is not
sustainable. Some of the main challenges
include: finding effective solutions to urban
governance; the continuous growth of slums
(despite the reduction of slum inhabitants as
a proportion of the overall urban population,
the number of persons living in slums is
growing); providing urban services as urban
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density continues to decline; the vulnerability
of cities to climate hazards and the
contribution of cities to accelerating climate
change through consumption and emissions;
inequality and exclusion; and the upsurge
of involuntary migration, as well as rising
insecurity.2

55%
Estimated
percentage of
population that
lived in urban
settlements in
2018

60%

Projected
percentage of
global urban
population
expected to be
housed in urban
areas by 2030

One in every 3 people will live in
cities with 0.5 Million inhabitants

60%

Estimated percentage of
global Gross Domestic
Product generated by a
group of 600 cities
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Climate and Energy in cities
One of the key emerging issues that cities
must contend with is climate change.
Described as one of the greatest challenges
of our time, the adverse impacts of climate
change are capable of undermining the
ability of all countries to achieve sustainable
development.
Climate change has become a pressing issue
on the international development agenda
simultaneously with urbanization, offering
many opportunities for climate change
adaptation, mitigation and disaster risk
reduction. Between 1950 and 2005, the level
of urbanization increased from 29 per cent to
49 per cent, while global carbon emissions
from fossil-fuel burning increased by almost
500 per cent.3

29

%

Urbanization level in 1950

49

%

While climate change is a profound global
issue, it is also a local issue, meaning urban
areas have a crucial role in the climate
change arena. Urban areas concentrate
economic activities, households, industries
and infrastructure which are hotspots for
energy consumption as well as key sources
of greenhouse gases. It is widely accepted
that urbanization brings about fundamental
changes in production and consumption
patterns which, when associated with
dysfunctional urban forms and city structures,
contributes to higher levels of energy
consumption and greenhouse gas emissions.
As populations, production and consumption
are largely concentrated in cities, it is not
surprising that most energy is consumed and
most emissions are released in cities. Indeed,
with more than 50 per cent of the world’s
population, cities account for between 60
to 80 per cent of energy consumption and
generate as much as 70 per cent of humaninduced greenhouse gas emissions, primarily
through the consumption of fossil fuels for
energy supply and transportation.4 This
poses the question: what type of human
settlement can be most efficient from an
energy consumption perspective? It is clear
that a shift needs to take place regarding
consumption and production patterns.

Urbanization level in 2005

500%

Percentage increase of
carbon emissions from
fossil-fuel burning
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To date, the measures envisaged at the
global and national levels have yet to be
accompanied by concerted measures at
the local level. The response of cities to
the challenges of climate change has been
fragmented, and significant gaps exist
between the rhetoric of addressing climate
change and action on the ground. The critical
factor shaping urban responses to climate
change is government capacity, which is
hindered by factors that are institutional,
technical, economic, and political in
character.

How International Urban Cooperation supports the 2030 Agenda

As mentioned above, in a well-functioning
system of multi-level governance municipal
governments are positioned to make
meaningful contributions to greenhouse gas
reduction. In general, the efforts between
the global, national, regional and local
level should be complementary. National
governments, for example, can provide an
enabling framework for cities to reduce
emissions and can foresee financing
mechanisms and the legal framework
necessary for cities to take efficient action.
Currently, emission reduction measures
in cities mainly focus on the transport and
building sectors. Many local authorities,
however, do not have the mandate for
transport which usually spans several
municipalities. Working together on emission
reductions in this sector can enhance the
vertical integration of levels of government.
Measures at city level introducing new
building codes related to thermal insulation
or green roofs could be even more effective if
they were enforced at national level instead
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of only at the local level. The same applies
to local measures on waste reduction or
recycling obligations. At the same time, there
are measures emanating from the supranational level (the European Commission in
the case of Europe) that are only partially
implemented by the national or local level.
This is, for example, the case with urban air
quality measures. 5
UN-Habitat’s guide on Integrating Human
Settlements in Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs)6 can boost local
authorities’ standing on climate change
mitigation and contribute to the vertical
integration of levels of government. Written in
response to the observation that only a small
portion of NDCs currently include content
related to urban areas, the guide helps
national governments to strengthen ambition
and realize the emission reduction and
adaptation potential of cities. Additionally,
it strengthens the role of local authorities in
delivering on the commitments of the Paris
Agreement.
UN Conference of the
Human Environment and
Development Rio de
Janeiro 1992

How International Urban Cooperation supports the 2030 Agenda

A political momentum for cities
Parallel to demographic transition and the
growing importance of cities in the global
economy, a political movement has gathered
momentum throughout the past decades.
The challenges of urbanization and the role
of civil society as partners in policy formation
at the local, national, regional and global
levels were discussed during a series of
major United Nations conferences in the
1990s. This process started at the 1992 Rio
Earth Summit with the first world assembly
of mayors and the adoption of Agenda
21, an action document on sustainable
development. One major innovation was
the suggestion that every local government
should devise and apply its own local
Agenda 21.
The Istanbul Conference of 1996, which
adopted the Habitat Agenda, went much
further in recognizing that local authorities,
as the level of government closest to the
people, are essential partners of national
governments and international institutions
in the process of translating international
agreements on economic, social and
environmental issues into effective action on
the ground.

1976
Habitat I
Inception of UN-Habitat
at the First United Nations
Conference on Human
Settlements (Habitat I)

2016
Habitat III
The Third United Nations
Conference on Human
Settlements (Habitat III),
Quito, Ecuador.
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1992
Agenda 21
Agenda 21 is a non-binding
action plan of the United
Nations with regard to
sustainable development.

2015
SDGs
The international
community adopted the
Sustainable Development
Goals, with a stand-alone
Goal (11) on cities

Despite prior recognition of the importance of local action and
sustainable urban development, cities and the local level were
largely excluded from the Millennium Development Goals in
2000 (the only urban challenge mentioned was slums, which
translated into one target).7 Fifteen years later, however, the SDGs
of 2015 explicitly recognized the importance of sustainable urban
development and sustainable cities, dedicating one goal to urban
development: SDG 11 “Make Cities and Human Settlements Inclusive,
Safe, Resilient and Sustainable”.
As mentioned above, the Habitat conferences also played an
important role in raising awareness about the challenges and
opportunities linked to urban development and helped to give
local governments a voice in the global agenda. The first Habitat
conference took place in 1976 in Vancouver (Canada), followed
by the Istanbul Conference in 1996 (Habitat II) and the Third UN
Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development
(Habitat III) in Quito (Ecuador) in 2016, during which UN Member
States recognized the pivotal role of cities for sustainable
development. The main outcome of the conference was agreement
by UN Member States on the New Urban Agenda, which will serve as
a guideline for urban development for the period to 2036. 8
The role of cities was recognized in the Paris Agreement within the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change in 2015.
The Agreement recognizes the role of non-Party stakeholders in
addressing climate change, including cities and other subnational
authorities, civil society, and the private sector. Diverse actors
are invited to scale up their efforts and support actions to reduce
emissions, to build resilience and decrease vulnerability to the
adverse effects of climate change, and to uphold and promote
regional and international cooperation.9

1996

2000

Habitat II
The Second United Nations
Conference on Human
Settlements (Habitat II)

MDGs
Eight MDGs agreed upon
by countries and world’s
leading institutions.

2012

2002

Rio +20
UN Conference on
Sustainable Development
recognizes that the
battle for sustainable
development will be won or
lost in cities

WSSD
World Summit on
Sustainable Development,
Agenda 21 and integration
of sanitation as a key
priority for development

2001
Habitat +5 Review
Reviewing and Appraising
Progress Five Years After
Habitat II in June 2001

2002
World Urban Forum
The first session of WUF
was formed to galvanized
interest in urban issues
through sharing of new
ideas, lessons learned.
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BOX 1

Historic overview of the evolution of the importance of
cities
Cities have, at times, held considerable power and independence. Ancient times saw
the existence of city-states, small sovereign states consisting of a city and its dependent
territories. Historical city-states included Sumerian cities such as Uruk and Ur, and
ancient Egyptian city-states such as Thebes and Memphis.
Some of the most famous city-states in history were those of ancient Greece, such as
Athens, and the merchant city-states of Renaissance Italy.
While definitions vary, contemporary city-states could be said to include Monaco,
Singapore and Vatican City.
The rise of the nation-state contributed to the decline of the city-state. 10
Throughout the 20th century, through demographic transition and globalization, cities
once more grew in importance and are increasingly engaging in global agendas (see
section C below).

The European Union’s urban
development cooperation
Within the European Union, urban
development has long been recognized as
an important theme. This is reflected through
the policy attention given to the theme,
such as the regular meetings of European
Union Member States and the European
Commission at ministerial and technical
level in the “Urban Development Group”
forum, and political declarations such as the
Leipzig Charter. Urban development has also
received major funding, primarily through the
Structural and Investment Funds.

In contrast, the European Commission’s
development cooperation policy used to
focus primarily on rural development, with
agriculture a priority. There was limited
recognition of the importance of urban
development for development cooperation.
For instance, urban development was largely
absent from the European Commission’s
guiding document Agenda for Change,
adopted in 2011. The European Commission
has since acknowledged the importance of
investing in sustainable urban development
within the framework of development
cooperation, as reflected in the European
Consensus on Development of 2017.

The European Commission has
acknowledged the importance of investing
in sustainable urban development within
the framework of development cooperation,
as reflected in the European Consensus on
Development of 2017.
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1.2 European Union commitment to multi-level governance
Governance requires adequate legal
frameworks and efficient political, managerial
and administrative processes to enable local
governments to respond to the needs of
citizens.11
Since the Treaty of Maastricht in 1992,
the concept of multi-level governance
has emerged in Europe. It is based on the
understanding that the European Union, its
Member States and their sub-national levels
share competences and that in some areas
of activity the European Union displays
more properties related to national political
systems than to those of other international
organisations. It relates strongly to the
concepts of subsidiarity and proportionality
which are also enshrined in the Maastricht
Treaty, as well as in the Treaty on European
Union.

While there is no official definition of the
concept, the Committee of the Regions
“considers multilevel governance to mean
coordinated action by the European Union,
the Member States and local and regional
authorities, based on partnership and aimed
at drawing up and implementing European
Union policies. It leads to responsibility
being shared between the different tiers
of government concerned […]. Multilevel
governance is a dynamic process with a
horizontal and vertical dimension […].”12
UN-Habitat sees effective multilevel
governance as the overarching prerequisite
for urban governance, which should be
characterized by well-defined spheres of
government (national, regional and local). It
calls for a balanced distribution of resources
and responsibilities between the different
spheres of government, enabled by legal and
financial instruments that take into account
the key principle of subsidiarity. 13

Signature ceremony of
the Treaty of Maastricht,
7 February 1992. ©
Euractiv article
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In general, multi-level governance within the
European Union is understood as respecting
competences, sharing responsibilities, and
cooperating between the various levels
of governance: the European Union, the
Member States and the regional and local
authorities. The implementation of multilevel
governance depends on respect for the
principle of subsidiarity, which prevents
decisions from being restricted to a single
tier of government and which guarantees
that policies are conceived and applied
at the most appropriate level. Respect for
the principle of subsidiarity and multilevel
governance are indissociable: one indicates
the responsibilities of the different tiers of
government, whilst the other emphasises
their interaction.14

The Committee of the Regions represents sub-national governments
in the decision-making process of the European Union, one of the
only examples world-wide in which decisions are taken by consensus
involving national governments, a supra-national body (the European
Parliament), and the local level. This is viewed as an example that
true multi-level governance is possible to implement.
Some form of multi-level governance can be found in many countries
around the world as the neighbourhood, local, provincial and
national levels work together. Regardless of the country, to govern
effectively different levels of government need to be involved. The
exceptional features of the European Union architecture are to add
a supra-national level and to formalize the decision-making process
through multi-level governance.
In 2016, the European Union launched the Urban Agenda for the
EU which brings together the European Commission, national
governments, and the local level to improve regulation, funding and
knowledge for cities. It is also a means to implement the New Urban
Agenda at European level.

