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Editorial: A new urban agenda?

David Satterthwaite

I. Will habitat III get buy-in from
local actors?
The text for what is termed “The New Urban
Agenda” is being prepared for agreement by
national government representatives at Habitat
III, the United Nations Conference on Housing
and Sustainable Urban Development in Quito in
October 2016. The most pressing issue for this
Agenda is not so much in what it says. We can
predict with some certainty that there will be
ringing endorsements for urban centres to be
resilient, sustainable, safe and inclusive…Ideally,
it will be shorter and more coherent than its
predecessor, the Habitat Agenda endorsed at
Habitat II in 1996, which ran to over 100 pages.(1)
But what will determine the effectiveness of
any New Urban Agenda is whether it is relevant
to urban governments and urban dwellers,
especially those whose needs are not currently
met, and gets their buy-in. This means that it
has to be clear and relevant to “slum”(2)/shack
dwellers and mayors, as well as to other urban
politicians, civil servants and other civil society
groups. And what it recommends has be within
their capacities. It should also set out a framework
Acknowledgement: This editorial was greatly improved
by comments and suggestions from David Dodman, Diana
Mitlin, Sheridan Bartlett and Christine Ro.
1. This document shows all the difficulties in getting agreement
from so many governments. It actually has the word “sustainable”
used more than 200 times and applied to a wide range of poorly
defined concerns including “sustainable economic growth”.
2. The term “slum” usually has derogatory connotations and can
suggest that a settlement needs replacement or can legitimate
the eviction of its residents. However, it is a difficult term to avoid
for at least three reasons. First, some networks of neighbourhood
organizations choose to identify themselves with a positive use of
the term, partly to neutralize these negative connotations; one of
the most successful is the National Slum Dwellers Federation in
India. Second, the only global estimates for housing deficiencies,
collected by the United Nations, are for what they term “slums”.

to support these local groups to meet goals and
targets that have already been established – for
instance, within the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Agreement.(3)
Dangerous climate change will not be avoided
unless urban governments all around the world
act on both adaptation and mitigation.
So is this local relevance possible – when it
is national government representatives that are
developing the text and that will have to approve
it at Habitat III? Will national government
delegates endorse an agenda that supports this
local relevance with needed strategies, plans and
resources? If they do, they will have to go far
beyond the SDGs. The Millennium Development
Goals and the SDGs are full of goals and targets
(i.e. what has to be done), but very weak on
how, by whom (in each locality) and with what
support.
Then there is the issue of the New Urban
Agenda’s length and detail. If it is to clarify the
implementation of the SDGs in urban areas, then
it has to address almost all the SDG objectives
and the many groups or sectors with legitimate
claims to having their views represented. The
livelihoods and health of almost all the planet’s
And third, in some nations, there are advantages for residents of
informal settlements if their settlement is recognized officially as
a “slum”; indeed, the residents may lobby to get their settlement
classified as a “notified slum”. Where the term is used in this
journal, it refers to settlements characterized by at least some
of the following features: a lack of formal recognition on the
part of local government of the settlement and its residents; the
absence of secure tenure for residents; inadequacies in provision
for infrastructure and services; overcrowded and sub-standard
dwellings; and location on land less than suitable for occupation. For
a discussion of more precise ways to classify the range of housing
sub-markets through which those with limited incomes buy, rent or
build accommodation, see Environment and Urbanization Vol 1, No
2 (1989), available at http://eau.sagepub.com/content/1/2.toc.
3. The Paris Agreement came out of the Conference of Parties to
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in December
2015 – see http://newsroom.unfccc.int/paris/.
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population are influenced by urbanization and
urban areas – including most rural households
that depend on urban areas for access to markets,
goods and services and often for part of their
incomes. Those who fight for the needs of
children, youth, people with disabilities, older
age groups, and those facing discrimination based
on gender, ethnic group, migrant status, and/or
simply on the grounds of having low incomes
or living in informal settlements, will want their
concerns represented. Associations and networks
of local governments will come with legitimate
demands for inclusion – their members have a
huge role in implementing the SDGs and the
Paris Agreement. So too will organizations and
federations of “slum”/shack dwellers; indeed
they are a voice for the billion or so urban
dwellers whose needs have not been met, and for
whom meeting most SDG targets is particularly
urgent. The humanitarian agencies are now
acknowledging how much they need to learn to
work in urban areas with urban governments (as
the paper by Lucy Earle makes clear). The civil
society networks and groups working on climate
change adaptation and mitigation and on other
pressing global environmental issues also have
to be considered(4); these critical concerns were
unforeseen by Habitat I and ignored by Habitat
II. Public and environmental health issues in
urban areas have also received very inadequate
attention (as described in the paper by Clare
Herrick). And there are many other legitimate
claims for attention in any urban agenda,
including, for instance, public space, culture,
nutrition, links with rural and peri-urban areas,
and urban agriculture.

