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and exclusionary world of international policy formulation, which urban stakeholders must 
navigate to have impact on global urban policy frameworks. 
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<b> 25.1 Introduction 
 
In the last decade, myriad pressures and opportunities associated with planet-wide 
urbanization have received global political recognition. Most notable was the inclusion of a 
dedicated goal on Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements within the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) agreed by 193 Heads of State in 2015 (UN, 2015). More recently, 
however, cities and urban actors, even while increasingly well organised internationally, are 
less prominent in global political processes. While it was widely acknowledged that cities 
were on the frontline of COVID-19, the disproportionate burden they faced was not 
mentioned in the outcome statement from the G20 summit on COVID-19 in 2020 (G20, 
2020). Likewise, territorial governance challenges of migration, development and health in 
cities were ignored in the Declaration from the 75th General Assembly of the United Nations 
in 2020, which specifically discussed the necessity of reinvigorating multilateralism to help 
deal with modern social, economic and environmental crises (UN PGA, 2020). While more 
than 60% of all international refugees and 80% of all internally displaced people live in 
urban areas, “the international community — the UN Refugee Agency, in particular — has 
been slow to empower cities to assume a greater role in protecting, assisting and promoting 
durable solutions for refugees, asylum claimants and other groups of concern” (Muggah and 
Abdenur, 2018, p. 1) through infrastructural, logistical and welfare support. Despite the 
recent lack of global prominence accorded to city voices, the critical relevance of 
urbanization remains. It is in cities where significant potential to reduce CO2eq emissions 
exist (IPCC, 2022). Towns are where the bulk of people live who suffer inadequate housing 
and transport, poor sanitation and waste management. Infectious and chronic diseases 
concentrate in cities as do many air, soil and water pollutants (WHO, 2021). What happens 
in cities affects the sustainability and health of all people and our planet.  
 
A major challenge to securing and maintaining international political attention on urban 
issues is that local government representation within the United Nations system is weak, 
with UN Habitat persistently underfunded (UN Habitat, 2021). Furthermore, local 
government is only represented by one “Major Group” seat within the participatory 
structures under the UN’s Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), meaning they have little 
representation and no voting rights within global governance meetings. Even more 
marginalised are urban scientists who share one Major Group seat with representatives 
from all sectors of science and technology. Hitherto, political recognition of planet-wide 
urbanization in UN deliberations has therefore been due to the actions of motivated 
individuals and fortuitous political timing, rather than systematic presentation of robust 
evidence by a community that is institutionally well-represented.   
 
In such a context, it is imperative that urban stakeholders have the institutional knowledge 
to advocate for better representation within systems of global governance (as per 
arguments made by Acuto et al., 2016). But urban sustainability cannot rest solely on the 
slow reform of cumbersome, outmoded institutions. Urban stakeholders must understand 
how to navigate, engage with, and influence sites of global and regional policymaking as it 
pertains to urban issues. This chapter seeks to respond to that challenge; tracing a previous, 
successful global urban policy process to understand how urban stakeholders can ensure 
better representation of their concerns in an international governance system designed and 



controlled by national-level state representatives. The insights provided1 complement and 
give depth to existing literature on evidence-informed policy influencing and on 
transnational evidence and advisory systems (as per Stone, 2019; Parkhurst, 2017), by 
shining a spotlight on the challenges of shaping urban and territorial policy in a nation-state-
led forum. 
 
<b> 25.2 The negotiation over the urban SDG 
 
In 2015 Heads of State and Government recognized the importance of a place-based 
approach to development, as well as the unique array of challenges facing existing and 
emerging urban communities, through the inclusion of SDG 11; a dedicated goal on 
sustainable cities and human settlements. SDG 11 aims to “Make cities and human 
settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable” (UN, 2015a). The goal, and its 
associated targets, focus on a wide variety of themes including affordable housing, 
accessible transport, participatory planning, cultural heritage, disasters, access to green 
public spaces and so on. 
 
Unlike many other sectors, such as health, urban issues were not central to the Millennium 
Development Goal (MDG) process which ran from 2000-2015 and, according to a leading 
Indian urbanist, enjoyed little support from the UN system prior to the 2013 (Revi, 2019). 
The inclusion of Goal 11 in the SDG agenda was therefore a major coup for the global urban 
community, whose only international platform for negotiation on global urban development 
policy had until that point been the Habitat Conferences (in 1976 and 1996) (Cohen, 1996).  
Habitat I and II had focused attention on cities as infrastructural hubs with immense lending 
potential (Finnemore, 1997), whilst also bringing to the fore issues of urban poverty, access 
to adequate housing and basic services (UN Habitat, 1996). Whilst attention to these 
thematic issues was an achievement in and of itself, the Habitat conferences did not 
establish a holistic global urban agenda, nor did they recognize the significance of cities as 
potential determinants of global ecological integrity (Revi and Satterthwaithe, 2013). The 
SDG negotiations provided an opportunity for urban actors to coalesce around a distilled set 
of messages and priorities and to promote these amongst the international community, so 
they might acknowledge the central role of sub-national governments and urban policy for 
determining our pathways towards sustainable development (Parnell, 2016).  

The inclusion of a standalone goal on cities within the final SDG framework suggests many 
of the urban communities’ objectives were achieved. SDG 11 recognized the interconnected 
social, environmental and economic dimensions of cities, by including explicit targets 
relating to each dimension; access to housing, transport, green public space and cultural 
heritage, inclusivity and participation in city planning, sustainable urban growth and land 
use, minimizing environmental impact, and natural disaster preparedness. Although SDG 11 
did not include mention of specific urban concerns like poverty, inequality, and access to 
services, Agenda 2030 acknowledged in the preamble the necessity for governments to 
“work closely on implementation [of all the goals] with regional and local authorities…” (UN 
2015a, para 45), thereby implying the poverty, service access and environmental goals 
should also be implemented at the local level. Another major achievement of Agenda 2030 
and the inclusion of Goal 11 was that it signaled “UN members’ acceptance of some form of 
devolution in governance…” (Parnell, 2016, p. 530). More specifically, it recognized the 
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necessity for national governments to actively involve, support, and finance local authorities 
who would be at the forefront of much of the effort to promote sustainable development 
and stem climate change, specifically noting that “sustainable urban development and 
management are crucial to the quality of life of our people’ (UN, 2015, para 34).  