BOX 2

Su

“The Urban Agenda for the EU
contributes to the SDG vision by
directly or indirectly providing better
means for cities to act and by improving
the consideration of urban issues in
all policies. It also delivers a vision
of cities for all and sustainable urban
development in accordance with the
New Urban Agenda, another key
document specifically highlighting the
potential of cities in tackling global
challenges.” - Urban agenda for the EU
Multi level governance in action

-n
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nal Level (EU Ins
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Interstate Level (EU member state governments)

Tra
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ation
b
u
S
(
al Level
Illustration of multi-level
governance © Adopted
from European studies hub,
Portsmouth University.
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1.3 “Urban diplomacy”: role of the sub-national level in
international cooperation and multilateralism
Cities play an increasingly important role in
international cooperation and in multilateral
processes. This role is often played through
the cooperation of cities, or their federation in
thematic or regional associations.
City-to-city cooperation has existed for over
a hundred years and has encompassed a

© Shutterstock
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wide range of topics and objectives over
time. Such cooperation mainly aimed to
achieve direct or indirect benefits related
to the promotion of peace, prosperity, and
sustainable development. The number of city
networks has surged since the 1990s, with
over 200 formal city networks today.15

How International Urban Cooperation supports the 2030 Agenda

GLANCE

Roles of the sub-national level in international
cooperation and multilateralism
An instrument for peace
While technical and political cooperation of neighbouring cities has probably existed
for centuries, the first thematic cities network was founded in 1913.17 The formal twinning
of cities emerged in Europe in the aftermath of World War II. It was conceived with the
political objective to promote mutual understanding and reconciliation. By organizing
cultural and social activities, sometimes supported by economic exchanges, twinned
municipalities would keep the memory of their historical relationship alive, foster
citizens’ understanding and develop a dense network of personal connections that
would reduce the risk of future conflict. A similar approach was later adopted to
maintain relationships with urban centres of countries that were recently decolonized.
The latter has often included a strong dimension of development cooperation.
The twinning approach is meant to establish a voluntary long-term bilateral political
relationship between two partners. It does not require the intervention of a third party
and does generally not define – or if so, only in a vague manner – the areas in which
the partners would cooperate.
An opportunity for innovation and business development
Developing business relationships among cities is a simple way to contribute to
economic prosperity. Cooperation on business development is an approach that is
based on a shared understanding of each partner’s economic strengths, weaknesses
and how each partner’s activities can complement the other’s.
In the spirit of the European concept of “Smart Specialization”, regions and cities should
prioritise complementarity between economic activities and find better ways to combine
their strengths to create new industrial capabilities in areas with high growth potential.
By focusing economic development efforts and investments on each region’s or city’s
relative strengths, and by building on complementarities rather than competition, the
strategy can be expected to generate a higher level of prosperity for both partners.
Building capacities for sustainable urban development
Besides the long-term promotion of peace and the development of business
opportunities, city-to-city cooperation was also identified as a means to increase the
capacity of local authorities to address challenges associated with sustainable urban
development.
Within the United Nations system, technical exchanges in the urban sector have been
promoted through global programmes such as the Urban Management Programme
(1986-2006), the Sustainable Cities Programme (1996-2006), the ART Initiative
(since 2005), and the Participatory Slum Upgrading Programme (since 2008). These
programmes have also offered important entry points to decentralized cooperation
partners.
In Europe, the activation of technical exchanges and policy dialogue among cities has
been promoted by URBACT since 2002.
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Mobilizing political commitment
The challenges of urbanization and the role of civil society as partners in policy
formation at the local, national, regional and global levels were discussed during a
series of major United Nations conferences in the 1990s. This process started at the
1992 Rio Earth Summit with the first world assembly of mayors and the adoption of
Agenda 21. The Istanbul Conference of 1996 went much further, recognizing local
authorities as important actors to implement development actions.
In general, to increase the impact of city networks, there is a need to scale up
investment, collaboration and research.18
Cities and climate action
As outlined above, cities, towns and other urban areas have a crucial role to play in
mitigating climate change, as they consume three quarters of the energy produced in
the European Union and are responsible for a similar share of CO2 emissions. Local
authorities are also able to change citizens’ behaviour and address climate and energy
questions in a comprehensive manner, notably by conciliating public and private
interests and by integrating sustainable energy issues into overall local development
goals. Furthermore, it is recognized that city action can help to advance national policy
on climate action.

© Shutterstock
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In 2008, the European Commission
launched the Covenant of Mayors to support
local authorities’ efforts in implementing
sustainable energy policies. In 2014,
the European Commission launched the
Mayors Adapt initiative. Based on the same
principles as the Covenant of Mayors, this
sister initiative focused on adaptation to
climate change. Mayors Adapt invited local
governments to demonstrate leadership
in adaptation and supported them in the
development and implementation of local
adaptation strategies. In 2015, the initiatives
were merged. Signatory cities now pledge to
actively support the implementation of the
European Union’s 40 per cent greenhouse
gas-reduction target by 2030 and agree to
adopt an integrated approach to climate
change mitigation and adaptation and to
ensure access to secure, sustainable and
affordable energy for all.
In 2016, the Covenant of Mayors joined forces
with the Compact of Mayors, which was
driven by the United Nations and Bloomberg
Philanthropies. The resulting “Global
Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy”
is the largest movement of local governments
committed to going beyond their own
national climate and energy objectives. The

Global Covenant of Mayors tackles three key
issues: climate change mitigation; adaptation
to the adverse effects of climate change;
and universal access to secure, clean and
affordable energy.16
The Global Covenant of Mayors has been
able to rally a large number of local and
regional governments around a common
vision and has helped to motivate cities
to make changes to preserve the climate.
However, the general remit of cities is limited
and can depend substantially on the level
of cooperation with national governments.
Depending on the country, cities have limited
sovereignty and resources and the question
of subsidiarity – the ability to take decisions
at the most appropriate level of government
– determines the most adequate governance
framework in each country.
Furthermore, climate policies bring with them
the question of scale. For example, local
building codes to save energy or for “green”
buildings can contribute to both climate
mitigation and adaptation; however, the same
building code would increase its impact and
therefore its relevance if it was applied to a
larger population, at the national (or even
supra-national) level.

The Global Covenant of
Mayors has been able to
rally a large number of local
and regional governments
around a common vision
and has helped to motivate
cities to make changes to
preserve the climate.
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CHAPTER

2. Reporting on the urban dimension of the SDGs and the
New Urban Agenda
2.1 The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
The years 2015-2016 were a strategic
milestone for global governance, poverty
eradication and sustainable development.
A series of landmark international summits
and conferences were held over the course
of the year (the Sendai Framework for
Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, the Addis
Ababa Action Agenda, the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, and the COP 21
Paris Agreement under the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change) which have
collectively re-cast the way the international
community, including the European Union,
will work to achieve sustainable development
and poverty eradication for many years.

On 25 September 2015, the 193 countries of
the UN General Assembly adopted the 2030
Development Agenda, entitled "Transforming
our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development". The Agenda centres around
the five dimensions of “People”, “Planet”,
“Prosperity”, “Peace” and “Partnership” and
outlines 17 Sustainable Development Goals.
SDG 11 is a goal dedicated to “[making] cities
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable”. It
contains 10 constituent targets, focusing on
Housing (11.1), Transport (11.2), Planning (11.3),
Heritage (11.4), Disasters (11.5), Environmental
Impact (11.6), Public Spaces (11.7), National
and Regional Development Planning (11.A),
Resilience (11.B), and Buildings (11.C). These
targets have intrinsic linkages to other SDGs.

Landmark international conferences held between 2015 - 2016

UNITED NATIONS

TRANSFORMING OUR WORLD:

15 12980

THE 2030 AGENDA FOR
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

AAAA-cover.indd 1

The Sendai Framework
is a 15-year, voluntary,
non-binding agreement
which recognizes that the
State has the primary role
to reduce disaster risk but
that responsibility should
be shared with other
stakeholders including
local government, the
private sector and other
stakeholders.
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The 2030 Agenda is a
commitment to eradicate
poverty and achieve
sustainable development
by 2030 world-wide,
ensuring that no one is left
behind.

10/08/2015 2:02:22 PM

The Action Agenda
establishes a strong
foundation to support the
implementation of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable
Development. It provides
a new global framework
for financing sustainable
development by aligning
all financing flows and
policies with economic,
social and environmental
priorities.

The Paris Agreement builds
upon the United Nations
Framework Convention
on Climate Change and
brings all nations into
a common cause to
undertake ambitious efforts
to combat climate change
and adapt to its effects,
with enhanced support to
assist developing countries
to do so
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Reporting on the SDGs

The 2030
Agenda for
Sustainable
Development
encourages UN
Member States
to “conduct
regular and
inclusive reviews
of progress at
the national and
sub-national
levels, which are
country-led and
country-driven”

As part of its follow-up and review
mechanisms, the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development encourages UN
Member States to “conduct regular and
inclusive reviews of progress at the national
and sub-national levels, which are countryled and country-driven”. These national
reviews are expected to serve as a basis for
the regular reviews by the High-level Political
Forum (HLPF), meeting under the auspices
of the UN Economic and Social Council. The
reviews by the HLPF are to be voluntary,
state-led, undertaken by both developed and
developing countries, and shall provide a
platform for partnerships, including through
the participation of major groups and other
relevant stakeholders.
The Voluntary National Reviews aim
to facilitate the sharing of experiences
by governments, including successes,
challenges and lessons learnt in
implementing the 2030 Agenda. They also
seek to strengthen policies and mobilize
support and partnerships for the SDGs. Every
year, roughly 50 countries present their
efforts to advance the 2030 Agenda.

In addition, the annual Sustainable
Development Goals Report by the United
Nations Secretary-General provides an
overview of the world’s implementation
efforts to date, with the latest United Nations
data highlighting areas of progress and
areas where more action needs to be taken
to ensure no one is left behind. Every year,
around five to six SDGs are selected for an
in-depth review. The report Progress towards
the Sustainable Development Goals is based
on the Global SDG Indicators Database
which is fed with United Nations data.19
For each specific SDG, an in-depth
quadrennial report is produced by a
consortium of relevant United Nations
agencies and programmes who also assist
governments with methodological guidance,
data collection and data aggregation. Of
particular relevance for cities is the synthesis
report on SDG 11 “Tracking Progress Towards
Inclusive, Safe, Resilient and Sustainable
Cities and Human Settlements”20 that was
presented at the HLPF in 2018.

North America

15

1

13

Number of voluntary
national reviews per region
as reported during the 2018
High Level Political Forum.

Asia Pacific

8
Latin America &
t`he Caribbean
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Europe

9
Africa
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Reporting on the urban dimension of
the SDGs
It is widely recognized that cities from
both developed and developing countries
require monitoring systems with clear
indicators, baseline data, targets and goals
to support long-term planning for sustainable
development. Cities require a monitoring
system that can track progress and identify
setbacks using new approaches and
techniques to aid the formulation of more
informed policies. They also require periodic
assessments of the state of development and
accurate tools to evaluate policy outcomes
and the impact of specific plans and actions.
The monitoring and reporting for SDG 11
creates major challenges that other SDGs
do not necessarily confront. Monitoring
and reporting at the city level requires the
definition of new concepts, in addition to
developing functional definitions of what
constitutes distinct units of city, urban or
rural areas for global monitoring. With more
than seven targets under SDG 11 requiring
the collection of data at the local level prior
to producing national level aggregates, new
partnerships and structural and institutional
data production and processing systems are
needed.21
In this regard, national statistical systems
need to coordinate with local authorities and
service providers to collect information at
city level, using conventional and modern
forms of data collection which include
the integration of spatial data. Without a
standardized method of measurement and
clear techniques of aggregation, countries
face serious problems in creating a consistent
sample of cities that is representative of their
territory, geography and history, as well as
difficulties in reporting on national (urban)
progress in a systematic manner. Without
a national sample of cities, this national
aggregation problem will make it difficult,
if not impossible, to report at regional and
global levels on locally produced urban
data.22
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Target

Indicator
11.1
Housing and Slum upgrading

11.1.1

11.2
Public transport

11.2.1

11.3
Participatory and inclusive
urbanization

11.3.1
11.3.2

11.4
World’s cultural and natural
heritage protection

11.4.1

11.5
Protection of the poor and
people in vulnerable situations

11.5.1

11.6
Capital environmental impact
of cities reduction

11.6.1

11.7
Access to safe and inclusive
public spaces

11.7.1

11.a
Urban - Rural Linkages
11.b
Sustainable and resilient
buildings
11.c
Implementation of mitigtaion
and adaptation plans and
policies

11.5.2

11.6.2

11.7.2
11.a.1
11.b.1
11.b.2
11.c.1

10 Targets
15 Indicators
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The interlinkages of urban dimensions
among the SDGs, especially SDG 11, are
extensive. More than half of the SDG targets
have an urban component, linked to about
60 per cent of the SDG indicators. Some of
the links between the SDGs and the 2030
Agenda are straightforward. This is the
case, for instance, with SDG 4 on education,
SDG 5 on gender equality, SDG 16 on good
governance and SDG 17 on partnerships and
means of implementation, which are strongly
connected to sustainable urbanization.
Issues such as climate change, housing and
slums, financing, sustainable production
and consumption, inequalities, infrastructure
and basic services, gender equality, genderbased violence, food security and nutrition,
and migration are inextricably linked to cities.