II. The need for a new urban agenda
If we look at all that has not been accomplished
over the 40 years since Habitat I, the first
UN Conference on Human Settlements, it is
clear that we need new urban agendas. Who
would have thought that 40 years later, one in
seven of the world’s population would still be
4. Steffen, Will, Katherine Richardson, Johan Rockström, Sarah E
Cornell, Ingo Fetzer, Elena M Bennett, Reinette Biggs, Stephen R
Carpenter, Wim de Vries, Cynthia A de Wit, Carl Folke, Dieter Gerten,
Jens Heinke, Georgina M Mace, Linn M Persson, Veerabhadran
Ramanathan, Belinda Reyers and Sverker Sörlin (2015), “Planetary
boundaries: Guiding human development”, Science Vol 347,
No 6223.
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living in informal settlements? Or that there
would still be vast deficits in the supply of safe
sufficient water and good-quality sanitation for
urban residents,(5) especially given that all the
governments attending Habitat 1 had made
commitments to water and sanitation for all?
How new will the urban agenda coming
out of Habitat III actually be? UN-Habitat’s
“vision document” on the New Urban Agenda
and Habitat III contains very little that is new
– much of what it says was also said at Habitat
I or II.(6) Perhaps more to the point, will Habitat
III be any more effective than Habitat I and II in
actually generating the needed action?(7) There
are still many “old” urban agendas that urgently
need attention – not only the universal provision
for safe sufficient water and good sanitation, but
also the upgrading of informal settlements at
scale, and land use management in the public
interest, as strongly recommended at Habitat I.
Any serious attempt to address the urban agenda
has to think hard about the delivery failures of
recent decades.

III. Learning from new urban
agendas of the past
Can we learn from examples of new urban
agendas that have managed to be effective in the
past 40 years? Various of these agendas have had
considerable influence, drawing in large numbers
of urban governments. Four of them – the Healthy
Cities Movement, Local Agenda 21, Participatory
Budgeting and Make My City Resilient – included
clear, simple and relevant guidelines for urban
governments that got buy-in from thousands
of such governments around the world. Their
success was due in part to their encouragement
of do-able local actions, in part because what
they addressed were local issues that were also
supported by much of the electorate. It is also
important that they focused on urban areas and
were addressed to urban governments.
There are some examples of what can be
considered genuinely new urban agendas over
the last 50 years:
5. See the paper in this issue by David Satterthwaite.
6. http://unhabitat.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/UN-HabitatUrban-Visions-No.3-Vision-for-Habitat-III-2013.pdf.
7. See Parnell, Susan (2016), “Defining a Global Urban Development
Agenda”, World Development Vol 78, pages 529–540.