But how these achievements came about remains something of a black box. Who were the 
drivers of the goal’s inclusion? What support did it receive from Member States? Were all 
promoted ideas included as targets and indicators and if not, what was lost? These 
questions and more are at the heart of this chapter which is essentially an exercise in 
process tracing, mapping historical events to tease out and test theoretical assumptions 
(Falleti, 2006). It charts the key stakeholders involved in the urban goal negotiation, their 
ambitions and key messages, and the engagement mechanisms that were employed to help 
shape the SDG negotiations. A key question is whether the urban goal “originated from 
within member states, from the professional support staff of UN technocrats, or from 
external civil society forces who used the UN’s participatory and lobbying structures to 
influence global development debates” (Parnell, 2016; 529).  This is no easy task as the 
“place of the urban question in global policy making is an especially poorly understood vein 
of historical enquiry” (Ibid.). If it did originate from non-state actors and urbanists outside of 
the formal system, then one must ask how did this come about and what can these 
stakeholders learn for engagement with future global policy processes, particularly within 
the UN?  

<b> 25.3 Urban stakeholders 
 
Between 2012 and 2015 a huge number of processes fed into the deliberations over the 
post-2015 framework (as documented in Espey, 2023). Paramount amongst these were the 
UN Secretary General’s High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons (HLP) tasked to prepare the 
first set of recommendations on the post-2015 agenda; the Open Working Group on 
Sustainable Development Goals (OWG) and third, the Intergovernmental Negotiation (IGN). 
The deliberators or decision-makers in each case were different. During the HLP there were 
27 individuals appointed by the UN Secretary General. Cities and urban objectives were 
most explicitly represented by the participation of Mayor Kadir Topbas of Istanbul, then 
President of the international city-network, United Cities and Local Governments. During 
the OWG (which was a unique negotiation forum established at Rio+20) there was an 
exceptional system of shared seats, with 30 seats available to all interested Member States, 
resulting in three or more States being allocated to each seat and having to prepare joint 
statements (Caballero, 2022). Finally, during the IGN, each member of the UN General 
Assembly had its own seat and independent voting rights. It is important therefore to 
remember the changing power of different stakeholders at different times throughout the 
period and who was at any one time “holding the pen.” The following section introduces the 
key stakeholders who actively engaged in the deliberations on the urban goal, both formally 
– within the deliberation chambers- and informally, attempting to influence decisions from 
the side-lines of the proceedings over the four years of active deliberations. 
 
<c> 25.3.1 Member states  
 



First amongst stakeholders were the member states whose position on the prominence of 
urban issues within the post-2015 differed widely from 2012 until well into the final stages 
of the negotiation in 2015. From 6-10th January 2014, the Open Working Group co-chairs 
convened the seventh set of deliberative proceedings, with a thematic focus upon 
sustainable cities and human settlements, and sustainable transport; sustainable 
consumption and production (including chemicals and waste); and climate change and 
disaster risk reduction. After listening to various expert and stakeholder statements, the c. 
90 member states represented (sharing 30 seats) were invited to present their positions on 
the inclusion of an urban goal in the post-2015 framework and agenda. Three political 
viewpoints emerged during these proceedings; member states, such as the UK, Netherlands 
and Australia, who wanted to treat urban development as a cross cutting issue that should 
just be recognised underneath infrastructure, poverty and service access goals, albeit with 
attention to different disaggregated groups including urban and rural populations (Australia 
et al., 2014).  
 
A second political alliance was formed by those who weren’t wedded to a particular urban 
goal but had very specific urban concerns that they wanted represented, for example under 
a goal relating to infrastructure. The Indian, Pakistan and Sri Lankan statement, for example, 
recommended that the OWG “consider sustainable urbanization, cities and transport 
holistically with an overarching focus on ‘Infrastructure development’” which also 
encourages investment, recognizing that cities are “nuclei of key economic processes” (India 
et al., 2014). This was the position of many of the G77 group (the coalition of 134 
developing countries) who wanted fulfilment of the MDG commitments on slums and safe 
housing (e.g. Bangladesh, 2014), but most importantly “economic transformation” largely 
driven through infrastructural investment, with a focus on urban infrastructure (Thomson, 
2013).  
 
Finally, there was a small but vocal group of urban advocates amongst the member states, 
who were eager to see urban issues encapsulated within a dedicated goal. These included 
many from Latin America (Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, Mexico and Peru) as well as 
Singapore, Sweden, Germany and Japan.2  Particularly important for many of the Latin 
American supporters of the goal were urban planning frameworks, urban transport systems, 
safe and affordable housing (Argentina et al., 2014). A political coalition that emerged 
around this time in support of the parallel UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) process was the Friends of Cities group. Launched in June 2013, the group met at 
each UNFCCC session to advocate for urban climate concerns. Initial member state 
supporters included Mexico, France, Poland, Indonesia, South Africa, Peru, Germany, the 
Netherlands, and Senegal. This coalition extended their objectives towards the SDG process 
too, with many throwing their weight and political support behind an urban SDG goal, 
visible through their statements, participation and hosting of events, and regular 
engagement with urban stakeholders. This informal coalition, entitled the Group of Friends 
of Sustainable Cities, was co-chaired by Singapore and Sweden (Revi and Rosenzweig, 2013). 
 
<c> 25.3.2 City networks and local authorities 
 
Although local authorities and elected officials do not have voting rights in the UN General 
Assembly (UNGA), they are represented in the formal proceedings through the “Major 
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Groups” (9 non-voting representative seats for sectors of civil society to participate and 
observe in UNGA proceedings). These seats were established in 1992 at the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), better known as the “Earth 
Summit” (UN, 2021). The Local Authorities seat is under the coordination of the largest 
global network of cities and local government representatives; United Cities and Local 
Governments (a global network of cities and local, regional, and metropolitan governments 
and their associations, established in 2004), but shared with other city networks such as 
Local Governments for Sustainability (or “ICLEI”), a global network of more than 1,750 local 
and regional governments. As participants in UNGA deliberations, Major Groups are invited 
to present statements and make comment on documents and proceedings.  
 