Likewise, there is strong evidence that
integrated urban planning, access to
basic services, slum upgrading, and
decent and affordable housing reduce
non-communicable diseases and limit
environmental impacts, supporting SDG
3 on health and well-being, SDG 7 on
energy, and SDG 13 on climate. Similarly,
the provision of regional and urban
infrastructure, as a component of SDG 9,
contributes to enhancing markets and value
chains, supporting SDG 8 on work and
economic growth and SDG 12 on sustainable
consumption and production. It also creates
better rural-urban interlinkages that favour
the attainment of SDG 2 on achieving food
security and improved nutrition, as well as
improving sustainable agriculture.23

RELEVANT
TARGETS

RELEVANT
TARGETS

9.1, 9.a

1.1, 1.2, 1.4

10.1, 10.2,
10.3, 10.4

12.4, 12.5

2.2, 2.3

11.1

3.1, 3.2,
3.6, 3.7

11.2
13.1, 13.3

11.3
11.4

15.2, 15.3, 15.5

4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4,
4.5, 4.6, 4.7, 4.a,
4.b, 4.c

11.5

5.1, 5.2,5.3, 5.4,
5.6, 5.6, 5.a, 5.b,
5.c

11.6

6.1, 6.2

11.7
16.1, 16.2, 16.3
16.5, 16.6

17.8, 17.17,
17.19

Interlinkages between SDG 11 and other
SDGs. © SDG 11 Synthesis Report 2018:
Tracking progress towards Inclusive,
Safe, Resilient and Sustainable Cities and
Human Settlements, Nairobi, Kenya
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11.a
11.b
11.c

7.1

8.1, 8.2, 8.3,
8.5, 8.6, 8.7
8.8, 8.10
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Voluntary Local Reviews
The close connection of the SDGs on cities
with other goals and targets is not specific
to the urban condition. Indeed, similar
connections can be drawn for most of the
development goals.

Although national governments may consult sub-national
governments and other local stakeholders when developing their
Voluntary National Review reports, the process focuses on nationallevel efforts. An increasing number of local governments aspire to
share lessons learnt from the local processes, incorporating subnational perspectives into the SDGs follow-up and review process.

UN-Habitat, as a focal point within the United
Nations system on sustainable urbanization
and human settlements, is working in
close collaboration with United Nations
system entities and the Statistics Division to
complement the Sustainable Development
Goal monitoring framework process by
including components of the 2030 Agenda
that are not covered by goal indicators. For
instance, the 2030 Agenda and target 11.b of
SDG 11 call for cities and human settlements
to adopt and implement integrated policies
and plans towards inclusion, resource
efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to
climate change and resilience to disasters.
In response, the United Nations system, led
by the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk
Reduction, is mobilizing governments and
key partners to achieve this objective.

The Institute for Global Environmental Strategies launched an online
platform that showcases local government actions on the SDGs.
The platform aims to promote lessons learnt by local governments
on achieving the SDGs as a complement to the Voluntary National
Review process.
The Voluntary Local Review process can serve as a way for local
governments to engage citizens in the SDG review process, which
contributes to strengthening accountability and making governance
more inclusive. There are also internal benefits, as elaborating a
Voluntary Local Review can reveal hidden connections between
municipal departments and can help identify urgent action to be
taken at the local level. The process of drafting a Voluntary Local
Review can additionally lead to new partnerships. Furthermore,
publishing such a review puts the city in the global spotlight and
can position it as a leader in local development. It also helps
governments to assess progress over time and identify gaps.

Shimokawa Town,
Hokkaido, Japan
Bristol City Council
City of Los Angeles

New York City

Government of Oaxaca

Kitakyushu Citi,
fukuoka, Japan

Toyoma City,
Toyoma, Japan
New Taipei City
Taipei City

Local governments
taking a lead on
Voluntary Local
Reviews © VLR lab,
IGES.

Santana de Paranaiba
Buenos Aires City
Government
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• Los Angeles (USA)
• Toyoma (Japan)

Local governments
with published VLRs,
in drafting stage and
those on preliminary
stage on their VLRs.

• Kitakyushu (Japan)
• Santana de Parnaiba (Brazil)
• Taipei city (Taiwan)
• New Taipei City (Taiwan)

Published VLR

• Shimokawa (Japan)

• Buenos Aires (Argentina)
• Hesinki (Finland)
• Bristol city (England)
• Mannheim (Germany)

• Oaxaca (Mexico)

• Madrid (Spain)
• Stuttgart (Germany)

Published
Preliminary
version VLR

The Joint Research Centre provides guidance
to cities in the European Union willing to
elaborate a Voluntary Local Review. It is
currently preparing a handbook on the
process24 . From a research and reporting
perspective, the harmonization of data and
benchmarking are of great importance.
Based on the United Nations and Eurostat
indicators, the Joint Research Centre
proposes official universal (“bulk”) indicators
to cities and examples of experimental
and alternative indicators. The Handbook
highlights that some indicators should be
tailored to the local context to best capture
the local reality.

• New York City (USA)

Drafting
of VLRs in
progress

So far, around a dozen cities have published
such a local report: in 2018, New York City
(USA), as well as the Japanese cities of
Toyama, Shimokawa and Kitakyushu, and
in 2019, Santana de Parnaiba (Brazil), Taipei
City and New Taipei City (Taiwan), Los
Angeles (USA), Buenos Aires (Argentina),
Helsinki (Finland) and Bristol (United
Kingdom). While only three European cities
have so far published a Voluntary Local
Review (Helsinki, Bristol and Mannheim),
several others are in the drafting process.
These include, among others, Madrid
(Spain) in collaboration with the European
Commission’s Joint Research Centre, and
Stuttgart (Germany). Furthermore, the
region of Oaxaca (Mexico) has published
a preliminary version of a Voluntary
Subnational Review to reflect efforts at the
regional level in attaining the SDGs.

BOX 3

The forerunner of the Voluntary Local Reviews - New York City37
“New York City is uniquely positioned to help achieve the SDGs by amplifying, sharing, and learning from
policies and best practices from cities and states. In presenting this report on our local efforts through the
common language of the SDGs, we aim to encourage cities and other stakeholders to join us in a conversation
not only about measuring progress towards the 2030 Agenda, but most importantly the policies and other
strategies to get there.”38
New York City Mayor’s Office for International Affairs, 2018.
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New York City, the first city to publish a
Voluntary Local Review, did so to reconcile
the local development strategy “OneNYC”
and the SDGs. The local government
identified five priority goals: SDG 6 “Water
and Sanitation”, SDG 7 “Affordable and
Clean Energy”, SDG 11 “Sustainable Cities”,
SDG 12 “Responsible Consumption and
Production” and SDG 15 “Life on Land”.
Methodologically, it is based on the
handbook for the preparation of Voluntary
National Reviews produced by the Division
for Sustainable Development of the UN
Department of Economic and Social Affairs
(DESA). It uses the 2018 progress report of
the local development strategy as a basis for
the Voluntary Local Review.
The Voluntary Local Review outlines how
elements of the local strategy correspond
to the different SDGs and their respective
indicators and gives an account of progress
achieved in each field.
Voluntary Local Reviews can be a good way
for cities to take stock of local progress in
implementing the SDGs. However, there are
political and methodological challenges
around the process. The main question is

how the local reviews are integrated in or
linked to the national reviews, and what impact
can be achieved by assessing cities in an
isolated way. Indeed, cities are not isolated
entities, but rather have strong interlinkages
across different levels of government.
At the same time, while the national reports
should take into account implementation and
challenges at the local level, many cities feel
that the local perspective is not sufficiently
integrated in the national reports - the joint
survey of the European Committee of the
Regions and the OECD revealed that 70 per
cent of the subnational authorities in the
European Union feel they have not been
sufficiently included in the Voluntary National
Reviews. Ideally, the local reports should
enhance the Voluntary National Reviews and
help national governments to adequately
report on the SDG implementation.
In addition, the potentially huge number of
local reports poses a challenge in terms of
information processing and comparability.
The question therefore arises how best to
aggregate the information presented in the
local reports.

SDG 6: Water and Sanitation

SDG 7: Affordable and Clean
Energy

SDG 11: Sustainable Cities

SDG 12: Responsible
Consumption and Production

Priority goals identified during the
development of OneNYC 2050
development strategy document.
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SDG 15: Life on Land
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The UN global sample of cities
In addition to national and local reviews,
the United Nations aspires to render a
representative picture of urban settlements
and their evolution. To this end, UN-Habitat
released the “UN global sample of cities”
in advance of Habitat III. It was tested and
applied in the Urban Expansion Program,
a collaboration between UN-Habitat, New
York University (NYU), and the Lincoln
Institute of Land Policy. The global sample
of cities is a stratified sample of 200 cities by
region, by city-population and by city-size
that represent the urbanized world. The UN
global sample of cities tracks and interprets
trends related to urban life such as air and
water quality, housing affordability, access
to enjoyable public space, physical proximity
to employment, and time to travel from home
to work. It aims to examine impacts of global
and regional urbanization on the quality of
human life.
Data from 200 cities is used to examine
similarities and differences in cities’ evolution,
with the broader aim of identifying ways to
harness the power of cities to improve the

The United Nation global
sample of 200 cities ©
Atlas of Urban Expansion,
2016
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lives of urban dwellers. Working with such a
sample represents an added value in data
collection and analysis that allows for the
concentration of efforts and resources in
selected cities, as well as the combination
of social, economic and spatial indicators in
the same cities through the use of differing
statistical tools and techniques.25
The global sample of cities has been
used to report progress on selected sets
of SDG 11 indicators in the early years of
SDG monitoring (e.g. for indicator 11.3.2.
Proportion of cities with a direct participation
structure of civil society in urban planning
and management that operate regularly and
democratically or indicator 11.2.1 Proportion
of population that has convenient access to
public transport, by sex, age and persons
with disabilities).
Since its inception, the global sample of cities
has been augmented with an increase in
city-level data. A new global urban indicators
database released in August 2019 covers a
set of 142 urban related indicators.26
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National sample of cities
National governments and statistical offices
recognize that it is a major challenge
to study each city in a given country to
monitor national trends related to SDG
urban indicators. The aggregation of the
city level data and information at subnational and national level presents a
challenge that requires appropriate tools
and techniques to ensure comparability
and proper systematization. A carefully
constructed sample that takes into account
sub-regional and city specific characteristics
and variances can be used to monitor the
dominant pattern in the country’s cities in an
aggregated manner.
The national sample of cities is drawn using
sound statistical and scientific methodologies
based on the number of cities, the population
and the city size, geographic location,
functionality, economic and political
importance and other factors decided by the
national government.

The following steps help to determine a national sample of
cities:
•
Undertake a complete listing of all cities in the country
•
Collect relevant descriptive data for each city as per the
criteria adopted
•
Group cities using major categories/dimensions of
interest defined and agreed upon at the international
and national levels, and a simple random sampling of
cities applied in each category
•
Review a final list of sampled cities by selected
stakeholders under the guidance of the national
statistical agency
•
Perform an analysis of the statistical representation of
the sample cities to ensure it is representative of the
total it is supposed to reflect – in this case, all cities in a
given nation
•
Test the national sample of cities using an example that
involves monitoring and reporting using SDG data and
indicators
•
Prepare regional and global reports aggregating data
and information produced by the national sample
of cities to prove the feasibility and suitability of the
method

Weighting
Weights calculation and
responsiveness of the
sample
Identification
Compiling the national
sampling frame of cities

Selection
Defining and localizing
the selection criteria

Steps followed in
determining a national
sample of cities © Status
of Human Settlements
Statistics, UN-Habitat
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1

2

4

3
Sampling
Selection of the sample
of cities

5

6

Testing
Testing of the national
sample of cities

Reporting
Preparation of regional
and global report
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Other tools for measuring city progress
In general, hundreds of tools and frameworks
exist to measure the sustainability and
progress of cities as regards social, economic
and environmental development, as well
as in terms of governance. Sustainability
indicators are a proven method for driving
sustainable urban development. As cities
vary greatly in terms of available resources,
population size and urban metabolic
processes, this wealth of tools is useful.
However, choosing appropriate sustainability
indicators can be difficult.27

As cities vary greatly in
terms of available resources,
population size and urban
metabolic processes, this
wealth of tools is useful.