4
Downloaded from eau.sagepub.com by guest on November 16, 2016

E di t o r ia l

•• Late 1960s/1970s, Housing by People:
This capitalized on the energy and knowledge
of squatters and their capacity to build or
improve their homes in ways that met their
priorities. The campaign was catalysed by
John F C Turner, whose book Housing by
People (published in 1976) and presence at
Habitat I were very influential. John Turner
also discussed how to support housing
processes at the household and community
levels that respond to the diversity of housing
needs and priorities among low-income
populations – and he presented a strong
critique of the conventional processes that
did not.(8) William Mangin and José Matos
Mar also contributed much to this new urban
agenda.(9)
•• 1970s, The New Urban Agenda at
Habitat I: This can be seen in the
commitments to universal provision for
water and sanitation and growing support
for “slum”/informal settlement upgrading
by city governments with the backing of the
World Bank and UNICEF;(10) the World Bank
also supported “sites and services” as a way of
bringing down the costs of legal housing.(11)
•• 1980s, The Healthy Cities Movement:
This was inspired by the work and insights
of Len Duhl and Trevor Hancock(12) and was
8. See Turner, John F C (1966), Uncontrolled Urban Settlements:
Problems and Policies, Report for the United Nations seminar on
urbanization, Pittsburgh; also Turner, John F C (1968), “Housing
priorities, settlement patterns and urban development in
modernizing countries”, Journal of the American Institute of
Planners Vol 34, pages 354–363; and Turner, John F C (1976),
Housing By People - Towards Autonomy in Building Environments,
Ideas in Progress, Marion Boyars, London.
9. Mangin, William (1967), “Latin American squatter settlements:
a problem and a solution”, Latin American Research Review Vol
2, No 3, pages 65–98; also Matos Mar, José (1962), “Migración y
urbanización - las barriadas Limenas: un caso de integración a la
vida urbana”, in Philip Hauser (editor), La Urbanización en América
Latina, UNESCO.
10. For some years, the “area-based” approach to upgrading
informal settlements was supported by several UNICEF country
offices, but this stopped in the 1980s. On the World Bank, see
Cohen, Michael A (1983), Learning by Doing: World Bank Lending
for Urban Development, 1972-82, World Bank.
11. It is not known how influential this is although there are
examples of this working well – see the case of Ilo in Peru in
López Follegatti, José Luis (1999), “Ilo: a city in transformation”,
Environment and Urbanization Vol 11, No 2, pages 181–202.
12. See Kenzer, Marina (1999), “Healthy cities: a guide to the
literature”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 11, No 1, pages
201–220; also Duhl, Leonard J (1993), “Conditions for healthy cities:
diversity, game boards and social entrepreneurs”, Environment and
Urbanization Vol 5, No 2, pages 112–124.