During the SDG negotiations, United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) used this seat 
and its ability to act as the representative of local authorities worldwide to convene a Global 
Taskforce of global local government networks and expert groups (Global Taskforce, 2017). 
The ambition of this Global Taskforce was to act as a mechanism for local and regional 
governments to deliberate and agree upon political positions to promote in the SDG, 
climate change and subsequent Habitat III negotiations. Keen advocates for a standalone 
urban goal, UCLG and the Global Taskforce were also eager to use the political opportunity 
afforded by the SDG negotiations to secure better acknowledgement by national 
governments of the crucial role of local authorities in sustainable development planning and 
management, as well as a strong support for devolved and participatory forms of 
governance (Global Taskforce, 2013; UCLG, 2014a; UCLG, 2014b). UCLG also used the local 
government Major Group seat to mobilize support from other Major Groups, producing a 
statement in 2014 with support from all 9 of the Major Groups in support of a standalone 
goal on ‘sustainable urbanization’ (Member Group Position Paper, 2014).   
 
<c> 25.3.3 Academia and science 
 
The science of urbanization has its foundations in early 20th century Europe, when people 
like Patrick Geddes, an evolutionary biologist, attempted to develop an applied sociology 
(which he called “civics”) to improve the design of cities (Townsend, 2015). Since their first 
employment urban studies have deliberately tried to be multi-disciplinary, bringing in 
architects, engineers, ecologists, social scientists and more, but because of this disciplinary 
intermingling it has been slow to develop its own distinct methodological frameworks, 
standards and principles. This has resulted in some referring to it as an “undisciplined 
discipline” (Pinson, 2004) and others suggesting there is no such thing as “urban science”, 
because the object of study is too difficult to define (Haila, 2008). As a result of these 
contentions, at the time of the SDG negotiations, there was no one central coordinating 
body for global urban sciences, planning, policy or development, which could be consulted 
on the potential components of the urban SDG agenda. The scientific community was 
represented in the UNGA negotiation chamber through one seat held by the Major Group 
for Science, Technology and Innovation, but it had no specific mission to advance urban 
sciences.  
 
Responding to this gap, the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network (established in 
2012 to support member states and the UN with the SDG negotiations) created a global 
expert thematic network on sustainable cities, chaired by Dr. Cynthia Rosenzweig of 
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Columbia University, New York, and Aromar Revi of The Indian Institute of Human 
Settlements. The Expert group was made up of 28 individuals, from academia, but also from 
urban practice, policy and from private companies. It’s intention was to draw upon the 
latest science and innovation to identify practical solutions for improving urban 
management, and to help define the potential components for a new global urban agenda, 
encapsulated in the SDGs (UNSDSN, 2013).  
 
As an arm of the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network (UNSDSN), the cities 
network was given privileged access to the SDG negotiations; invited to submit written 
inputs to the Secretary-General’s office (such as UNSDSN, 2013), and invited to present at 
the Open Working Group meeting on sustainable cities in January 2017 (see Revi, 2014). 
And it was through this group that leading academic urbanists like Edgar Pieterse (University 
of Cape Town, South Africa), Shobhakar Dhakal (Asian Institute of Technology, Thailand), 
Shagun Mehrotra (The New School, USA),  Susan Parnell (UCT, South Africa), David 
Satterthwaite (International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED, UK) and John 
Thwaites (Monash University, Australia) were able to provide inputs to inform the urban 
negotiation process.  
 
<c> 25.3.4 UN Habitat and other UN agencies 
 
Although there has not always been “an institutional mechanism for reaching international 
agreement on urban issues” (Parnell, 2016), in 1975 the UNGA established the first official 
UN body dedicated to urbanization: the UN Habitat and Human Settlements Foundation, 
under the UN Environment Programme. As an organization, not a deliberative forum, its 
mission was to provide capital and technical assistance to developing countries with acute 
housing and shelter issues. Since the 1970s this urban agency has gone through iterations 
and is today UN Habitat, the UN Human Settlements Programme. Its mandate is to promote 
socially and environmentally sustainable towns and cities and to act as a focal point for 
urban issues within the UN System. Though with most of its funding from limited member 
state voluntary contributions, it is mostly an advisory entity, rather than an operational one. 
In spite of some of its institutional challenges, UN Habitat was an important player in the 
SDG negotiations. The Executive Director, Joan Clos, former Mayor of Barcelona, was invited 
to address the OWG and IGN on multiple occasions (UNHabitat, 2013), and senior technical 
advisers, such as Rafael Tuts, produced policy papers for the UN System Task Team on the 
Post-2015 UN Development Agenda (the UN Secretariat’s internal expert advisory group) as 
early as 2012, with the intention of informing both the Secretary General’s annual report 
and the recommendations of the High Level Panel of Eminent Persons (UNEP) on Post-2015 
(UN Habitat, 2012,  2013). A crucial document was that prepared by UN Habitat and UNEP, 
acting on behalf of the technical support team to the Open Working Group, to inform the 
deliberations at OWG session 7 in January 2014 (UN 2014). This summarized a selection of 
proposals both for and against a standalone urban goal citing UN Habitat’s work, the Global 
Taskforce, the SDSN, Habitat for Humanity, the High-Level Panel’s recommendations and 
those of the Global Compact.  
 
<c> 25.3.5 Multi-stakeholder coalitions  
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A very active entity during the 2012-2015 negotiation process was Communitas, the 
Coalition for Sustainable Cities and Regions in the New UN Development Agenda. With 
support from the Ford Foundation, Communitas was set up in 2012, following Rio+20 as a 
platform for global advocacy on urban issues (Ford Foundation, 2016). The coalition 
assembled a group of partners “to work to connect diverse social, economic, and 
environmental movements that share an interest in the sustainable development potential 
of cities and regions” (Ford Foundation, 2016, para 1). Above all Communitas sought to 
work with member states to help raise awareness of the challenges facing cities and to 
ensure that cities and regions were considered a central part of the sustainable 
development agenda. A key part of Communitas’ activities was forging partnerships 
between member states and expert groups on a range of urban topics that it hoped to 
actively promote in the negotiations (Communitas, 2013).   
 
