Sustainable Cities
Cities are hubs for ideas, commerce, culture, science, productivity, social development and much
more. At their best, cities have enabled people to advance socially and economically.
However, many challenges exist to maintaining cities in a way that continues to create jobs and
prosperity while not straining land and resources. Common city challenges include congestion, lack
of funds to provide basic services, a shortage of adequate housing and declining infrastructure.
The challenges cities face can be overcome in ways that allow them to continue to thrive and grow,
while improving resource use and reducing pollution and poverty. The future we want includes
cities of opportunities, with access to basic services, energy, housing, transportation and more for
all.
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Half of humanity – 3.5 billion people – live in cities today.
By 2030, almost 60 per cent of the world’s population will live in urban areas.
95 per cent of urban expansion in the next decades will take place in developing world.
828 million people live in slums today and the number keeps rising.
The world’s cities occupy just 2 per cent of the Earth’s land, but account for 60-80 per
cent of energy consumption and 75 per cent of carbon emissions.
Rapid urbanization is exerting pressure on fresh water supplies, sewage, the living
environment, and public health.
But the high density of cities can bring efficiency gains and technological innovation while
reducing resource and energy consumption.

Background
The Challenge: Urbanization and Sustainability
The world is currently in the middle of one of the most dramatic demographic shifts ever seen. At the
beginning of the twentieth century, only 13 percent of the world’s population lived in cities. That
number recently passed 50 percent and continues to increase. By the year 2050, it is estimated that the
urban share of the world’s population will be at least 67 percent. The United Nations (UN) projects that
the global population will continue to grow from its current estimate of around 7 billion people to reach
9.3 billion also by 2050. In other words, in the next 38 years, nearly 3 billion people will move to the
cities, almost doubling the current urban population. Many countries are faced with the enormous task
of providing sufficient infrastructure for the new arrivals; China, for example, will see an increase of its
urban population by about 400 million people from 2012 to 2030. To keep up with the influx, it will
need to add 40 billion square meters of floor space, the equivalent of building a New York City every
two years.
There is no question that managing this population shift will be one of the world’s most pressing tasks in
the coming years. This is especially true considering that the vast majority of that growth is expected to
occur in developing countries – approximately 1.5 billion people in Asia, 800 million in Africa, and 200
million in Latin America will be moving to cities. These developing regions are generally the most ill
equipped to handle the transition.
While this dramatic shift may seem alarming, it also has the potential to be an incredibly positive
development. History shows that as a country becomes more urbanized, its economy grows

proportionately; the wealthiest nations in the world are all characterized by high urbanization rates. This
is because of the inherent economic benefits provided by people living in close proximity to one
another.
	
  
	
  
Think about all the activities that become possible or are made easier by living in a city: providing basic
services such as electricity, water, and waste management is much cheaper; the same amount of wire
used to send power to one rural family can be used to send power to an entire apartment complex.
Transportation costs plummet, encouraging more trade and even allowing for the production of new
products. Cities allow for job specialization not possible in rural settings, where many people are forced
to rely on growing their own crops for survival. Cities often become hubs of innovation and learning as
people can more easily collaborate and share ideas. Beneficial institutions such as universities,
museums, theaters, restaurants or hospitals suddenly become possible with enough people nearby to
support them. Child mortality rates are 70 percent lower in urban areas, reflecting the availability of
better and faster medical care. It is not surprising that so many people are choosing to move to the
cities.
However, the dream of urban prosperity can turn into a nightmare for cities that are underprepared.
Many are already overwhelmed by the rapid influx of people and are unable to adequately provide basic
services, such as clean water, energy and waste disposal. A city with just one million inhabitants must
deliver an average of 625,000 tons of water, 2,000 tons of food, and 9,500 tons of fuel – daily. Handling
the output is an additional challenge: the same million- person city generates 500,000 tons of
wastewater, 2,000 tons of waste solids, and 950 tons of air pollutants. Cities collectively occupy only 3
percent of the Earth’s surface, but produce 50 percent of its waste and 60-80 percent of its emissions.
Too often cities lack the capacity to dispose of all the waste and garbage fills the streets, damaging both
the beauty of the city and the surrounding environment. Pollution frequently clogs the air, causing an
increased incidence of respiratory illnesses in the population. Breathing Mumbai’s air for one day is the
equivalent of smoking 2.5 packs of cigarettes.
In poorly planned cities, roads become gridlocked and economic growth is crippled due to insufficient or
unsound transportation infrastructure. Lack of quality housing leads to the proliferation of massive slum
areas, characterized by overcrowding, poor sanitation, low rates of education and high rates of crime.
Cities often fail to provide the most basic services, such as safe drinking water, to these areas. At least
828 million people currently live in such conditions – nearly a third of the urban population, a number
that is unfortunately expected to increase dramatically. In short, these cities are unsustainable, having
already reached a point in which they are no longer able to adequately provide for their citizens or
conserve the environment.
The world is not doomed, however, to a bleak future of urban decay. Environmental degradation is not
an inevitable consequence of urbanization. Sustainable development is certainly complex, but there are
many examples from around the world of cities that have been able to improve their sustainability
through clever planning and effective management. Stockholm, for example, has been able to cut its
carbon emissions by 25 percent over the last 10 years through efficiently designed energy infrastructure
and the promotion of biofuels. Several countries have begun construction of “Eco-cities,” urban
environments built from scratch that are designed to be completely self-sustainable.
UN Response to Urbanization
At the historic Earth Summit in Rio in 1992, Agenda 21 was created to promote the international
community’s sustainability goals for the twenty-first century. In order to implement these goals, Local
Agenda 21 was developed in order to outline practical targets that could be achieved by small-scale local
efforts.99 Recognizing the implications of a rapidly urbanizing world, many of these goals are focused on
making cities more sustainable. In order to effectively implement Local Agenda 21, ECOSOC has