supported in Europe by the World Health
Organization (WHO) from its Copenhagen
office. It received very little external funding
and support from WHO’s headquarters in
Geneva, yet its clarity and the relevance of
its key principles led to its promotion by
thousands of city governments(13) and some
national associations of healthy cities.
•• 1980s: New urban agendas developed by
(newly elected) city governments in many
Latin American countries, as most countries
moved from dictatorships to democracies,
with strong local democracy, elected mayors
and city councils, and commitments to
transparency. In some countries (for instance
Colombia and Brazil) this was supported
by decentralization that actually increased
the funding available to city and municipal
governments. In most cities, the proportion
of the population with piped water, regular
solid waste collection and connection to
sewers went up significantly. Upgrading
informal settlements became the norm.(14)
•• 1990s: Co-production at scale as
community organizations, local NGOs and
government agencies worked together. This
was perhaps best exemplified by the work
on water, sanitation, housing improvements
and improved local services supported at
scale by the Orangi Pilot Project Research
and Training Institute in Pakistan.(15) Also
of interest is the large community toilet
programme developed and managed by
community organizations in Mumbai with
support from the municipal authorities, an
effort that is still evolving.(16)
13. See one mayor’s account of this in Llorca i Ibáñez, Enric (2011),
“Municipal government, territory and the social determinants
of health”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 23, No 1, pages
113–117.
14. Campbell, Tim (2003), The Quiet Revolution: Decentralization
and the Rise of Political Participation in Latin American Cities,
University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, 208 pages. See also
many city case studies in Environment and Urbanization – for
instance on Ilo, Manizales, Rosario, Curitiba, Porto Alegre, etc.
15. Hasan, Arif (2006), “Orangi Pilot Project: the expansion of
work beyond Orangi and the mapping of informal settlements
and infrastructure”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 18, No 2,
pages 451–480; also Mitlin, Diana (2008), “With and beyond the
state; co-production as a route to political influence, power and
transformation for grassroots organizations”, Environment and
Urbanization Vol 20, No 2, pages 339–360.
16. Patel, Sheela and the SPARC team (2015), “The 20-year
sanitation partnership of Mumbai and the Indian Alliance”,
Environment and Urbanization Vol 27, No 1, pages 55–72.
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•• 1990s: Participatory budgeting: This
allows the populations of each district of a
city to prioritize what the city government
does in their district, and it makes the whole
budgetary process more transparent.(17) It
started in 1989 in Brazil, although it built
on innovations initiated in the 1980s.(18) The
number of urban governments committing to
it has grown rapidly since then; an estimate
for 2013 suggests that there were 1,700 local
governments in more than 40 countries
practising participatory budgeting.(19)
•• 1992: Local Agenda 21: This initiative from
within Agenda 21, the action plan endorsed by
governments at the UN Earth Summit in 1992,
helps guide local governments in planning
and implementing sustainable development.
It was promoted and supported by ICLEI
(originally the International Council for Local
Environmental Initiatives, now ICLEI – Local
Governments for Sustainability). As with the
Healthy Cities Movement, the cities signing
up to this did not get much international
support (except for from ICLEI), but its
agenda and key messages appealed to many
local governments and it was often the first
step in developing sustainable development
policies.
•• 1990s–today: Really bottom-up urban
development: From the 1990s onwards, more
and more federations of slum/shack dwellers
were formed to take action and to encourage
local government to work with them. They
formed their own international umbrella
group, Slum/Shack Dwellers International.
National slum/shack dweller federations are
active in over 30 nations. Wherever possible
they build or improve housing and provide
sanitation. They also undertake surveys of
all informal settlements in cities to give
them a strong base for identifying priorities
and negotiating with local government and
utilities. The foundation for these federations
is community-managed savings groups where
17. Cabannes, Yves (2004), “Participatory budgeting: a significant
contribution to participatory democracy”, Environment and
Urbanization Vol 16, No 1, pages 27–46.
18. Souza, Celina (2001), “Participatory budgeting in Brazilian
cities: limits and possibilities in building democratic institutions”,
Environment and Urbanization Vol 13, No 1, pages 159–184.
19. Cabannes, Yves (2015), “The impact of participatory budgeting
on basic services: municipal practices and evidence from the
field”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 27, No 1, pages 257–284.
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most savers and savings group managers are
women.(20) From 2009, the Asian Coalition
for Community Action has also served as a
strong example of how to catalyse community
initiatives (over 1,000 initiatives in 165 cities
in 19 countries all over Asia). The Coalition
also helps each initiative join with others
in its city to press local government to work
with it.(21)
•• 2010–today:
Making cities resilient:
my city is getting ready: This was driven
by the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction
(UNISDR), and more than 2,600 cities and
municipalities across 98 countries have signed
up to the campaign.(22) It is underpinned by
a simple and coherent set of principles for
disaster risk reduction and management
that make sense to local governments.(23)
Although reporting is voluntary, many urban
governments have committed to regular
reporting, even though there has been little
international funding available to support
urban authorities to act.
New urban agendas that have worked well in
particular cities or nations also have lessons
for us. One example is the Community
Organizations Development Institute (CODI), a
Thai national government agency that worked
to channel support and funds to thousands of
community-driven upgrading projects. Another
is the transformation of the city of Ilo in Peru
over 20 years, driven by community-minded
mayors.(24) Still another is the extraordinary scale
of the land occupation and house development
undertaken by the Goiania Federation of Tenants
and Posseiros in Brazil.(25)
Finally, since 2010, there is the example of
local governments buying in to the Carbonn
20. See http://www.sdinet.org. See also over 50 papers published
in Environment and Urbanization on the work of these federations.
21. http://www.achr.net/activities-de.php?id=1. See also six papers
examining different aspects of this initiative in Environment and
Urbanization (2012), “Addressing poverty and inequality – new
forms of urban governance in Asia”, Vol 24, No 2.
22. http://www.unisdr.org/we/campaign.
23. Johnson, Cassidy and Sophie Blackburn (2014), “Advocacy for
urban resilience: UNISDR’s Making Cities Resilient Campaign”,
Environment and Urbanization Vol 26, No 1, pages 29–52.
24. See reference 11, López Follegatti (1999).
25. Barbosa, Ronnie, Yves Cabannes and Lucia Moraes (1997),
“Tenant today, posseiro tomorrow”, Environment and Urbanization
Vol 9, No 2, pages 17–41.
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Climate Registry. This has had commitments from
608 city, town, state and regional governments
from 62 countries, representing a total of 553
million people. These are from all over the world
– with 92 from Latin America and 65 from Africa.
Their commitments cover a decrease in annual
greenhouse gas emissions of 1 gigatonne of CO2
equivalent by 2020. This not only demonstrates
how local and other subnational governments
can set targets for climate change mitigation,
but provides a mechanism that tracks whether
and how these commitments are kept – and
an incentive for signatories to improve their
performance in this area.(26)