Another crucial coalition throughout the SDG negotiation period was the UrbanSDG 
Campaign convened by the UN SDSN. In 2013 the OWG co-chairs invited the SDSN expert 
cities group to help convene a dialogue on urban issues amongst the deliberating member 
states. It marked a turning point amongst the global urban community, encouraging the 
heads of agencies such as SDSN, Cities Alliance, UN Habitat, United Cities and Local 
Governments to all meet and discuss how they could cooperate and mobilize city 
representatives to make a concerted case for the inclusion of an urban goal in the future 
development goals (Revi 2019). SDSN also had the opportunity to provide input to the 
negotiations with written products, such as a position paper on “Why the World Needs an 
Urban Sustainable Development”, which was authored in partnership with leading urban 
networks (SDSN 2013).  As Aromar Revi (2019, p. …), co-chair of SDSN’s Cities Network, 
summarised, “it was the drafting opportunities that we provided that really built trust 
between actors”. The result of this cooperation was the Urban SDG Campaign3, a global 
campaign of hundreds of local governments and collective engagement of the world’s 
leading urban groups and institutions, including C-40, Cities Alliance, Communitas, ICLEI, 
Metropolis, SDI, SDSN, UCLG, UN Habitat, and the World Urban Campaign. The campaign 
aimed to bring actors together to advocate for and design an urban SDG, including its 
targets and indicators. Crucial contributors to the campaign were groups like SDSN and 
Communitas who worked to bring together supportive member state representatives in 
New York, such as the Latin American group, and to provide them with useful inputs for 
their deliberations. A unique attribute of the UrbanSDG campaign was that it was not just 
made up of advocates and city representatives. Scientists and urban academics were also 
actively involved – both as members of SDSN cities, and as a core constituency in their own 
right – helping to develop the group’s positions and policy outputs. So much so that the 
campaign provided the “key intellectual energy behind the push for an urban SDG” (Parnell 
2016, p. 536).  
 
<b> 25.4 Issues under debate 

At the outset of the SDG deliberations, in 2012, very few urban concerns were on the 
negotiating table. Whilst the position of slum dwellers had been recognized in the MDGs 
(target 7.D), “little else was said about different dynamics between urban and rural 
locations, nor about the role of local governments in supporting sustainable development” 
(Espey, 2023, p. 36). By 2012 the context was also extremely different; the global urban 
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population had reached 3.8 billion people, constituting 53% of the total population at that 
time, a substantial increase from 2.8 billion a decade earlier (World Bank, 2022a, b). For 
urban advocates, a potential urban goal would not only seek to address the needs of this 
expanding population but leverage the distinctive urban opportunity, to position cities as a 
solution to global crises. This ambition was well summarized by UN Habitat who said we 
must create “good” people-centred cities, that are “capable of integrating the tangible and 
more intangible aspects of prosperity – in the process shedding the inefficient, 
unsustainable forms and functionalities of the previous century or so – the city of the 21st 
century” (UN Habitat, 2013, p. v).  

<c> 25.4.1 Member state priorities 
 
For member states entering the negotiation there were two common items or themes that 
seemed to resonate from the outset of the discussions: slum upgrading and urban 
infrastructure. Target 7.D of the Millennium Development Goals, the predecessor 
framework to the SDGs, focused on improving the lives of 100 million slum dwellers 
worldwide. Coming into the post-2015 negotiations it was therefore a widely accepted 
priority for a large number of member states. It was also considered a highly achievable 
ambition, as the MDG target had been ‘reached’ before the 2020 timeline, in spite of rapidly 
growing numbers of people living in slums and informal settlements worldwide (UN, 2014). 
For those member states who were pro a continuation of the MDG approach (e.g. Australia, 
The Netherlands and UK, 2014), a focus on slum dwelling was a core part of tackling poverty 
and vulnerability. As noted in the 2014 EU OWG-7 Statement, “urgent action is needed to 
avoid soaring levels of poverty and the increase of slum dwellers living in deprived housing 
conditions with lack of basic services like water, sanitation, durable housing, sufficient living 
area, access to education, energy or security of tenure” (EU, 2014, p. 1). This approach was 
supported by many low-income and least developed countries who likewise affirmed their 
commitment to upgrade slum developments, subject to the ongoing support of the 
international development and finance community. As expressed by Nepal during their 
statement (in partnership with Fiji and Benin) in support of a focus on urbanization and slum 
development, “all commitments of bilateral Official Development Assistance to the LDCs 
must be met without delay” (Bhatterij, 2014, p. 2).  
 
For a number of middle-income countries, particularly those in Latin America, a narrow 
focus on slum upgrading was overly simplistic and the corresponding call for ODA too 
reductionist a form of intervention. It oversimplified urban issues affecting developing 
countries, such as legalizing land tenure, managing informal settlements and providing 
housing and services for all, which are “goals that not only represent high financial costs for 
developing countries, but also demand complex policy planning and political mediation at 
the local, regional and national level” (Brazil and Nicaragua, 2014, p. 3). They emphasized 
the importance of informal settlement not just being seen as an indication of poverty but a 
standalone concern, symptomatic of many other global governance challenges. For these 
actors, the necessity for a dedicated goal on urban issues was clear, with targets that would 
capture not only slum reduction but also “governance, water and sanitation, energy, 
transportation, chemicals, disaster risk reduction and sustainable consumption and 
production” (Cyprus, Singapore, UAE, 2014, p. 3). 
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Another common priority amongst member states, reiterated throughout the OWG and IGN 
proceedings, as well as in the HLP report, was the importance of investing in infrastructure, 
as a driver of economic growth and transformation (te Velde, 2013). This point was made 
most forcefully by members of the G77, including India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, who 
emphasised that the entire sustainable urbanisation agenda should be treated “holistically 
with an overarching focus on infrastructure development” (India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, 
2014, p. 1). A key component of this city infrastructure agenda was investment in 
sustainable, public transportation, which needed “to be prioritized – in both new as well as 
old urban settlements” (India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, 2014, p. 2). In a statement by Nepal, 
associating with Fiji and Benin on behalf of the Group of 77 and China and LDCs respectively, 
it was stated that “the issue of sustainable transport should be given priority as a central 
tenet in the goal of developing sustainable cities and in the process of SDGs and the post-
2015 development agenda” (Nepal, 2014, p. 2). Even for middle and high-income countries, 
a focus on transportation and movement of people and goods was identified as “a central 
element in the quest for the achievement of sustainable development” (Serbia, 2014, p. 3). 
Particularly important was “transportation which does not contribute to the degradation of 
the environment is a key element of economic growth”, with a particularly focus upon 
multi-modal transport systems and public mass transit (Ibid.). For high income countries like 
the US, Canada and Israel transport was identified as a crucial strategy for increasing access 
to job opportunities and public services, but it was noted that “transport is a cross-cutting 
issue affecting rural and urban alike” and therefore not appropriate for a standalone target 
or goal (Roet, 2014, p. 3).  
 