The City Prosperity Initiative dimensions

Productivity

UN-Habitat developed a global
monitoring framework called the
City Prosperity Initiative (CPI)
that enables member states
to monitor and evaluate their
efforts towards implementation
of the urban components of
the sustainable development
agenda both domestically and
internationally using a unified and
sound mechanism that measures
success, but also assesses failures
at different government levels.

Infrastructure
Development

Quality of life

Urban Governance
and Legislation

© Status of Human Settlements
Statistics, UN-Habitat

Environmental
Stability
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Equality and Social
Inclusion
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2.1 The New Urban Agenda

Habitat III, held in Quito in October 2016, was
among the first United Nations conferences
to take place following the adoption of the
2030 Agenda.
It saw the further adoption of a global New
Urban Agenda, intended to guide sustainable
urban development for the period to 2036.
The New Urban Agenda gives an important
boost to the implementation of the urban
dimensions of the 2030 Agenda, as the
SDGs (particularly SDG 11) contain indicators
against which the New Urban Agenda can be
measured. The New Urban Agenda shows
a clear picture of what cities should aim
for and what they need to get there, and is
quite specific in enumerating desired urban
outcomes.

The New Urban Agenda is symbiotic
with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and its Global Goals. UNHabitat expects SDG 11 to impact 12 other
SDGs and has identified 24 ‘urban-critical’
targets under other goals. The New Urban
Agenda encourages UN-Habitat and
others “to generate evidence-based and
practical guidance for [its] implementation
and the urban dimension 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”.28

The New Urban Agenda
encourages UN-Habitat and
others “to generate evidencebased and practical guidance
for [its] implementation and
the urban dimension 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”.
New Urban Agenda,
Paragraph 128
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The European Commission’s three
voluntary commitments to the New
Urban Agenda
The European Commission presented
a common position for EU Member
States during Habitat III and made three
voluntary commitments to the Habitat III
implementation process.

GLANCE

The European Commission Voluntary Commitments:

Delivering the New Urban Agenda through the Urban
Agenda for the EU
The New Urban Agenda and the Urban Agenda for the EU share the same vision for
balanced, sustainable and integrated urban development. The latter was designed to
enable cities to have their say in policymaking. With its 14 priority themes, multi-level
governance and focus on peer-learning, the Urban Agenda for the EU contributes to the
implementation of the New Urban Agenda within the European Union, and in partnership
with urban stakeholders – not only cities, but also NGOs and representatives from Member
States and European Union institutions. Action plans for 12 of the 14 priority themes have
been drafted and published. They include policy recommendations, new tools to support
cities and urban stakeholders, but also good practices and projects to be shared and
scaled up across the European Union.

Developing a global, harmonised definition of cities
A common definition of cities should be used across the globe in order to compare data, to
benchmark and to achieve better monitoring. In partnership with the OECD, the World Bank,
FAO and UN-Habitat, the European Commission has developed such a definition, based on
population size and density and the degree of urbanisation in the EU.39
An online database has been developed,40 as well as a global list of cities and their main
features. A proposal for a global definition of cities will be submitted to the United Nations
Statistical Committee in March 2020.

Fostering cooperation between cities in the field of
sustainable urban development
Drawing on the methodology developed by the IUC programme, cities in different parts
of the world will be encouraged to link up with one or more partner cities to develop and
implement local action plans and projects based on common priorities – access to water,
transport systems, health and housing. Business partners should be closely associated in
the drafting and implementation of these action plans. An online networking platform will
provide guidance and enable cross-regional cooperation.
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Reporting on the New Urban Agenda
The reporting mechanisms of the New
Urban Agenda link to those of other global
commitments and development agendas that
address related urban challenges. Tracking
progress and assessing the impact of the
implementation of the Agenda on all scales
requires an integrated approach combining
both quantitative and qualitative data,
including spatial varieties of both.

Urban Agenda30 . The latter was presented
for the first time in 2018 and is next expected
in 2022. Both reports refer to the European
Union and the Urban Agenda for the EU.
The quadrennial report recommends an
incremental approach to reporting on the
implementation of the New Urban Agenda,
based on systems for the production of userfriendly and participatory data platforms
that add to existing sources of data; new
and expanded platforms for engagement
on knowledge production and reporting; a
United Nations system-wide coordination
mechanism that strengthens and expands
partnerships; and capacities to report on the
implementation of the sustainable urban
development agendas, including data
collection and analysis, policy development,
implementation and stakeholder
engagement.

The UN Member States have not agreed on a
set of indicators for the New Urban Agenda.
Thus, the implementation measurement for
the New Urban Agenda will be based on the
indicators for SDG 11. Depending on priorities,
ad hoc indicators can also be established.
Member States are encouraged to develop
their own set of indicators related to their
priorities.
There are two specific United Nations
reports on the implementation of the New
Urban Agenda: the annual report to the UN
General Assembly, entitled Implementation
of the outcomes of the United Nations
Conferences on Human Settlements and on
Housing and Sustainable Urban Development
and strengthening of the United Nations
Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat)29 and a
quadrennial report of the Secretary General
to the Economic and Social Council, entitled
Progress on the implementation of the New

The report also identifies key steppingstones
towards effective implementation of the
New Urban Agenda, including governance
structures and supportive frameworks;
planning and management of urban and
territorial spatial development; and means
of implementation, including financing,
innovation and capacity development.

United Nations General
Assembly annual reports ©
United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs
70th session,
2015 - 2016

2018
1st Quadrennial
report of the NUA
2018
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2022

71st session,
2016 - 2017

2026

72nd session,
2017 - 2018

2030

73rd session,
2018 - 2019

2034

Quadrennial report of the
Secretary General to the
Economic and Social Council
© United Nations General
Assembly Economic and
Social Council
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In addition to the United Nations reports,
states are requested to prepare national
reports that include the local level. The
aim is to track progress, assess impact and
ensure the Agenda’s effective and timely
implementation. The reports also provide
accountability to citizens and transparency in
an inclusive manner.31
The implementation of the New Urban
Agenda helps facilitate the achievement
of other development agendas, presenting
an enabling foundation through specific
policies, plans, approaches and actions in the
urban context. One example is engendering
national urban policies to implement SDG
5. Alignment is a key concept of policy
coherence that refers to actors, sectors
and scales of intervention across the
implementation continuum. National urban
policies are, for instance, key instruments to
amalgamate the often-disjointed energies
and potential of urban centres, establishing
synergetic connections and policy coherence
by aligning the dynamics of urbanization
and the overall process of national
development.32
The New Urban Agenda has many
concrete interlinkages with the monitoring
methodology and indicators of the SDGs,
which were developed in collaboration
with the Statistics Division and other United
Nations system entities. For example, the
monitoring of air quality and short-lived
climate pollutants in urban spaces can utilize
indicator 9.1 of SDG 3 and indicator 6.2 of
SDG 11. The World Health Organization
(WHO), the United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF), the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) and UN-Habitat, under
the umbrella of UN-Water, have developed
monitoring methodologies for tracking water
quality. While some focus areas of the New
Urban Agenda can be monitored effectively
using existing indicators applied at the local
level, UN-Habitat is currently developing
a framework comprising complementary
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targets and indicators. This is vital to the
successful monitoring of the implementation
of the Agenda in alignment with the other
agendas.
Balanced and integrated territorial
development and the incorporation of urban
and regional synergies is addressed in both
the Agenda and the SDGs, presenting an
opportunity to mainstream and integrate
complementary monitoring into the
quadrennial reports.
The New Urban Agenda requires
that reporting on the progress of its
implementation be country-led, outlining
an inclusive process that integrates the
actions of a wide range of stakeholders,
complementing the work of national
governments, including the collation of
data and information and their use in policy
formulation.
A functional definition of the city has been
proposed by the Joint Research Centre, UNHabitat and other partners for consideration
by countries in order to better compare and
aggregate data consistently.
Knowledge-sharing mechanisms and
inclusive reporting platforms are essential
for engaging partners and collecting data in
a cross-sectoral manner. The online Quito
Implementation Platform33 , established
after the Habitat III Conference, will be fully
operational in 2020 as a dynamic system
for gathering knowledge, best practices and
data. It builds on the Dubai International
Award for Best Practices, with categories
now aligned to the 2030 Agenda. Finally,
independent platforms and stakeholder
networks, such as the Global Platform for the
Right to the City, and the General Assembly
of Partners, promote bottom-up monitoring
and reporting on the Agenda and the SDGs.34
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Regional action plans can provide guidance
for national and local frameworks and help
mainstream the 2030 Agenda into decisionmaking. This is the case with the Urban
Agenda for the EU, the regional action plan
for implementation of the New Urban Agenda
in Latin America and the Caribbean, the
Arab strategy for housing and sustainable
urban development, the ESCAP Regional
Partners Forum and the harmonized regional
framework for the implementation and
monitoring of the New Urban Agenda in
Africa.

Equally, countries are preparing action
plans for the implementation of the Agenda
and the SDGs. As reported in the Global
State of National Urban Policy report
prepared by UN-Habitat and OECD, 76 of
the 150 countries analysed have adopted
explicit national urban policies with strong
connections to the Agenda.
Looking ahead, during the course of 2020 the
indicators for SDG 11 will be concluded, and
the enhanced online Quito Implementation
Plan Platform of the New Urban Agenda will
be operational.

Knowledge sharing platforms
• Quito Implementation platform
• Global platform
• General Assembly of partners

Linkages of NUA reporting
with other global agendas
• SDGs
• Sendai Framework
• Paris Agreement

Implementation of the
New Urban Agenda
Regional action plans

NEW URBAN AGENDA
Partnerships
• Partnership of EC and
UN-Habitat in conducting
regional workshops for a
functional city definition.
National action plans
• National Urban Policies
(NUPs)
Implementation of the New
Urban Agenda
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• Urban Agenda for the EU
• Arab Strategy for housing
and sustainable urban
development
• ESCAP Regional parners
forum
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2.3 Reporting and monitoring of the Paris Agreement

The Paris Agreement establishes an
Enhanced Transparency Framework (ETF)
designed to build trust and confidence
that all countries are taking steps to meet
their national climate targets as defined
in their NDCs. The ETF under the Paris
Agreement builds on the current reporting
and verification system under the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change. For developed countries, this is

the greenhouse gas inventories and the
International Assessment and Review
process; for developing countries, this is
the International Consultation and Analysis
process. All countries must submit biennial
reports.35
An analysis shows that close to 70 per cent
of the submitted NDCs to implement the Paris
Agreement show clear urban references.36

Modalities, Procedures
and Guidelines (MPG)
Areas

€

Review process Reporting format

Adaptation

30

Mitigation

Biennial Transparency Report (BTR)

National Inventory Report
(NIR)

Technical Expert Review (TER)

Facilitative, Multilateral Consideration of Progress (FMCP)

Overview of the Enhanced
Transparency Framework ©
The transparency rulebook
adopted at Katowice

Page

Support

3

CHAPTER

3. The IUC programme and its contribution to the
2030 Agenda, the New Urban Agenda, and other
international frameworks
The IUC programme
Funded by the European Union and running
from 2016 to 2020, the IUC programme’s
overall objective is to “develop and
lead international urban diplomacy and
cooperation through actions on sustainable
urban development and climate change
by focusing on sustainable energy and
innovation in key partner countries in line
with the external dimension of ‘Europe 2020’

GLANCE

and climate change policy.” The specific
objectives of the programme are to improve
the basis for cities to implement sustainable
urban development, to increase and promote
subnational engagement on climate change
and sustainable energy, and to improve the
basis for regions to implement innovation
strategies.