IV. The basis for a new urban
agenda
The basis for a new urban agenda is the many
SDGs that can be met with sensible urban
policies and good local governance. This requires
all sectors and agencies to work across sectoral
and spatial boundaries.
The papers by Robert M Buckley and Lena
Simet and by Michael A Cohen highlight the
economic component of a new urban agenda.
Well-functioning cities yield enormous returns
to nations and to private enterprises – and also
to citizens as deficits in infrastructure and service
provision are addressed and as prosperity is
combined with inclusion. Here, a “new” urban
agenda recognizes this, contributes to stronger
urban economies, reduces distortions that plague
mobility, and helps increase the supply and reduce
the cost of land for housing, helped by a rethink
of regulations and subsidies. All this is understood
as an investment with a high rate of return.
Any contemporary urban agenda has
to include a strong climate change agenda.
There are so many synergies among good local
development, disaster risk reduction and climate
change adaptation. All are concerned with
reducing local risks to life and health – even
as they view the risks and responses through
different lenses.(27)
Meeting SDG commitments to inclusion is
the focus of the paper by Gordon McGranahan,
26. ICLEI (2015), Carbonn® Climate Registry 5 Year Overview Report
(2010 - 2015), available at http://carbonn.org/.
27. Bartlett, Sheridan and David Satterthwaite (editors) (2016), Cities
on a Finite Planet: Towards Transformative Responses to Climate
Change, Routledge, London.