<c> 25.4.2 Academic priorities 
 
For urban scientists engaging in the deliberations as invited advisers to the Open Working 
Group or as members of the various coalitions efforts, such as the Urban SDG Campaign, 
priorities were (unsurprisingly) more conceptual. A major theme in urban academic 
literature and policy contributions published during the period was the necessity to move 
away from narrow depictions of urban problems (e.g. slums and poverty) and instead to 
consider urbanisation as a process and a system contributing to other systems (Solecki, Seto 
and Marcotullio, 2013). Critics of the MDG approach, with its focus on slums, pointed out 
that this narrow framing “misses the target of urban development and, more broadly, the 
target of development and human development altogether” (Cohen, 2014) i.e. to improve 
the human condition and socio-economic systems. Narrow intervention-based approaches 
were not reaching the “underlying urbanization processes and contexts, but rather…. [were 
addressing] symptoms of problems” (Solecki, Seto and Marcotullio, 2013, p. 12). A number 
of academics therefore argued during this period, that what was required was a shift to a 
systems view, which encourages horizontal (cross sectoral) intervention, as opposed sector-
siloed approaches (Roderick, 2013), encouraging targets to be relational, flexible and 
sensitive to exogenous processes (Cohen, 2014; Parnell et al., 2016). In practice this would 
mean moving away from interventions like bed-nets and basic service supply to thinking 
about the drivers and enablers of equality, empowerment, democracy and social protection 
within cities. Using the example of the slum target, this would mean not just focusing on 
improving housing but people’s income generation opportunities, employment and how to 
foster the productive side of urban life (Cohen 2014). Ultimately urban academics called for 
governments to recognise urbanization as an object of study in and of itself and for 
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interventions to consider drivers of empowering processes rather than just looking at crude 
problems and outcomes (Solecki, Seto, Marcotullio, 2013).  
 
The value of this systems-oriented approach was highlighted by the debate over urban risk 
and climate resilience. In the early 2000s there was a growing body of academic literature 
on climate risk and resilience that examined emerging cases of urban climate change 
exposure, how to develop urban frameworks for managing urban climate risks, how to 
engage communities in building resilience (e.g. Pelling and Wisner, 2009). As early as 2013, 
the SDSN cities expert network prepared an HLP input paper noting that climate change was 
the predominant global environmental threat and therefore was of crucial importance for 
cities and future city planning. It also pointed out that with increasing data it was more and 
more possible to determine current and future climate hazards, presenting an opportunity 
for cities to better plan their resilience (Revi et al., 2013, p. 30). In 2014 David Satterthwaite, 
a leading urbanist scholar, called for the new framework to focus “identifying current and 
potential risks from disasters and acting to reduce them and to build resilience to disasters” 
particularly in urban areas, which should consider adaptation of buildings, infrastructure 
and services (Sattherwaite 2014). A compelling case to focus on urban resilience was also 
made by Professor Harriet Bulkeley during her intervention at the OWG session on 
sustainable cities in January 2014, where she argued that climate justice should be at the 
heart of any response, particularly in urban environments (IISD, 2014). Urban resilience was 
eventually recognized in the final wording of SDG 11 which included targets on disasters 
planning and preparedness (11.5 and 11.b) (UN, 2015).  
 
Another crucial theme of the academic literature produced between 2012-2015, discussing 
the post-2015 agenda, was the necessity to consider the unique dynamics of urban poverty. 
In a paper produced by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) in 2014 it was noted that 
whilst there has been a net decline in global poverty during the MDG period, urban poverty 
had increased by 50 million people (Lucci, 2014, p. 10). By 2030, some estimates even 
indicated that 40% of urban residents would live on less than $1 per day, and that over 50% 
would live on less than $2 per day. This was consistent with the view that whilst 
urbanization fosters economic growth and productive labour, the very process of 
urbanization needs to be carefully managed “in order to avoid new urban poverty 
problems” (Lucci; 2014, p. 8). In the 2013 note prepared for the HLP, the SDSN Cities 
network noted that whatever poverty measures the final framework did include would need 
to be adapted for urban areas; the “$1/per day capita poverty line (and its adjustment to 
$1.25) is not an appropriate indicator of urban poverty as it does not account for non-food 
costs needs incurred by citizens in cities” (Revi et al., 2013, p. 17). To reduce urban poverty a 
more holistic approach was going to be needed to end slum formation, increase productivity 
and improve livelihoods, and ensure universal access to basic services, including essential 
urban services like public transportation and ICT (Revi et al., 2013). These issues would not 
be sufficiently captured under a generic poverty goal and as such a dedicated urban goal 
was needed to focus political attention on unique urban poverty dynamics. Lucci, Bhatkal 
and Khan (2014) seconded this approach noting that poverty lines based on the cost of basic 
needs tended to underestimate the higher cost of housing, transport and other services in 
urban areas. And even once the OWG had formulated their proposals, including a dedicated 
urban goal, the absence of a discussion on urban poverty within it was critiqued by groups 
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like the International Council for Science who thought the approach limited for lack of a 
specific mention of reducing intra-urban inequality and poverty.  
 