The three components of the IUC programme:

a) City-to-city cooperation on sustainable urban development
In addition to cities from EU Member States, cities from Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Colombia, India,
Japan, Mexico, Peru and the United States were eligible to join the programme. European Union cities were
paired with cities from outside of Europe for a period of at least 18 months. In this time, each pairing was tasked
with developing a local action plan that outlined a pilot project to jointly work on. Reciprocal study tours not
only deepened the cities’ contact but helped them to gain a clearer picture of the partner city’s challenges and
successes. Cities were supported through regional programme secretariats and had access to a knowledge
sharing platform. In total, 81 city pairings contributed to a range of SDGs.

b) Sub-national action under the Global Covenant of Mayors initiative
Cities and other sub-national bodies were encouraged to join the Global Covenant of Mayors. Under this
initiative, local governments voluntarily commit to reduce emissions and pursue ambitious energy targets.
Regional covenants in Asia (India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, South Korea and Vietnam) and the
Americas (Canada, Latin America and the Caribbean, and the United States) are supported through the IUC
programme. The European Commission also funds the regional covenants operating east and south of the
European Union border and in Sub-Saharan Africa. These regional covenants are outside the scope of the IUC
programme.
Through the IUC programme, the regional secretariats support cities to develop local Sustainable Energy and
Climate Action Plans and give local governments the opportunity to exchange with peers.

c) Inter-regional cooperation on innovation for local and regional
development
The third component pairs regions from Latin America and the Caribbean with European regions to further
innovation and competitiveness. The programme aims to stimulate the development of regional strategies based
on the European experience of Smart Specialization, to involve the private sector through innovative SMEs, and
to promote international value chains. Twenty regions were selected in cooperation with national authorities in
six countries – Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru – and matched with regional European Union
counterparts.
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A fourth IUC component has become
operational in 2020, focusing on supporting
the development and operationalisation of
the Partnership for Smart and Sustainable
Urbanisation for India and the EU. The
Partnership will promote knowledge sharing
and exchange of experience on urban policy
issues, in line with the New Urban Agenda.

The IUC programme’s contribution to
international agendas
Component 1 (City-to-City Cooperation)
and Component 3 (Regional Innovation)
of the IUC programme partially aim to
create opportunities for European Union
businesses in partner countries, thereby
externalising the Europe 2020 Strategy, the
European Union's agenda for growth and
jobs for the current decade. The Strategy
“emphasises smart, sustainable and inclusive
growth as a way to overcome the structural
weaknesses in Europe's economy, improve
its competitiveness and productivity and
underpin a sustainable social market
economy.” 41
The primary focus of the IUC programme,
however, is a contribution to international
agendas: the programme aims to advance
the Urban Agenda for the EU, the New
Urban Agenda and the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development. The Urban
Agenda for the EU is in turn a key delivery
mechanism for the New Urban Agenda. The
programme also covers climate change and
sustainable energy, therefore contributing to
the Paris Agreement.
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City pairings and the Urban Agenda for
the EU
As outlined above, cities are well-positioned
to contribute to achieving the SDGs, guided
by the New Urban Agenda, and to make
progress towards climate and energy targets
under the Paris Agreement.
Through the IUC programme, 81 city
pairings worked on a variety of themes
and contributed to the SDGs. The work
of each pairing often covered more than
one SDG and touched on several themes.
Some city pairs also decided to change the
focus of their work over the course of their
collaboration.

81
CITIES

Have been paired
through the IUC
Programme

The primary focus of the IUC programme,
however, is a contribution to international
agendas: the programme aims to advance
the Urban Agenda for the EU, the New Urban
Agenda and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.
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As the table below indicates, the topics of the IUC programme correspond largely to the themes
covered by the Urban Agenda for the EU.
Themes

IUC programme

Urban Agenda for the EU

Air quality
Circular economy
Climate adaptation
Digital transition
Education, jobs and skills in the local
economy
Energy transition
Inclusion of migrants and refugees
Inclusive and sustainable economic growth
Innovative and responsible public procurement
Integrated urban-rural development
Nature and cultural heritage conservation
Safe, inclusive urban development
Smart cities and regional/urban innovation
and competitiveness
Sustainable production/consumption
Sustainable use of land and nature-based
solutions
Urban mobility
Water, waste management and sanitation
Housing
Security in public spaces
Urban Poverty

As illustrated in the table above, most
of the IUC programme’s themes have
a direct relationship with the themes of
the Urban Agenda for the EU. There are
some exceptions: these are inclusive
and sustainable economic growth
(corresponding to SDG 8); integrated urbanrural development; safe, inclusive urban
development (corresponding roughly to SDG
11); smart cities and regional/urban innovation

Page

33

and competitiveness; and sustainable
production/consumption (corresponding to
SDG 12). At the same time, two themes of the
Urban Agenda for the EU are not covered
by city pairings under the IUC programme.
These are security in public spaces, and
urban poverty. Although it is not an official
theme in the IUC programme, housing
is covered by one of the city pairings,
Barcelona and New York.

How International Urban Cooperation supports the 2030 Agenda

Throughout the programme, the city pairings
fine-tuned the themes to better correspond to
their local realities and priorities.

Many pairings concentrated on the topic
“smart cities”. In this respect, it is critical
that smart city planning focuses on solving
specific sustainability problems and key
missions such as battling climate change and
reducing poverty, rather than following an
approach driven by technology and industry.

The graph below gives an overview of the
themes chosen by the city pairings, based on
an analysis of submitted local action plans.42

Thematic choices of city pairings

GRAPH
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Overall, the themes covered by city pairings
correspond well to the priorities and working
groups of the Urban Agenda for the EU. The
IUC programme represents an important
contribution to the Urban Agenda for the EU
from European cities. Additionally, the IUC
programme pairings have helped to raise
awareness about the Urban Agenda for the
EU beyond Europe.
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The IUC programme pairings
have helped to raise awareness
about the Urban Agenda for the
EU beyond Europe.
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City pairings and the 2030 Agenda on
Sustainable Development
and sanitation) was the focus of several
city pairings. This was particularly true for
pairings with cities from India. SDG 1 (no
poverty), SDG 2 (zero hunger), and SDG 14
(life below water) were not targeted by any
city pairing.

Through their engagement in the IUC
programme, cities contribute directly to
the achievement of the 2030 Agenda
on Sustainable Development. Most city
pairings decided to work on several SDGs
simultaneously, while others focused on one
only. Cities were not required to indicate
which targets of the SDGs they were
engaging on.

Given the close interlinkage with the Global
Covenant of Mayors, it is surprising that
only seven city pairings worked on SDG
13 (climate action), as this topic could be
simultaneously tackled through city-tocity work and the city’s engagement in the
Global Covenant of Mayors. Furthermore, it
appears that most cities focused on climate
adaptation rather than mitigation under
Component 1.

Not surprisingly, most cities referred to SDG
11 (urban development) and SDG 8 (economic
growth and employment) as their areas
of cooperation. Many cities also worked
jointly on SDG 9 (infrastructure, industrial
development and innovation) and SDG 12
(consumption and production). SDG 6 (water

GRAPH
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The Global Covenant of Mayors and its
contribution to the 2030 Agenda and
the Paris Agreement
The second component of the IUC
programme focuses on regional
implementation and support to the Global
Covenant of Mayors in Asia and the
Americas. Through these activities, the IUC
programme has a strong focus on climate
change mitigation and access to energy and
therefore contributes to the achievement
of the Paris Agreement within the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change.

countries, including, by 2030, encouraging
innovation and substantially increasing
the number of research and development
workers per 1 million people and public and
private research and development spending,
and target 8.2 Achieve higher levels of
economic productivity through diversification,
technological upgrading and innovation,
including through a focus on high-value
added and labour-intensive sectors.
BOX 4

Furthermore, this component of the IUC
programme contributes directly to SDG 13
(climate action), in particular to target 13.1
Strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity
to climate-related hazards and natural
disasters in all countries, target 13.2 Integrate
climate change measures into national
policies, strategies and planning, and target
13.3 Improve education, awareness-raising
and human and institutional capacity on
climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact
reduction and early warning.

How regional innovation contributes to
the 2030 Agenda
The third component of the IUC programme
encourages regions to collaborate to
promote innovation, competitiveness and
new opportunities for their citizens. Smart
Specialization Strategies have been used
by the regional pairings as a policy vehicle
to discover innovation potential. This
component contributes directly to SDG 9
(industry, innovation and infrastructure) and
SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth).
In particular, it makes a contribution to target
9.5 Enhance scientific research, upgrade the
technological capabilities of industrial sectors
in all countries, in particular developing
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How UN-Habitat
contributes to the IUC
programme
As part of the IUC activities in Latin
America and the programme’s
partnership with UN-Habitat, a
successful series of workshops were
realized in five countries (Argentina,
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Peru)
which introduced more than 50 cities
to the New Urban Agenda, the Smart
Cities approach, and using the SDGs
to plan their actions and investments.
The workshops were interactive and
gave the cities the opportunity to
exchange on how they could implement
good practices on sustainable urban
development in their context.
UN-Habitat also participated in the IUC
Latin America webinar series on the
Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate
& Energy. The webinar, held in both
Spanish and Portuguese, specifically
looked at stakeholder commitment and
governance frameworks for effective
climate action, tackling subjects like the
benefits of including climate change
criteria in infrastructure investment and
decision making.
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3.1 Examples of cities and regions contributing to SDGs
The IUC programme brought about diverse
city and regional action. Themes as disparate
as gender equality, flood management,
freight infrastructure and climate change
mitigation were addressed by cities and
regions.

The chapter below zooms into concrete
examples of what cities and regions around
the world have accomplished under the
auspices of the programme.

Examples of individual city pairs
Cities from the European Union and from
partner countries were invited to apply to
exchange with a partner city through the
IUC programme. Cities were then guided
by the IUC Secretariat based in Brussels
(Belgium) and by regional secretariats. The

IUC methodological task force assisted
in the elaboration of cities’ action plans
and budgets. Some cities were able to
reinforce an existing partnership through the
programme, while others entered into new
exchanges.

Mannheim
Bratislava

Fredericton
Barcelona

Parma

Tokorozawa

New York
Chongqing

Mannheim & Chongqing
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Bratislava & Tokorozawa

Parma & Fredericton

Barcelona & New York
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1.

Mannheim and Chongqing
– A direct freight rail connection

The German city of Mannheim (300,000 inhabitants)
and the Chinese city of Chongqing (30 million
inhabitants) agreed to work together on SDG 8
“Promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth,
employment and decent work for all” and SDG 9
“Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable
industrialisation and foster innovation”. In particular,
the partnership is contributing to target 9.1 of SDG
9 Develop quality, reliable, sustainable and resilient
infrastructure, including regional and transborder
infrastructure, to support economic development and
human well-being, with a focus on affordable and
equitable access for all. Through their collaboration
in the IUC programme, the cities decided to establish
a direct freight rail connection that responds to the

demand of the private sector. Such a connection
strengthens Mannheim’s profile as a logistics hub for
freight transport in Europe.
The Chongqing-Mannheim shuttle was opened in
October 2018. A freight train departs roughly every
week and takes about 18 days to cover the 11,200
km distance between the two cities, going via
Malaszewicze (Poland), Brest (Belorussia), Dostyk
(Kazakhstan) and Alashankou (China).46
The collaboration was possible thanks to a
series of reciprocal visits and the support of the
Chinese national government through the National
Development and Reform Commission (NDRC).

11,200 Km
The Chongqing-Mannheim shuttle was
opened in October 2018. A freight train
departs roughly every week and takes about
18 days to cover the 11,200 km distance
between the two cities
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Both cities agreed on the following joint actions:
i) Establishing a direct railway connection between
Mannheim and Chongqing to reduce time and
costs for freight transport between the two cities
(contributing to the Belt and Road Initiative, which
is supported by the EU and China).
ii) The establishment of a Chongqing representative
office in Mannheim and a Mannheim
representative office in Chongqing.
iii) The organisation of urban development
conferences in Chongqing and Mannheim to
bring together policymakers and businesses for
in-depth discussion on topics such as the impact
of advanced manufacturing for cities and urban
planning, industry 4.0, mobility, etc.

Mannheim-Chongqing Shuttle
reception in Chongqing, China
on 17 November. It completed
a journey of 11,200 kilometres,
carrying 41 containers of 40 feet
© Railfreight.com
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The forward-looking city cooperation received widespread media attention and international recognition
through an event at the 9th World Urban Forum in
Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia) in 2018.
It is worth noting that the freight connection is more
in the realm of a transnational infrastructure project
than a contribution to urban development. However,
improved connectivity can contribute to local
employment creation.
For Mannheim and Chongqing, the IUC programme
was pivotal in enabling efficient collaboration
between the cities. The swift progress and results
were possible thanks to the high-level support of
both the European Commission and the National
Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) of the
People’s Republic of China, thereby involving the
local, national and supra-national levels.
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2.