Daniel Schensul and Gayatri Singh. This notes
the hardening of exclusion in most of the world,
very much linked to resistance to urbanization,
that can derail key objectives within the SDGs. In
many growing urban centres there are powerful
politics at play that reject inclusion in favour
of elite coalitions, growth first and disregard
for the environment. Will the SDGs’ strong
commitments to inclusion and greater equality
in urban development overcome this? An urban
agenda in the SDGs has to deliver on three levels
of inclusion: removing discriminatory exclusion
(for instance, denying migrants the right to
settle in the city, buy property, send children to
government schools and have access to services);
ensuring that prevailing institutions support the
agenda (regulating markets, providing services
that reflect the needs of disadvantaged groups);
and ensuring that human rights are fully met.
The SDGs place much emphasis on universal
access to goods and services, and universality is a
critical component of inclusion.(28)
Most citizens would like to achieve the winwin – prosperity with inclusion. For low-income
groups, this requires them to be organized and
linked together with others who benefit from
public goods and services. And it is necessary
to seek accountability and transparency from
local government. This also requires local
governments that recognize how much public
investments benefit private enterprises (for
instance in the increases in land value from
infrastructure provision) and, in a fair society, for
private enterprises to pay for the benefits they
receive. And this supports local governments to
have the capacity to promote and protect the
common good – from universal provision of
infrastructure and services to pollution control
to effective and accountable policing. This now
also extends to integrating disaster risk reduction,
climate change adaptation and climate change
mitigation into ideas of the common good.
Then there is the contentious issue of the
indicators that can best be used to monitor and
report on progress on the SDGs. A paper by David
Simon and 19 co-authors reports on findings
from five cities (Bangalore or Bengaluru, Cape
Town, Gothenburg, Manchester and Kisumu),
28. Banana, Evans, Patrick Chikoti, Chisomo Harawa, Gordon
McGranahan, Diana Mitlin, Stella Ntalishwa, Noah Schermbrucker,
Farirai Shumba and Anna Walnycki (2015), “Sharing reflections on
inclusive sanitation”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 27, No 1,
pages 19–34.
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looking at whether they have the data required
to report on the SDGs. Each city faced problems
in providing all the data required, and each
proposed various changes to maximize the local
relevance of particular targets and indicators.
Almost all papers in this issue mention the
limits in the data available to monitor SDG
performance, in terms of both what data are
collected (or could be collected) and at what
level. Much of the data required to monitor
SDG progress needs to be available for each
small area unit, street or ward to inform local
government policies and investments. To address
water and sanitation deficits, you need to know
exactly where these are. Yet most data sources
(for example, national sample surveys) only
provide data for national and regional levels or
aggregated for all urban areas. Recommendations
for SDG indicators may mention the importance
of disaggregation by geographic location, but
they need to be more specific on what level
of disaggregation is needed to support local
governments to address the SDGs. David Simon
and his co-authors also highlight the fact that the
indicators that are chosen and the data sources
that are used will influence how the SDGs are
actually addressed and monitored. Here again is
the issue of the difference between data to aid
local decisions and data for comparing cities.
There is not much point in having national data
on distance to public transit and green spaces;
this kind of information is needed for each city
and city district. Finally, there is the limitation in
data-gathering capacity at national level. Many
recommendations call for data on key indicators
to be updated every year and available for each
locality, but it is not feasible to undertake a census
every year. There is also the need to recognize
and support cities in collecting relevant data. The
papers by Clive Barnett and Susan Parnell and by
David Simon and others point to the importance
of local governments investing in their own data
collection and monitoring process.
In urban areas, so much of “what needs
doing” to meet all needs, eliminate poverty,
achieve inclusion and leave no one behind (as
demanded by the SDGs) depends heavily on
the competence, capacity and accountability
of urban (metropolitan, city, municipal)
government. We know from experience that
urban investments and urban governance can
help address the pressing social, economic,
environmental and ecological issues outlined in
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the SDGs, both in urban areas and in their links
with surrounding rural areas. As such they can
have a transformative agenda. To achieve these
goals across national territories also requires the
support of higher levels of government, which is
essential to high returns for both national and
local economies, as well as to poverty reduction.
For cities that have innovated in these areas,
their government’s responses to democratic
pressures have been important. As described
earlier, a lot of the innovation has been in Latin
America, where it is associated with elected
mayors and city governments. Innovations in
the “bottom-up” agenda in countries around the
world have also been driven by the organizations
and federations of slum/shack dwellers, but have
at the same time depended on local civil servants
and politicians who have been prepared to listen
to them and work with them, through what might
be termed the co-production of the SDGs. This coproduction requires and involves contributions
from almost all sectors – and local government
taking a key role in making sure these are coherent
and coordinated. It also needs cooperation
between neighbouring local governments.

V. The Wrong Urban Agendas
Michael A Cohen’s paper questions whether
Habitat III will produce a new urban agenda that
is relevant and implementable. He notes how
little influence Habitat I and II had, and that the
issues that these agendas were meant to address
have become worse. Current trends, he says,
suggest that “in the future cities will become more
unequal, larger in population with greater demand
for essential services, more spread out in terms of
urban form, increasingly difficult and expensive to
provision, less productive because of the need for
increasing amounts of infrastructure, and at high risk
of climate change impacts.”
In so many cities, migrants are still viewed
negatively as encroachers, even as the economy
of the city and the services enjoyed by the middle
class depend on them. Middle-class groups see
themselves as the rightful owners of the city and
want policies and investments that address their
priorities. These have helped spawn plans for
the exclusionary “world class cities” and gated
cities that Vanessa Watson has documented.(29)
29. Watson, Vanessa (2014), “African urban fantasies: dreams or
nightmares?”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 26, No 1, pages
215–231.
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In these cities, low-income residents are seen as
illegal and criminal, encroachers harming the
image of the city and its capacity to attract new
investment.(30)
There are also the “sudden, extraordinarily
large” publicly funded housing programmes in so
many nations, considered in the paper by Robert
M Buckley, Achilles Kallergis and Laura Wainer.
These ignore all the lessons from the 1970s,
which pointed to their ineffectiveness in reaching
low-income groups with housing that meets
their needs. In many nations, billions of dollars
of public money are being spent on housing
projects that provide little or no assistance with
affordability concerns. Much of the housing is
far from existing labour markets, and is rarely
coordinated with necessary investments in
infrastructure, especially transport. Far from
leading to inclusion, it may indeed end up
providing subsidized housing for middle- and
upper-income groups that can cope better with
transport issues.(31)