Another theme to emerge strongly in academic literature, as well as in the statements of 
local authorities and practitioners, was devolution and the empowerment of local state 
actors. Inputs repeatedly stressed that local authorities would be on the front lines of the 
sustainable development challenge and indeed the UN Secretary General, Ban-Ki Moon, 
noted to the High-Level Panel in 2012 that “our struggle for global sustainability will be won 
or lost in cities” (UN, 2012). Various stakeholders therefore argued that it was necessary to 
ensure that local authorities had the capacity and resources required to localize and 
implement whatever global agenda was agreed. The global thematic dialogue on local 
implementation of the goals in 2014, facilitated by UN Habitat, UNDP and the Global 
Taskforce, consistently highlighted that “effective decentralisation and subsidiarity [should] 
form the basis of development in almost all the countries consulted. However, the 
devolution of power should be accompanied by an appropriate environment that allows 
local and regional governments to fulfil their responsibilities” (UNDG, 2014, p. 4). In their 
paper to the HLP, the SDSN Cities Network also championed devolution, noting the need to 
move from “government” to “governance”, decentralising and democratising decision-
making to respond to the growing complexities of urbanization (Revi et al., 2013).  
 
<c> 25.4.3 Advocacy concepts 
 
As noted above, concerns like devolution and decentralisation of resourcing were shared by 
a wide variety of constituencies, however there were a few discreet topics particularly 
promoted by practitioners and urban advocates. Included in this catch-all group is UN 
Habitat, as well as advocacy coalitions like Communitas, who engaged both policy-makers, 
practitioners and select academics and NGOs.  
 
A key concern for a number of predominantly rural member states (like Bangladesh), 
advocacy networks (like Communitas), and UN Habitat was that the post-2015 framework 
effectively consider territorial cohesion and urban-rural linkages (UN Habitat 2012). As 
noted by the Deputy Permanent Representative of Bangladesh to the UN, “If we cannot 
develop our rural areas, [and] generate opportunities there, it will not be possible to 
achieve or maintain sustainable cities” (Bangladesh, 2014, p. 2). The key argument being 
that rural opportunities were needed to slow down mass urbanization, as without which the 
scale of migration would be unmanageable for city governments and would necessarily 
result in insecure, informal living and livelihoods. For Communitas, as well as for the Major 
Groups (as expressed in their joint statement on sustainable cities), pursuing a territorial 
approach to development was not one issue but a principle that the post-2015 framework, 
and any urban goal, should commit to address (Major Groups, 2014). This would require 
that any place-based targets consider multiple sectors at once, be implemented by multiple 
stakeholders, and be structured by governance systems that involve the collaboration of 
local and regional authorities and stakeholders. It was noted that effective territorial policies 
were particularly crucial for managing urban sprawl (Rudd, 2014), protecting surrounding 
urban ecosystems (Cardama, 2014), and to ensure sustainable food production and 
availability (Birch, 2014).   
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UN Habitat argued that to clarify the nature and rural and urban linkages and to ensure 
better territorial cohesion new national urban policies were required that would coordinate 
ministerial and sectoral efforts at different levels of government for sustainable urban 
development, territorial cohesion and urban-rural linkages (UN Habitat, 2013). Whilst few 
other groups stressed National Urban Policies as a solution to the territoriality debate 
during the SDG negotiations the concept was very prominent in the subsequent Habitat III 
negotiations in late 2015 and 2016, resulting in NUPs being a major recommendation of the 
Habitat outcome document (UN, 2015b). But whilst many advocacy groups saw urban-rural 
issues as central to a holistic urban goal, some member states saw this as cause not to have 
an urban goal at all. The US, Israel and Canada statement at OWG 7 explicitly argued that 
doing so would “reinforce an artificial or static understanding of the rural-urban divide” and 
would oversimplify complex demographic trends (US, Israel and Canada, 2014, p. 3; 
Pakistan, 2014).  
 
A key theme of the entire SDG negotiation was a focus on equity. Learning lessons from the 
pursuit of the MDGs, which had often prioritized interventions for the near poor at the 
expense of the most disadvantaged (Vandemoortele, 2010), a strong emphasis was placed 
on “leaving no one behind” (HLP, 2013, UN, 2015). In the context of discussions on the 
urban goal it was noted that urban environments often see much more acute economic 
inequalities which are often masked by aggregated national data (Bartlett, Mitlin and 
Satterthwaite, 2013).  Furthermore, cities face unique equity challenges relating to housing 
and service provision, not least of all for the 1 billion urban people living in slum conditions 
(UNSD, 2019). Rectifying this would require inclusive strategies that focus on means not just 
ends, and ensuring communities are included in implementation (Bartlett, Mitlin and 
Satterthwaite, 2013). The necessity to focus on urban inequalities was stressed by local 
authorities through the Global Taskforce in their written inputs to the 7th OWG session. They 
particularly stressed the need to improve urban inequalities through equal rights to assets, 
including land tenure (also emphasized by Joan Clos of UN Habitat, 2014), and ensuring 
more inclusive economic opportunities for young people and those in the informal sector 
(Global Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments, 2013). Communitas called for social 
protection and public credit schemes to support the urban poor and level inequalities 
(Mahendra 2014). Meanwhile groups like The Partnership on Sustainable Low Carbon 
Transport (SLoCaT) advocated for a focus on sustainable, inclusive transport systems to 
support urban livelihoods and equal job opportunities.  
 