Bratislava and Tokorozawa
– Adapting to climate change

The Slovakian capital of Bratislava was keen to learn
about Tokorozawa’s (Japan) approach to climate
resilience, particularly regarding nature-based
adaptation measures.

the pairing into the city’s adaptation to climate change
action plan.

In October 2018, representatives from the city
of Tokorozawa visited Bratislava for a learning
In Tokorozawa, climate resilience and adaptation
exchange. During the visit, Bratislava presented
measures are combined with traditional approaches,
the city’s achievements and future challenges in
utilizing the potential of green areas such as public
the areas of adaptation to climate change, urban
gardens. The city also uses traditional architecture
development priorities and participatory urban
and city planning to cool urban space.
planning. Tokorozawa representatives visited
local sites that exemplified good practices in the
Through the pairing, Tokorozawa was also able to
fields of climate change adaptation and mitigation
share its experience of not only climate resilience, but actions, nature-based solutions, participatory urban
also its work in the fields of sustainable buildings and planning and development, bike sharing, water/
water-retainment systems, energy efficiency solutions, waste management, and sustainable architecture and
smart city management, and increasing the energy
communities.
generation capacity of public space.
An exchange meeting in Tokyo (Japan) and a
Both cities are working on their local action plan,
three-day learning exchange visit by Bratislavan
which will be implemented in the coming years.
representatives to Tokorozawa took place in May
Bratislava intends to integrate the lessons learnt from 2019.47

In Tokorozawa, climate resilience
and adaptation measures
are combined with traditional
approaches, utilizing the potential of
green areas such as public gardens.

Page

40

How International Urban Cooperation supports the 2030 Agenda

3.

Parma and Fredericton
– Increase female participation in local government leadership

The cities of Parma (Italy) and Fredericton (Canada)
worked together on gender equality in local
government leadership. Parma was motivated to
investigate barriers that women faced in terms of
advancing professionally within the municipality (the
city already has legislation in place that requires
40 per cent of management within the municipal
government to be filled by women). At first,
Fredericton had doubts whether the topic could be
applied to their context in the same manner, as the
municipal structure, cultural legacy and professional
attitudes differed in the two cities.
The topic was explored in greater depth and the
pairing decided to proceed with developing a
methodology to assess and identify obstacles to
the development of women’s careers in public
administrations. This was done with the help of the
University of Parma.
The methodology being developed will examine the
impact of legislative intervention on barriers to female
participation in local government leadership positions.
It is foreseen that this methodology will not only be
transferable to other cities but will be applicable to
other marginalized segments of the population.

The cities of Parma (Italy) and
Fredericton (Canada) worked
together on gender equality in
local government leadership.
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The first step in defining the methodology has been to
collect feedback from both cities on the experiences
of women working in the public administrations. The
second stage will involve the collection of data sets
on agreed criteria that will allow for comparability
between the two city contexts. The final stage will
see an assessment to determine barriers to the
professional progression of women, with an analysis
of the similarities and differences between the two
cities.
A series of study tours have been carried out as
part of the cities’ cooperation. A delegation from
Fredericton has made two trips to Parma to learn
about the city’s tradition of community participation
and youth engagement work.
Parma visited Fredericton in September 2018, learning
more about how the Canadian city approaches social
inclusion, particularly towards vulnerable groups.48
Through the IUC programme, the pairing is
contributing to SDG 5 “Achieve gender equality
and empower all women and girls and in particular
to target 5.5 Ensure women’s full and effective
participation and equal opportunities for leadership
at all levels of decision making in political, economic
and public life. Parma and Fredericton were the only
pairing that focused on gender equality.
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4.

Barcelona and New York City
– Work on innovative housing solutions

Barcelona (Spain) and New York City (USA) jointly
explored measures to make housing in their cities
more affordable for the local population. The pairing
also looked at related issues, such as protections
afforded to tenants, methods to prevent unjust
evictions, and innovative housing tenures and
construction methods.
Each city realised that the cost of housing had
reached untenable levels and was keen to exchange
information on existing measures and potential
strategies to address this, both from a political and
technical perspective. The two cities witnessed a
growth in the homeless population as a result of
the Global Financial Crisis of 2008, primarily due to
a rise in foreclosures and evictions. These issues
encouraged the cities to exchange experiences
around tenant protections and ways to serve
extremely low-income households.

Barcelona (Spain) and New
York City (USA) jointly explored
measures to make housing in
their cities more affordable for
the local population “© Eduard
Cabré Romans.
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The city partnership was officially launched in July
2018 at a joint kick-off meeting in New York City
during the UN High-Level Political Forum, in which a
delegation from Barcelona participated. In October
2018, one representative from each city participated
in the Intersections Conference in Pittsburgh (USA) on
Community Land Trusts. Both cities also participated
in the 2nd International Social Housing Festival in
Lyon, France, in June 2019 and the Reclaiming Vacant
Properties Conference in Atlanta, USA, in October
2019.
The cities also visited each other for learning
exchanges. Representatives from New York City
travelled to Barcelona in January 2019, while
representatives from Barcelona went to New York in
April 2019.
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Among the many topics discussed related to housing,
the partnership has focused on:
•
Mandatory Inclusionary Housing
•
Tenant Protections
•
Modular Housing
•
Community Land Trust Model
•
Inclusive and Comprehensive Planning and
Housing Design
•
Serving Extremely Low-Income Populations
•
Rent Regulation
As part of their work, Barcelona and New York City
explored the use of public-community partnerships, as
well as incorporating the use of new technologies in
housing construction and management.
The cities jointly launched the Affordable Housing
Challenge in November 2018, with a winning proposal
identified in May 2019. The proposal by CAH-ATRI
focused on the use of vacant or under-utilized urban
spaces to promote new housing. It is now being
turned into two pilot projects, one in each city.
New York City has received $1.65 million in grant
support from a U.S.-based non-profit organization,
Enterprise Community Partners, to foster a city
network of Community Land Trusts (CLT), a system
whereby a non-profit, community-based organisation
owns land and maintains control or oversight of
homes located on that land.
Barcelona is looking at the legal implications of
implementing the CLT model in the city and how it
could complement its existing Cooperative Housing
programme, also based on the separation between
the ownership of the land (currently held by the city)

“© Eduard Cabré Romans
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and the ownership of the building (currently held in
lease by housing cooperatives).
Barcelona also wishes to learn more from New York’s
experience of rent regulation, organizing a seminar
in Barcelona in November 2019. New York City is
additionally planning on hosting a series of meetings
with Barcelona representatives in March 2020 on
tenant protections and anti-eviction strategies.
Barcelona and New York have found that each city
has different levels of autonomy in tackling housing
- for example, New York City can issue bonds and
use other financing tools to facilitate affordable
housing that Barcelona cannot (at least as of now).
New York City also has instruments for regulating
rental prices for certain types of affordable housing
stock, whereas only the national government has the
authority to regulate rental prices in Spain. Despite
these differences, both cities are implementing similar
strategies, such as the introduction of mandatory
inclusionary housing, with a certain percentage
of units to be designated as affordable in all new
developments.49
Through their collaboration, the city pairing
contributes to SDG 11, particularly target 11.1 By 2030,
ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable
housing and basic services and upgrade slums.
Furthermore, the cities contribute to SDG 10 “Reduce
inequality within and among countries” and to its
target 10.2 By 2030, empower and promote the social,
economic and political inclusion of all, irrespective of
age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or
economic or other status.
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Examples from the Global Covenant of
Mayors
Under the IUC programme, cities have
become new signatories to the Global
Covenant of Mayors in each region. Four
helpdesks and websites have been set up for
the provision of technical assistance to cities
in the regions covered by the programme.
Covenant cities share a long-term vision of
low-carbon, resilient urban areas that provide
universal access to clean and affordable
energy. Cities’ participation in thematic
working groups, trainings, and knowledge
management activities through the network
and an on-line platform allow information to
be shared and experience to be exchanged.
The IUC programme supports cities to join
the Global Covenant of Mayors, helping
them to unite on energy and climate change.

The regional secretariats support dialogue
with cities, constitute a reference point on
issues related to energy and climate change,
and provide technical support (through a
helpdesk).
The current guidelines allow for flexibility
depending on local situations, and cities can
adopt their own methodology. Cities are,
however, encouraged to align with a common
methodology and to use comparable and
compatible approaches. Furthermore, there
are common reporting requirements to
be met by cities, published by the Global
Covenant of Mayors Secretariat. The Joint
Research Centre is developing tools to help
cities meet the monitoring and reporting
requirements.

Kansas, USA

Iskandar, Malaysia
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4.

Iskandar Malaysia Region
– Aspires towards low carbon development

The Iskandar Region of Malaysia is located in the State
of Johor and made up of five local authorities, with a
total of around 2 million inhabitants.

or ongoing. Each action contains an analysis, list of
programmes and potential reduction of greenhouse
gas emissions.50

Iskandar Malaysia faces several climate challenges,
such as the emission of greenhouse gases from
industry and commerce, as well as flash floods,
water supply issues and pollution. The frequency and
intensity of the floods are expected to increase.

The Blueprint is complemented by Low Carbon
Society Action Plans specifically crafted for each of
the Region’s local authorities. The Blueprint provides
an overarching strategic vision and regional climate
actions, while the Action Plans map-out locally tailored
implementation paths.

To advance on these challenges, the Region joined
the Global Covenant of Mayors in November 2017.
In 2012, the Regional Development Authority
issued the Low Carbon Society Blueprint 2025. The
Blueprint has served as a guide for policymakers,
businesses, NGOs and others on going green.
Potential reduction of greenhouse gas emissions in
the Corridor was mapped onto 12 actions grouped
into three themes, with a total of 281 programmes.
Out of these, 60 programmes are currently completed

An important element of the strategy is public
awareness. Over 400 schools were reached by the
Iskandar Malaysia Eco Life Challenge which looked at
energy consumption by households.
The region’s ambition is to achieve a 58 per cent
carbon reduction of greenhouse gas emission
intensity in 2025 compared to 2010.
Iskandar’s engagement has already yielded results,
such as a 13 per cent reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions intensity during the period of 2010-2017.51 52

Iskandar Malaysia faces several
climate challenges, such as the
emission of greenhouse gases
from industry and commerce, as
well as flash floods, water supply
issues and pollution.
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Thematic actions on climate challenges

Green economy
1.
2.
3.
4.

Integrated green transportation
Green industry
Low carbon urban governance
Green buildings and
construction
5. Green energy systems &
Renewable energy

Green community
1. Low carbon lifestyle
2. Community engagement &
consensus building

To further action on climate challenges, the
Region realized it needed to secure government
support, buy-in from local stakeholders, financing,
cooperation with the wider global community, and
high-quality data.
The Iskandar Regional Development Authority (IRDA)
spearheads climate efforts. The IRDA works on
holistic, cross-sector climate planning. Plans can only
translate to concrete results if they have political
support from the State of Johor and from the region’s
five local authorities. This required the IRDA to meet
regularly with the State. Through this process, the
IRDA gained governmental recognition and their
Blueprint was embedded in State of Johor policies
across sectors. The State has also established
a Johor Low Carbon Council as a platform and
decision-making body to discuss, plan and monitor
the Low Carbon Society programme at the state
level.
The IRDA worked closely with local-level
agencies and private sector organisations in the
implementation of Action Plans.
Given the comprehensive nature of the programme,
its development, implementation and monitoring
have all necessitated securing outside financial
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Green environment
1. Walkable, safe, livable city
design
2. Smart growth
3. Green and blue infrastructure &
rural resources
4. Sustainable waste
management
5. Clean air environment

support. Iskandar turned to the international
community to tackle this challenge. The Region
secured funding for a five-year project through the
Science and Technology Research Partnership for
Sustainable Development, funded by two Japanese
agencies, which financed research used to develop
the Blueprint and Action Plans.
To fill data gaps, IRDA is setting up a new, central body
responsible for climate data gathering, management,
monitoring and analysis, known as Iskandar Malaysia
Urban Observatory.
The IRDA understood that the goals and planning
laid out in the Low Carbon Society Blueprint must
be paired with climate monitoring and reporting to
ensure effectiveness. Climate planning has thereby
led the Region to now release regular, comprehensive
greenhouse gas inventories, which will be supported
by the Global Covenant of Mayor’s reporting
framework.53
In April 2019, Iskandar Malaysia hosted the inaugural
training event for the Global Covenant of Mayors for
Malaysia. The training was held in the framework
of the IUC programme and was attended by over
60 representatives from local governments and
authorities in Malaysia.
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4.