VI. Moving forward?
As the paper by Michael A Cohen suggests, we want
a New Urban Agenda that is concise and clear;
that focuses not only on what must be done but
also on how and by whom; that recognizes how
much almost all (local and global) goals depend
on competent, effective urban governments that
work with their citizens and support those living
in informal settlements; and that gets their buyin. We can learn from the power and reach of
the Healthy Cities movement, Local Agenda 21,
participatory budgeting, Making Cities Resilient
and the Carbonn Climate Registry, all of which
helped set local agendas without much external
support, because they were clear and concise and
because local governments could see the value of
applying them.
We also need more attention to some of
the old agendas – especially the practices of
functioning local democracies that respond
to and work with their citizens to address the

30. Bhan, Gautam (2009), “ ‘This is no longer the city I once knew’.
Evictions, the urban poor and the right to the city in Millennial
Delhi”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 21, No 1, pages 127–142.
31. Cain, Allan (2014), “African urban fantasies: past lessons and
emerging realities”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 26, No 2,
pages 561–567.

exclusions highlighted in the paper by Gordon
McGranahan and others. This paper also reminds
us of the ambitious political goals and targets
regarding inclusion, empowerment, equality
and indivisibility within the SDGs. The relevant
practices include addressing political exclusion
through innovations like participatory budgeting
and co-production of services with slum/shack
dweller organizations and federations, and
making real the right of all to inhabit the city
and have access to its services, public spaces and
labour markets. The right to the city is also the
right to hold the city government to account, and
to kick it out if it does not deliver. The right to
the city depends on the exercise of the collective
power of urban residents to reshape the process
of urbanization through engagement with the
state.(32) So much can be done if local citizens
and their organizations see local government as
a valuable partner that responds to their needs.
But for this to bring benefits to low-income
groups, they have to be organized.
So much of the innovation in social
policies was born in democratic municipal
governments. This continues today. Utrecht and
some other Dutch cities are trying out a scheme
that guarantees a basic income for welfare
recipients.(33) Many cities in Europe and some
in North America have greatly increased support
for bicycle use and increased the percentage of
trips made by bicycle – which brings multiple
benefits to bicyclists and to the city. Many local
governments have enhanced or increase public
space. Yet so much of the innovation in places
where there are functioning local democracies
is never documented because it is seen as
the normal functioning of an effective local
government.(34)
What is also noteworthy is that many cities
with functioning local democracies have innovated
32. Harvey, David (2008), “The Right to the City”, New Left Review,
Vol 53, September–October, pages 23–40, cited in the paper in this
issue by Gordon McGranahan, Daniel Schensul and Gayatri Singh.
33. Boffey, Daniel (2015), “Dutch city plans to pay citizens a ‘basic
income’ and Greens say it could work in the UK”, The Guardian, 26
December.
34. Hardoy, Jorgelina and Regina Ruete (2013), “Incorporating
climate change adaptation into planning for a liveable city in
Rosario, Argentina”, Environment and Urbanization Vol 25, No
2, pages 339–360; also Hardoy, Jorgelina, Vanessa Herrera and
Daniela Mastrangelo (2016), “Rosario, Argentina”, in Sheridan
Bartlett and David Satterthwaite (editors), Cities on a Finite Planet:
Towards Transformative Responses to Climate Change, Routledge,
London.
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in climate change mitigation even though this
brings no immediate benefits to the city. It seems
that city governments that deliver on local needs
can also get popular support for contributing to
addressing pressing global issues.(35)
One central element of a new urban
agenda emphasized by several papers is a shift
from funding housing to broader land use
management that manages urban expansion and
that increases the availability of land for housing
with infrastructure at appropriate densities and
standards, with locations and transport systems
that make these part of the city’s labour market.
One area in much need of innovation is
the provision of opportunities for youth. A
supplement in The Economist(36) noted that
globally, youth have never been better educated,
but so few opportunities exist for them in labour
markets. How can a new urban agenda work for
them, providing real opportunities for paid work
and for learning at scale so that all the drive