 A contentious but important debate during the negotiations was how to recognise the 
“Right to the City”. The Right to the City was not a new concept, having been first 
articulated by the sociologist Henri Lefebvre in 1968. Lefebvre described it as an attempt to 
“reclaim” the city as “a co-created space” (Lefebvre, 1968 in Purcell, 2002, p. …); creating a 
habitat for people and life, fostering social interactions and culture, instead of promoting 
market interests and commodification. Importantly, it is about empowering residents and 
not designing urban landscapes purely on the basis of market incentives. During the SDG 
and subsequent Habitat III negotiations the term was revitalised, identified as a new 
paradigm that sought to tackle complex urban social challenges whilst also focusing on 
empowering residents, providing political opportunities, and promoting urban culture 
(Habitat III, 2016, p. 24). In 2011 UCLG’s World Council had provisionally adopted A New 
Global Charter-Agenda for Human Rights in the City, committing to work with cities to make 
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them more “democratic and solidarity-based through dialogue with citizens” (IISD, 2014). In 
2013 the SDSN cities network capitalized on this and flagged the relevance of the concept 
for the post-2015 agenda, noting that it was about crafting an agenda that would do more 
than provide access to urban resources, but enable residents to “change ourselves by 
changing the city” (Revi et al., 2013, p. 8).  The idea of the Right to the City gained force 
throughout 2014, culminating in the creation of the Global Platform for the Right to the City, 
a civil society initiative established at the International Meeting on the Right to the City, in 
São Paulo, Brazil, in November 2014 (IISD, 2014). The paradigm was deeply contentious 
however, as it borrowed from human rights frameworks as well as certain countries’ 
conceptualizations of the right to safe and healthy habitats which were not shared by all. 
For example, Belgium, Kenya and New Zealand cited examples of community land trusts 
which were created to democratically manage and administer urban zones. Brazil created 
the 2001 City Statute, a development law regulating urban policy and ensuring that the 
Right to the City has legal value (IISD, 2016). Furthermore, the term was strongly associated 
with the political-left, having its origins in Marxist political geography and having been used 
as a political slogan by protestors during the financial crisis (Harvey, 2008).  
 
Another contentious theme, which was seen to directly question national government 
authority, was a strong emphasis on participatory governance. Whilst a number of member 
states acknowledged the importance of working collaboratively with “the private sector, 
civil society, local authorities, as well as networks of cities” to support problem-solving 
(Roet, 2014;1), for UN Habitat, UCLG, and the Global Taskforce a focus on inclusivity and 
participation in any discussion of sustainable urbanisation was of paramount importance. 
And not just the participation of different urban stakeholders in a consultative or advisory 
capacity, but as a fundamental part of the future national and local governance structures. 
For example, in their 2012 post-2015 statement, UN Habitat stressed the importance of all 
urban residents being able to vote in local elections and using participatory approaches to 
encourage and facilitate their participation (UN Habitat, 2012).  
 
The importance of civic engagement in political processes was recognised by the HLP in 
their report which included a specific target (10c) “to increase political participation and 
civic engagement at all levels” (HLP, 2013). It was also advanced by a number of foundations 
and international investors such as the OECD, Rockefeller and Ford foundations. In a 
roundtable they convened on the role of foundations in the 2015 agenda, they concluded 
that too often urban development had been “predicated on discrete project interventions 
based on technical decisions” (OECD, 2013, p. 1). Getting to the heart of urban challenges 
required more inclusive governance, with a multi-sectoral approach and “multi-stakeholder 
strategy, one that creates space for the private sector, civil society and communities, 
foundations, local authorities and other actors to work together and with government 
agencies for a more inclusive response” (OECD, 2013, p. 2). They proposed achieving this by 
encouraging social accountability mechanisms, greater national and local government 
transparency, more accessible data and information systems, and gender equality in 
governance (OECD, 2013).  
 
<b> 25.5 Shaping outcomes: lessons for global urban policy influencing 
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More than five years after the negotiations, all the urban stakeholders interviewed regarded 
the incorporation of SDG 11 on sustainable cities and human settlements as a significant 
achievement. They successfully navigated diverse arguments from member states regarding 
the “cross-cutting nature of geographic challenges” and effectively secured targets that 
acknowledged concerns related to urban informality, inclusivity, and resilience. However, 
this success came at a cost – the compromise involved relinquishing any wording associated 
with productivity and livelihoods, including identifying cities as pivotal drivers of global 
economic growth. Additionally, there was a toning down of language addressing rights and 
governance, particularly matters concerning decentralization (Espey, 2023, p. 55) (for the 
final list of targets see Box 1). 
 
Box 1: Goal 11: Make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 
 
11.1 By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic 
services and upgrade slums 

11.2 By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable transport 
systems for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public transport, with special 
attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, women, children, persons with 
disabilities and older persons 

11.3 By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and capacity for participatory, 
integrated and sustainable human settlement planning and management in all countries 

11.4 Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and natural heritage 

11.5 By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and the number of people affected 
and substantially decrease the direct economic losses relative to global gross domestic 
product caused by disasters, including water-related disasters, with a focus on protecting 
the poor and people in vulnerable situations 

11.6 By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of cities, including by 
paying special attention to air quality and municipal and other waste management 

11.7 By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, green and public 
spaces, in particular for women and children, older persons and persons with disabilities 

11.A Support positive economic, social and environmental links between urban, peri-urban 
and rural areas by strengthening national and regional development planning 

11.B By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and human settlements adopting 
and implementing integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, resource efficiency, 
mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience to disasters, and develop and 
implement, in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, 
holistic disaster risk management at all levels 



11.C Support least developed countries, including through financial and technical assistance, 
in building sustainable and resilient buildings utilizing local materials 

Source: UN (2015) 

Whilst earlier analysis has highlighted the key institutional and operational processes which 
ultimately helped to forge consensus across all of the goals (e.g. the use of an Open Working 
Group and its innovative shared seat system; expert panels and thematic dialogues; and a 
focus on quantification) (Espey, 2023), it is the lessons pertaining to working in coalitions 
and forming a coherent urban epistemic community, and careful framing of advocacy 
messages, that were uniquely effective for the urban community and that are most 
insightful for engagement with future global urban policy processes.   

A common theme identified in literature and by key informants was issues of access and 
representation. Informants remarked on the exclusionary nature of the formal UNGA 
deliberation process for urban stakeholders, noting that this was not necessarily the result 
the interest and enthusiasm of member states themselves but the procedural format of a 
UNGA deliberation and the weakness of existing consultative channels, with local 
government only represented by one Major Group seat and with little effort made to 
consult with urban stakeholders in any systematic way (as there had been for other sectors 
such as health and education). In response to this, they referred to the significance of 
informal coalition building and the creation of platforms for diverse urban stakeholders to 
come together and articulate their views.  
 