created several programs.
United Nations Sustainable Cities Programme
Perhaps the most significant of these is the UN Sustainable Cities Programme (SCP), which is run
jointly by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and the UN Human Settlements Program (UNHABITAT). While the SCP is involved in awareness building and policy formulation, its primary
function is to support individual cities in local efforts. It offers expert guidance to city leaders in
identifying and planning potential projects, and then provides hands- on assistance in building support
and carrying out plans. This support can be particularly valuable for cities in developing nations, which
are often the hardest hit by urbanization, yet have the least resources for a response.
While every city has its own unique problems, the SCP operates under a general set of guidelines. Any
city that wishes to work within the SCP will pass through the three phases of the Environmental
Planning and Management Process.
The first phase is to prepare an Environmental Profile, which involves identifying the city’s
sustainability issues, the resources available to confront them, and the stakeholders potentially involved.
This is followed by a City Consultation, in which these major stakeholders are brought together to
discuss and agree upon the priorities of the city. The SCP avoids working alone with the local
government, seeking to also involve local businesses, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and
community members in order to ensure that the widest range of the population is invested in the project.
In consulting local knowledge, innovative solutions can be identified that might otherwise have gone
overlooked.
Once the group selects its priorities, they assign Issue-Specific Working Groups to each area, and the
second phase begins. These groups, once again made up of participants from all sectors, will create
specific action plans that detail the best paths for the city to reach its goals.
The third phase is to execute the plans, with the goal of institutionalizing changes rather than achieving
short-term success. Best practices and lessons learned from the city’s experience are then recorded and
shared with other cities. The SCP provides a series of online books that help guide Member States
through the process.
The focus of the SCP is explicitly on environment-development interactions, but this can address many
different issues a city might face. Common projects include providing improved housing for slum
dwellers, expanding water access, improving waste management, enhancing energy efficiency, cleaning
up air quality and increasing the availability of public transport. In many cases where the SCP has been
implemented, great progress has been observed.
A SCP Case Study: Zambia
One of the first cities to work with the SCP was Lusaka, the capital of Zambia. Lusaka was one of the
most urbanized cities in sub-Saharan Africa, and suffered from typical urban problems of pollution,
insufficient infrastructure, and poor sanitation conditions for its inhabitants. In close cooperation with
local officials, an environmental profile was undertaken and identified a number of issues of immediate
concern. Next, community profiles were conducted, in which inhabitants were asked to identify and
prioritize their needs and suggest possible programs. This participation excited those involved and
encouraged their support for later efforts. With a better understanding of the city’s problems, a city
consultation was then held in which over 200 leaders from the government, community and private
sector came together to decide upon priorities. Several working groups were formed by local leaders,
one of them being tasked with improving water supply. With the assistance of the SCP, this group
planned multiple projects in which boreholes were drilled to provide clean drinking water. The

community provided all the labor of laying the pipelines, and eventually was trained to run the program
entirely on their own. Lusaka is an example of the importance of involving the community in
sustainability projects.
Rio+20 Conference on Sustainable Development
The 2012 Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development marked the 20-year
anniversary of the creation of the SCP and a time for renewal of urban sustainability efforts. At the
conference UNEP launched a new program, the Global Initiative for Resource Efficient Cities, designed
to promote energy efficient buildings, efficient water use, and sustainable waste management. Also
during Rio+20, UNEP released the first issue of a new annual publication: Sustainable Cities. This
publication serves as an information-packed resource for national and local leaders, providing policy
advice from experts and examples of best practices currently occurring in cities around the world.
Conclusion
The rapid urbanization of the global populations presents the world with both a great opportunity and a
great challenge. Designed with sustainability in mind, cities have the ability to maximize humanity’s
economic potential while minimizing its environment impact, flourishing as models of efficiency,
productivity and cleanliness. But left alone they can become mired in filth and disease. The flow of
humanity into the world’s cities will not rest while governments figure out an appropriate response;
environmental problems increase every day. The international community and Member States must act
quickly and decisively to improve the ability of cities to keep up with this growth.

Questions to Consider
1. What are the urbanization (city-based) challenges your MUN country faces? What is your country
currently doing to tackle these challenges?
2. What can be done to reduce the environmental impact of cities? What effective policies or
technological advances can be shared and implemented in other parts of the world?
3. How can economic development in cities be balanced with environmental sustainability? How can
people survive and still protect the environment?
4. How can communities become more involved in supporting and maintaining sustainability projects?
5. How can UN organizations better support local city governments?
6. How can the international community improve the lives of slum dwellers?
7. What can the world do to create cities of opportunities, with access to basic services, energy, housing,
transportation and more for all? How can your MUN country help?
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  country	
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  support.
Go	
  to	
  the	
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  begin	
  your	
  research:	
  http://www.un.org/en/sustainablefuture/cities.shtml	
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free	
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  below.	
  

Relevant UN Treaties, Resolutions and Events
UNESCO/SS/AUW/3 – 12 February 1962
UNESCO Workshop on Urbanization Problems in Africa
A/RES/46/151 – 16 December 1991
A/RES/57/2 - 16 September 2002
GA/EF/3294 - 2 November 2010 Sixty-fifth General Assembly, Second Committee, 24th & 25th
Meetings A/65/316 - 20 August 2010
Report of the Secretary-General on “Implementation of the outcome of the United Nations
Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II) and
United Nations New Agenda for the Development of Africa in the 1990s
United Nations Declaration on the New Partnership for Africa's Development
strengthening of the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN- Habitat)”
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