and innovation that youth can bring will be
channelled into activities that benefit all? There
is much to be done to which they can contribute
– in upgrading, building materials production,
data gathering, city greening, etc.
Another area where innovation is needed
is working across sectoral boundaries. So many
international funders come with their own
agenda, often focused on one particular issue – for
instance one particular disease or intervention.
There is a reluctance to cross sectoral boundaries;
a former head of research at UN-Habitat refused
to work on health issues because he claimed
that was WHO’s responsibility. Yet attention to
environmental and public health is essential to
all urban agendas. Will the SDGs address this? Or
will each international agency align itself only
with the SDGs that it chooses to focus on? And
to return to the data issue, will this address the
urgent requirement for good data in each locality
that identifies local needs?
To end on a personal note: In 1976, I
was loaned to the Canadian government by
the International Institute for Environment
and Development (IIED) to help develop
35. Bartlett, Sheridan, David Satterthwaite, Debra Roberts, Jan
Corfee-Morlot, David Dodman and Jorgelina Hardoy (2016), “Crosscity Analysis”, in Sheridan Bartlett and David Satterthwaite (editors),
Cities on a Finite Planet: Towards Transformative Responses to
Climate Change, Routledge, London.
36. The Economist, 23 January 2016.
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a programme of speakers, workshops and
exhibitions for what was called Habitat Forum
– the civil society conference (known then as
the People’s Conference) in Vancouver that ran
alongside the UN Habitat Conference. I spent
some of the most enjoyable months of my life
there – as the Canadian government gave full
support not only to the UN conference but also
to Habitat Forum. It supported the conversion
of five large seaplane hangars on Jericho Beach
into a plenary hall with 4,000 seats and 30 other
rooms with capacities ranging from 30 to 500. It
had lots of space and equipment for audio-visual
materials and indoor and outdoor exhibition
space. There was also a festival of films relevant
to the conference topic. The crew that converted
the hangars installed stunning wood carvings
and also what they proudly claimed to be the
world’s longest bar. And we only programmed
events in advance for half the rooms so that
any civil society organization could apply for a
room by 17:00. We would draw up the next day’s
programme, incorporating these requests, and
have a programme available later that evening.
The Canadian government gave generous
support not only to the secretariat that managed
Habitat Forum but also to covering the travel
and accommodation costs of key specialists. One
of the first to be invited was John F C Turner.
An invitation was extended to Jockin Arputham
(who was later to found the National Slum
Dwellers Federation), who could not come as
residents of the settlement he had been defending
(that was also his home) were in the process of
being evicted.(37) We also organized a series of
talks on China in recognition of how important
it was becoming in the world. Habitat Forum
was visited by many government delegations; at
one point this included the president of Mexico
(who bought up most of the books from a stall
on appropriate technology). Margaret Trudeau,
wife of Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau
(and mother of the current prime minister),
came to lead a march demanding that the UN
conference commit to universal provision for
water and sanitation. And Barbara Ward, the
founder of IIED and my first boss, was invited
to give a speech at the official UN conference.
Enrique Penalosa, whose son was later to serve
37. Arputham, Jockin (2008), “Developing new approaches for
people-centred development”, Environment and Urbanization Vol
20, No 2, pages 319–337.
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two terms as the mayor of Bogotá, was Secretary
General of Habitat I – and he also showed great
generosity and support for the civil society
conference. It was at Habitat I that Barbara Ward
met Jorge E Hardoy and invited him to found a
research programme on Human Settlements at
IIED. The first research project was an assessment
of how much governments were acting on the
recommendations they endorsed at Habitat I,(38)
with support from the Canadian government.
Will there be comparable support for civil
society groups and “other stakeholders” in Quito
from UN-Habitat and from the host government?
Will it be inclusive, allowing diverse civil society
groups space to present and discuss? Will there
be funding for those who should be there but
who cannot afford the cost? Or will civil society
participation include just the more powerful and
wealthy NGOs?
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