A number of informants were keen to emphasise that in spite of there being a long 
academic and practical traditional in territorial governance and urban planning, as well as a 
number of global local government networks, at the outset of the post-2015 deliberations 
the community was dispersed and unstructured. Scientists, urban networks, NGOs and 
other advocates for urban issues weren’t organised, only mobilizing in 2013 “after the OWG 
plenary [which discussed urban issues], when heads of Cities Alliance, UN-Habitat, UCLG and 
I met and discussed how we can mobilise all the actors and 300 cities” (Revi, 2019, personal 
communication). The 2015 process was therefore seminal as a rallying moment around 
which a coherent community could form. The key mechanisms for this, discussed above, 
were The Global Taskforce for Local and Regional Government on Post-2015, which aimed 
to represent local government leaders and their interests, and the UrbanSDG Campaign, 
which was a multi-stakeholder coalition. Established by two academic-practitioners, under 
the auspices of the UNSDSN, the UrbanSDG Campaign was from the outset well populated 
with academicians who provided “key intellectual energy” (Parnell, 2016, p. 536). These 
academics met at dialogues convened by the Campaign but also at a series of concurrent 
discussions on the idea of a new “urban science” (the process for which is well summarized 
in Acuto, Parnell and Seto, 2018). Whilst Cardama (2022, PC) and others noted that the 
Campaign was a new coalition of actors, who were crafting messages from the latest urban 
sustainability science in real-time, they attempted to make up for this lack of organisational 
history by communicating evidence-informed messages at strategic political moments. 
Particularly crucial were the members of the campaign who had intimate knowledge of the 
UN processes underway and could act as policy brokers or translators (representatives from 
Communitas and SDSN, for example), helping the Campaign to land key messages with 



deliberators, meeting with member states, Co-Chairs and other UN stakeholders to convey 
messages personally over the course of the deliberations (Birch, 2021; PC, Rudd, 2021; PC).  
 
The urban experience reaffirms past academic writing from policy studies on the importance 
of coherent “epistemic communities”; coalitions with a given amount of specialist 
knowledge or expertise focused on a specific theme or political priority (Haas, 1992), who 
often utilise informal engagement opportunities (such as meetings and events) to try to 
influence formal deliberative proceedings. However, this case adds two important nuances 
to our understanding of such communities. First it shows the importance of a political 
opportunity or entry point within the multilateral system around which to mobilise key 
stakeholders. Although the subsequent disbanding of the UrbanSDG Campaign in 2016 does 
suggest a temporality associated with this kind of opportunistic coalition building.  
Furthermore, it suggests that where there is not a clear history of mobilization and 
multilateral engagement, and the topic in question is not sufficiently recognised by the 
convening institution (i.e. the UN not facilitating an urban thematic consultation), then the 
communication of key ideas and advocacy messages is contingent upon targeted 
engagement with political actors, through high-level interpersonal relationships and 
connections. Informants were also keen to stress that messages were evidence-informed, 
repeatedly noting the input received from urban academics. The implication was that by 
grounding their messages in the latest academic evidence their community became more 
credible and that policymakers were more likely to see them as expert advisers, rather than 
advocates.    
 
Aligning with recent evidence-informed policymaking literature that focuses on evidence 
production, framing emerges as a crucial consideration here, helping to ensure campaign 
messages were digestible, seen as legitimate and listened to. Message framing is 
traditionally described as involving the reconceptualization of evidence so as to appeal to 
policy makers needs and interests (as extensively documented by Cairney and Oliver, 2017, 
Pearce et al., 2018, amongst others) and the blending of “empirical information and emotive 
appeals” (True et al., 2007, p. 161). An important strategy in this regard was framing urban 
concerns in such a way as to make them feel holistic, cross-sectoral and strategic to all of 
the other SDG areas. Ambassador Korosi noted that those NGOs able to achieve this had a 
much more profound impact than discreet interest groups only speaking to one narrow 
issue (Korosi, 2021, PC). The UrbanSDG campaign was a powerful example of this kind of 
framing; a coalition of diverse actors concerned with air quality, transport, urban health, 
local governance and much more, who all aligned under the overarching ambition of 
securing an urban goal and then sought to show its centrality to all of the other SDG areas.  
 
<b> 25.6 Conclusion  
 



Showing how territorial governance is addressed on a global scale, this chapter has raised 
questions about the origins of the urban goal within the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) agreed by 193 Heads of State in 2015 (UN, 2015). It explored key stakeholders, their 
ambitions, engagement mechanisms, and the challenge of understanding the historical 
context of the urban question in global policy making. The inquiry sought to determine 
whether the urban goal emerged from member states, UN technocrats, or external civil 
society forces, and teases out implications for future engagement in UN policy processes. 
 
The case here described underscores the importance of exploiting political opportunities 
and using evidence-informed messaging. It reveals the need for targeted engagement with 
political actors, emphasizing the role of interpersonal relationships in conveying key ideas. 
The UrbanSDG Campaign's success is attributed to framing urban concerns as holistic and 
cross-sectoral, aligning them with broader goal areas. Overall, the urban SDG negotiation 
highlights the effectiveness of forming coherent epistemic communities and leveraging 
strategic political moments in global policy processes. 
 
 

 
1 Some of the insights and findings detailed in this chapter borrow from and/or are further elaborated in 
Espey, J., (2023) Science in Negotiation: The Role of Scientific Evidence in Shaping the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals 2012-2015, Cham: Springer Nature.  The primary evidence that informs this 
chapter is the same as that used by the author in this publication. It includes textual analysis of more than 60 
key input documents prepared for or concurrent to the SDG negotiations. These include published Member 
States’ statements, academic papers, policy papers, and/or published advocacy statements prepared between 
the period 2012-2015, which specifically focus on terms such as urbanization, sustainable urbanization, urban 
planning, and post-2015, post-MDG, Millennium Development Goal. These documents were catalogued and 
mapped to identify key concepts, terms and stakeholder interests which repeatedly arose in the deliberations. 
Complementing the highly structured textual analysis was a series of key informant interviews, with Member 
State representatives and leading urban practitioners from a wide variety of sectors. 18 such interviews were 
undertaken between January 2021 - April 2021.  
2 Select member state statements from the OWG proceedings are available at 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg7.html  
3 http://urbansdg.org/ 
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