Kansas City
– Regional collaboration for climate change action

Kansas City (USA) was one of the first North American
regional members of the Global Covenant of Mayors.

The Mid-America Regional Council joined the Global
Covenant of Mayors in March 2019 on behalf of the
Metro Kansas City Climate Action Coalition.

The Kansas City Metropolitan Area is a region
that spans two states, comprising 14 counties and
over a hundred municipalities, including Kansas
City, which is the region’s largest city. The region
is diverse, spanning differing local cultures and
political perspectives. It has experienced impacts
from extreme flooding, drought and heat events, and
has become convinced that a regional response to
climate change is necessary to ensure resilience and
sustainability.

The Kansas City Metropolitan Area faces distinct
hurdles including social, cultural, and climatic
challenges. Its different areas have varying capacities,
levels of knowledge, and political will. Kansas
City has responded to these challenges through
regional collaboration that includes representatives
from across its counties, states and municipalities;
integration of a climate perspective in regional
planning across sectors; and capacity building.

The Metro Kansas City Climate Action Coalition and
Mid-America Regional Council leverage regional
collaboration for impactful climate action planning
and implementation. These bodies engage regional
representatives spanning 100 local governments,
several counties, both states, as well as diverse
agencies and organisations to develop climate action
policies and take on climate change education.

The Metro Kansas City Climate Action Coalition is
a regional collaboration of over 100 local and state
elected officials, as well as representatives of diverse
agencies and organisations. The coalition leads state
and local policy development, community education,
and supports the development of a regional climate
action plan together with the Mid-America Regional
Council.

The Metro Kansas City Climate
Action Coalition and Mid-America
Regional Council leverage
regional collaboration for
impactful climate action planning
and implementation.
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Energy use associated with buildings and transport
contribute between 85-90 per cent of carbon
emissions in the Kansas City region. These sectors
are targeted in the regional climate plan, which has
resulted in substantial increases in renewable energy
use. Kansas City will exclusively use wind energy to
power municipal operations by 2021.
Focusing on energy use has contributed to the area’s
largest investor-owned utility moving from relying
on coal for 80 percent of its generation, to now
producing more than half of its energy from wind and
solar energy.

© Shutterstock
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As a result, by 2018, Kansas City had seen a 30
percent emissions reduction below 2005 levels
for internal operations, and a 20 percent reduction
citywide.
The most serious climate change adaptation concerns
in Kansas City are heat events and flooding. Hazard
and heat island mitigation plans – linked to public
health efforts to meet the needs of vulnerable
groups – are addressing this. Through these plans,
communities have adopted stream buffers and
restricted development along waterways, which
reduces flood risks, improves water quality, enhances
habitats, cools cities, and reduces erosion.54
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Examples from innovation for local and
regional development
In total, 20 regional pairings from Latin
American (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia,
Mexico and Peru) and European territories
have taken part in this programme:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Salta (Argentina) & Alentejo (Portugal)
Córdoba (Argentina) & Castilla y León (Spain)
Tierra del Fuego (Argentina) & Ostrobothnia
(Finland)
Cioeste (Brazil) & Bielsko-Biała (Poland)
Paraná (Brazil) & Valencia (Spain)
Federal District (Brazil) & South Bohemia
(Czechia)
Minas Gerais (Brazil) & Slaskie in Silesia (Poland)
O’Higgins (Chile) & Molise (Italy)
Biobío (Chile) & Basque Country (Spain)
Tarapacá (Chile) & Asturias (Spain)

Illustration of cities within Europe
and Latin America paired through
the IUC programme.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bogota-Cundinamarca (Colombia) & Lazio (Italy)
Rape (Colombia) & Ideon-Skane (Sweden)
Área Metropolitana del Valle de Aburrá
(Colombia) & Nord-Est Romani (Romania)
Chihuahua (Mexico) & Cantábria (Spain)
Puebla (Mexico) & Federal State of Styria
(Austria)
Arequipa (Peru) & Podlaskie (Poland)
Piura (Peru) & Emilia-Romagna (Italy)
San Martín (Peru) & Vzhodna Slovenija and
Podravje (Slovenia)
Yucatán (Mexico) & Ljubljana (Slovenia)
Colima (Mexico) & Extremadura (Spain)

How International Urban Cooperation supports the 2030 Agenda

European Union regions with an interest in
the IUC programme were assessed based on
three criteria:
i)
Ability to support the development or
implementation of a Smart Specialization
Strategy
ii) Ability to leverage joint new projects
iii) Ability to develop new business
opportunities

American countries to develop a policy learning and sharing platform
on Smart Specialization.
The Joint Research Centre has outlined how Smart Specialization can
help accelerate progress towards the SDGs:
•

•
In parallel, the Joint Research Centre
collaborated with UN DESA to develop a
methodology on Smart Specialization. This
approach aims to achieve the SDGs at the
local level through innovation and with
the involvement of the local communities.
Contributions from other United Nations
bodies such as UNIDO and UNESCO have
also helped to reflect the best ways to apply
and customise the Smart Specialization
approach in non-European Union regions43 .
The outcomes from the regional pairings
are being analysed by the Joint Research
Centre, with the aims of assessing how
Smart Specialization was disseminated
and evaluating the potential for further
cooperation. In addition, the Joint Research
Centre has been supporting selected Latin

•
•

•

Place-based approaches can help to localize the SDGs by
mobilizing local governance and policies that are close to
citizens
Innovation for sustainable solutions is an element that can act as
a spark in the mobilization of policy action for the achievement
of SDGs at the local level
The identification of priorities for policy intervention is a way to
ensure critical mass
The inclusive approach of Smart Specialization allows the
activation of communities anchored in territories, which
generates policy options and leads to greater ownership
Evidence is possible thanks to solid data to back up policy
decisions, activate communities and guarantee solid monitoring44

Links have been identified between Smart Specialization and
the achievement of the SDGs through the formulation of Science,
Technology and Innovation Roadmaps for development, and the
inclusiveness of policymaking for innovation-driven development
strategies and priorities. The added value of Smart Specialization
as a possible illustration of Science, Technology and Innovation
Roadmaps for the SDGs has been recognized by the United Nations
and several countries.45

SMART SPECIALIZATION

STI ROADMAP FOR SDGs

SDGs

Place-based

Localization of SDGs

Role of countries/regions as
an important nexus

Evidence-based

Informed by proper data and
analysis

Quality, accessible, timely
and reliable data for decision
making

Bottom-up and inclusive

Dialogue with stakeholders

Bring together governments,
international organizations,
businesses, other non-state actors
and individuals

Holistic

Systemic

Trans-formative goals and
targets

Coincidence between Smart Specialisation, Science, Technology and Innovation Roadmaps and the Sustainable Development Goals © Joint Research Centre,
Smart Specialisation Platform
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4.

Cantabria (Spain) and Chihuahua (Mexico)
– Smart tourism, biomedicine and agriculture

The Spanish region of Cantabria and the Mexican
region of Chihuahua started working together through
the IUC programme in November 2017. The regions
had a good basis for collaboration as they share
not only the same language, but similar levels of
devolution, as regions in Spain and Mexico both have
the mandate to implement public policies.
The pairing focused their collaboration on a diverse
array of topics, including biomedicine, agriculture,
and smart tourism. Tourism is a major topic for both
regions and the pairing has elaborated a plan for
digital tourism, drawing on Cantabria’s experience
with smart tourism. The regions are looking for
funding from the Inter-American Development
Bank, as well as from national level and European
Union sources, to help implement their prospective
measures.
Chihuahua showed great interest in learning from
Cantabria’s experience of developing an innovation
strategy, with the long-term aim of developing a
similar innovation strategy for their region. Cantabria
agreed to share the methodology they used to help
Chihuahua create a local version.

Castro Urdiales, Cantabria © Flickr, Eduardo Ortin

The Spanish region of Cantabria
and the Mexican region of
Chihuahua focused their
collaboration on a diverse array
of topics, including biomedicine,
agriculture, and smart tourism.
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Cantabrian colleagues were impressed by the depth
and breadth of initiatives rolled out by Chihuahua
related to working with entrepreneurs and the range
of public policies the region has implemented despite
limited resources.
The creation of a cluster collaboration platform and
implementing projects through fresh funding will be
a focus for the pairing in the next period of their IUC
programme cooperation.55
Through their collaboration, both regions contribute
to SDG 9 “Build resilient infrastructure, promote
inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster
innovation”. In particular, the pairing contributes
to target 9.5 Enhance scientific research, upgrade
the technological capabilities of industrial sectors
in all countries, in particular developing countries,
including, by 2030, encouraging innovation and
substantially increasing the number of research and
development workers per 1 million people and public
and private research and development spending. In
working together on smart tourism, the regions also
contribute to SDG target 8.9 By 2030, devise and
implement policies to promote sustainable tourism
that creates jobs and promotes local culture and
products.

4

CHAPTER

4. Lessons learnt and considerations for the next phase
The first part of the report illustrates how
the IUC programme has contributed to
the SDGs, the New Urban Agenda and
the Urban Agenda for the EU, as well as
the Paris Agreement. The programme
draws on vast experience in city-to-city
cooperation, regional Smart Specialization
and previous work on the (Global) Covenant
of Mayors. The programme has also
enhanced the visibility of European policies
and approaches to sustainable urban
development, climate change and Smart
Regional Specialization.
City and regional pairings helped local
and regional actors accelerate the
implementation of the SDGs and the New
Urban Agenda. Through the exchanges, cities
and regions had access to inspiring practices
from other continents. Linking up with other
local governments and gaining international
exposure and visibility increased cities’
knowledge and skills and generally
contributed to business opportunities for
companies on their territory. Based on its
decade-long experience of working with
cities, national governments and international
organizations, UN-Habitat proposes several
forward-looking approaches to best build on
the current phase and to maximize the impact
of a future iteration of the IUC programme.

The main recommendations, in short, are:
•

•

•

The programme can be further
strengthened by building on the
European Union and United Nation’s
long experience of working with thematic
hubs on integrating different levels of
government
Articulate different IUC components in an
integrated manner and include a drive
for innovation and Smart Specialization
at the city level
Link with the New Urban Agenda
Platform to give more visibility and an
additional opportunity to share lessons
learnt

UN-Habitat’s work often involves the national
and local level, with regional exchanges
also occurring. Academia works with UNHabitat by contributing up-to-date knowledge
regarding the substance and methodology.
Organizing cities in thematic hubs has the
advantage of making it easier to include
representatives from the national level (and
other levels) in their networks. It also enables
each city to participate in more than one
theme if desired.

Main recommendations
• The programme can be further strengthened by building on the
European Union and United Nation’s long experience of working
with thematic hubs on integrating different levels of government
• Articulate different IUC components in an integrated manner and
include a drive for innovation and Smart Specialization at the city
level
• Link with the New Urban Agenda Platform to give more visibility and
an additional opportunity to share lessons learnt
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An example of UN-Habitat’s work with
different levels of government and city
clustering is the World Urban Forum. Jointly
convened by a host city, host country and
UN-Habitat, the World Urban Forum is a nonlegislative forum open to all which provides
the opportunity for thousands of participants
involved in all aspects of urbanization to
share practices and knowledge on how
cities are built, planned and managed.
Participants include national, regional
and local government, NGOs, communitybased organizations, research institutions,
the private sector, development finance
institutions, the media, UN agencies and
other stakeholders. Different event formats
allow cities, national governments and
other stakeholders to share experiences,
participate in trainings on specific subjects,
conduct site visits in the host city, join new
partnerships and initiatives, and meet
experts from different fields related to urban
development. The presentation of the IUC
programme at the World Urban Forum can
create opportunities to involve new partners
in the initiative and promote its approach.
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4.1 Enhanced focus on multi-level governance

The IUC programme has successfully built
relationships between cities who jointly
worked on improving their urban governance,
infrastructure or climate impact, among other
topics. The examples above illustrate how
cities have engaged in international agendas
through “urban diplomacy”, the innovative
and forward-looking nature of the city pairs,
and how tangible changes can be achieved
in a short time span.
The European Union has embraced multilevel governance in the past decades.
Directly impacting cities, the Urban Agenda
for the EU brings together the local, national
and European Union level and helps make
the principle of subsidiarity work.
The focus on potential benefits for multilevel governance is well illustrated by the

city pairings presented previously. For instance, the city paring of
Mannheim and Chongqing, who established a direct freight rail
connection, benefitted from high-level support by both the European
Commission and the Chinese National Development Commission. In
China, the national government appoints cities that can participate
in programmes such as the IUC and has therefore considerable
influence on what can be achieved by city pairings. In Europe,
railway regulations are subject to both the European and national
level, which defines the framework in which a local government
must operate. Mannheim, as a German city, is closely connected to
both the regional (Länder) and the national level. This relationship is
governed by Germany’s National Urban Development Policy56 and
the German spatial strategy.57 For Chongqing, the most important
references are the National Plan on New Urbanization (2014-2020),
and the Chinese 13th Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social
Development (2016-2020). The National Plan on New Urbanization
aims to reduce these imbalances by promoting territorial axes
going to the weaker regions in the north and west, to improve the
infrastructure and respond to environmental challenges.58

The Urban Agenda for the
EU intends to boost the role
of cities in national and EU
policymaking to bring the EU
closer to the citizens © Urban
agenda for the EU Multi-level
governance in action

Page

54

How International Urban Cooperation supports the 2030 Agenda

The city pairing of Parma and Fredericton
worked on increasing female representation
at the municipal administration. While this
is a local undertaking, it makes reference
to national frameworks on gender equality
such as the Italian Constitution59 or the
Canadian Human Rights Act.60 At the
European level, frameworks such as the
strategic engagement for gender equality
2016-2019 inform efforts on gender equality;
this framework aims to increase female
labour market participation and the economic
independence of women and men.61

While local solutions need to
be devised and implemented,
there is a limit to what can
be done without taking into
consideration the national
level - it is necessary,
therefore, to collaborate with
the national authorities to
jointly find solutions

The cities of Barcelona and New York
investigated ways to make housing more
affordable for low-income residents. While
local solutions need to be devised and
implemented, there is a limit to what can be
done without taking into consideration the
national level - it is necessary, therefore, to
collaborate with the national authorities to
jointly find solutions. In Spain, for example,
regulating rental prices is a competence of
the central government and cities currently
do not have the right to issue housing bonds.
At the same time, housing is one of the work
streams of the Urban Agenda for the EU with
the goal to better enable cities to provide
housing to a wide range of the population.
For these reasons, the impact of local
government could be enhanced through
integrated multi-level governance.

Chihuahua and Cantabria jointly worked
on strengthening tourism and innovation.
The regions are currently seeking funding
from the national and supra-national level
(the European Union and the Inter-American
Development Bank). Tourism as a theme is
a good illustration of the need for different
levels to work together: for example,
tourist visas are granted by the national
government; airports where many tourists
arrive can be overseen by national, regional
or local authorities; tourism contributes to the
local economy, can have an impact on the
local housing market and generates global
emissions; and funding for investments into
sustainable tourism can come from the local,
regional, national or supra-national level.

Supra-national Level

National Level

Relations/
Interactions
between actors

Local Level

Actors, Sectors
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For urban cooperation programmes, having a
narrow focus on cities runs the risk of limiting
the impact and overarching sustainability. In
countries with a high degree of centralization,
it is difficult to work with the local level
without the approval and constructive
involvement of the national authorities. In
other settings it can be counterproductive
in the long run to ignore the national level,
given the limited remit of cities as discussed
above. Some of the city examples have
also shown the importance of high-level
leadership to swiftly advance agendas that
go beyond the direct remit of a city.
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Based on the principles of integrated urban
governance and multi-level governance,
there is a strong rationale for not isolating
the city-to-city cooperation to municipal
governments laterally; the concerns
range from legal and financial contexts
that tend to be common on national
level, to complementarities and Smart
Specialization within a nation. In the context
of intergovernmental organisations, such as
the United Nations and the European Union,
the international dialogue is largely framed
at the national level, thus it may be sensible
to retain vertical linkages to make sure that
the multilateral information flow is not limited
to the city level. The reporting on the SDGs at
the HLPF is implemented through Voluntary
National Reviews, so it is important to make
sure that the subnational level actions are
adequately represented in these reviews.
In this sense, it is helpful to see the city-tocity cooperation in the context of multi-level
governance, i.e. not disconnected from
the supra-municipal levels. The URBACT
programme has expended significant effort
to include national authorities through its
Monitoring Committee, with mixed results.
The Urban Agenda for the EU is a good
example where the thematic partnerships
include the European Union, the national and
the city levels, along with non-governmental
stakeholders.
The IUC programme worked with private
consortia in the regions. While effective for
swiftly implementing the programme, this
approach poses a challenge as regards
establishing a sustainable long-term
relationship with national governments.

Based on the principles of integrated urban
governance and multi-level governance, there
is a strong rationale for not isolating the cityto-city cooperation to municipal governments
laterally

Environment

Governance

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Carbon neutrality
Climate adaptation
Food
Circular economy
Energy efficiency
Waste

City branding
Integrated managemnt
Social economy
Health
Participation
Urban-rural

Inclusion

Economy

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Ageing
Housing
Minorities
Youth
Gender equal cities
Education
Migrants
Poverty

•
•
•

Digital transition
Financial engineering
Local economy
Research and
innovation
Entrepreneurship &
SMEs
Jobs & Skills
Procurement

URBACT helps cities to develop pragmatic solutions that are new and sustainable and that
integrate economic, social and environmental urban topics. © Adopted from urbact.eu
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4.2 Organising city pairs and groups as thematic hubs

The IUC Secretariat invited cities to apply to
the programme and then centrally matched
each European city with a city from a third
country. These pairings have worked well
where cities identified common interests and,
in some instances, could build on a previous
partnership.
Anecdotal feedback indicates that bilateral
cooperation between city pairs was at times
limited by a lack of lasting engagement
and in some cases hampered by language
barriers. Some city pairings considered the
duration of the programme to be too short.
The two-city setup limited the number of
themes as well as the number of local and
external partners a city could engage with
and made it more difficult to involve external
experts that could further the learning
process through additional input.
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For the second phase of the programme
as of 2021, UN-Habitat and several cities
suggest changing the pairing modality and
graduating to a more complex organization
of the cities in thematic hubs, based on
the experience gained under the first
edition of the IUC programme, the URBACT
methodology, and UN-Habitat programmes.
The European Commission’s URBACT
programme establishes thematic city
networks with different degrees of
commitment: for cities willing to develop
an integrated action plan for their city, for
cities that wish to adapt and transfer an
already existing good practice to their local
context, or for cities that have an integrated
strategy/action plan but want to tackle the
challenges they face during implementation.
Each network involves an exemplary city that
excels in the given theme.62
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Jointly implemented by UN-Habitat and the
city network ICLEI, the Urban Low Emission
Development Strategies (Urban LEDS)
programme works in 60 cities in Asia, Latin
America and Africa together with 16 European
“source” cities on integrated low emission
and resilient development. The programme
works through peer-to-peer exchanges but
has found that vertical integration of climate
efforts among different levels of government
provides sustainable benefits at the local and
national level with impacts seen globally.

To embed these principles in city administrations across Europe,
URBACT has developed a method through a series of processes and
tools. The building blocks of this method are:
•
•

•
BOX 5

Thematic hubs in the
European URBACT
network
The European Union has great
experience in bringing cities together
in thematic hubs. Such technical
exchanges and policy dialogue among
cities have been promoted by the
URBACT programme since 2002.
The URBACT network is a European
exchange and learning programme
financed by the European Commission.
The aim of the network is to stimulate
innovation in urban regeneration
by encouraging towns and cities to
identify, transfer and disseminate good
practice.
URBACT calls for integrated urban
development through horizontal
and vertical policy integration. The
horizontal integration of policies within
a city requires the various municipal
services and local agencies to work
together closely. Vertical integration
puts the focus on a co-production of
policies and actions with the local
stakeholders concerned (inhabitants,
associations, public and private-sector
partners) but also with the competent
regional and/or national authorities.
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•

Networking among European Union cities to exchange good
practices and find solutions to their challenges
Networks are thematic hubs that facilitate exchange for city
staff and local stakeholders through study visits, transnational
workshops and peer-reviews. Each network involves a city
that excels in the chosen theme and up to 11 partner cities and
experts. The experts support the cities in terms of methodology
and thematic knowledge
Taking a participatory approach to urban development. City
administrations involved in URBACT networks set up URBACT
Local Groups, composed of representatives of social, economic,
and environmental sectors (e.g. city staff, NGOs, SMEs,
universities, and other stakeholders)
Production and implementation of integrated action plans
following networking and involvement of local stakeholders.
Cities also apply a “result framework” to define expected results
and impact at local level, including defining milestones, results
and output indicators, and monitoring progress63

URBACT has developed a series of processes and tools, also
named the “URBACT method”. This allows an environment that
favours learning through practice. © The URBACT Method,
Urbact.eu
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4.3 Articulate different IUC components in an integrated manner and
include drive for innovation for city cooperation
The IUC programme entails complementary
work streams that stem from differing origins.
From the perspective of the cities, it can be
beneficial to articulate the components in an
integrated manner. The components could
also cross-fertilize each other and thereby
enhance the programme’s overall impact. For
instance, both the IUC component on cityto-city cooperation and the IUC component
on the Global Covenant of Mayors comprise
important elements of mutual learning and
exchange.
As cities may lack an understanding of
the articulation of the current programme
components, these could be presented as
different yet integrated options under the
same umbrella.
Each component of the programme was
supported by a methodological task force
which provided a solid backbone for
exchanges, mutual learning and the drafting
of action plans. For the second phase of the
IUC programme, synergies could be found
between the methodologies and guidance
documents issued for cities and regions.
The methodology of innovation by Smart
Specialization is an important approach in
the IUC programme. It has been successfully
applied at the regional level in both
Europe and Latin America and has been
fostered by regional exchanges between
continents. Based on its success, it deserves
broader introduction to the collaboration of
subnational actors.

The Smart Specialization approach has great
potential to be implemented on a global
scale. Its methodological characteristics
and driving principles, which are widely
tested and applied in the territorial diversity
present in the European Union, can be
compatible with different socio-economic
and territorial contexts around the world.
Recent experiences of Smart Specialization
in a global context have confirmed that this
approach does not only have an added
value at European level, but also in a
transcontinental context. Spill over effects
go both ways: the application of Smart
Specialization outside the European Union
nurtures the development of place-based
research and innovation policies around
the world, and can have a multiplier impact
on the European Union itself by fostering
learning and opening up avenues for
inter-regional and international synergies,
complementarities and collaboration.64
Similar to the approach for regions and
countries, during a second phase of the
IUC programme it would be worth exploring
how systems of cities can identify their
competitive advantages through systematic
and constructive comparisons. This can be
achieved by mapping the local, national
and international context in search of
examples to learn from and perform effective
collaborations with.65 The transcontinental
policy dialogues fostered through the IUC
programme pairings can facilitate a rapid and
effective entry of Smart Specialization66 for
systems of cities.

Experiences of Smart Specialization in a
global context have confirmed that this
approach does not only have an added
value at European level, but also in a
transcontinental context.
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4.4 Linking with the United Nation’s New Urban Agenda Platform

An online platform for the New Urban
Agenda will be launched in February 2020 at
the 10th World Urban Forum.
The Platform has four core elements:
•
Reporting Guidelines for National
Reports
•
Knowledge and Learning
•
Engagement and Participation
•
Advocacy and Communication
The New Urban Agenda Platform will
assemble the United Nations and national
reports on the New Urban Agenda
implementation, gathering a wealth of
knowledge and examples. For example, in
the “Knowledge & Learning” section it will
feature case studies, good practices and
lessons learnt; an overview of capacity
building and e-learning opportunities around
the world, as well as a data platform and
databases. In the section on “Engagement”,
the Platform foresees online discussion
groups and an overview of networks and
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actions by stakeholders. It will also include
reporting guidelines for Voluntary National
Reports, and reporting provided by UN
Member States and other stakeholders.
The IUC programme is one of the flagship
programmes of the European Union on the
implementation of the New Urban Agenda.
In this sense, it is laudable that the European
Commission is sharing the programme’s
approach and city actions at the 10th session
of the World Urban Forum in Abu Dhabi
(United Arab Emirates) in February 2020.
The programme could also contribute to
the New Urban Agenda Platform - the case
studies on city pairings and the Global
Covenant of Mayors would fit well on the
New Urban Agenda Platform. The lessons
learnt from the first phase of the IUC
programme could also feed into the lessons
learnt section of the Platform, as they provide
valuable insight into approaches on city-tocity cooperation.
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