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Key Recommendations: closing the gaps to enable urbanization to drive sustainable 

development 

 

1. Urbanization is a powerful driver of development and urban areas represent an ideal 

platform for the integration of the three dimensions of sustainable development.  Local 

governments are now confronted with a plethora of issues and are increasingly bound (both 

legally and practically) to tackle a number of inter-related issues, such as housing, infrastructure, 

local economic development, community services, as well as environmental issues. However, a 

number of gaps in terms of mandates, financing, governance and capacities currently limit the 

ability of local government to effectively respond to the challenges confronting them. There is an 

urgent need to close these gaps in order to promote the effective integration of the three 

dimensions of sustainable development. 

 

Legal mandates and political power 

 

2. Local governments and urban authorities in many developing countries rarely have the 

mandate and/or capacity required to undertake urban planning let alone plan strategically for 

sustainable development beyond small time-frames. Nor do they often have the mandate to plan 

or develop cross-boundary strategic infrastructure, such as transport, needed to achieve such 

growth. While decentralization has provided greater opportunities for local government, efficacy 

is often dependent upon an enabling environment and supportive relationships.  

 

Financing 

 

3. Local government financing systems have been traditionally weak. Local governments 

often do not optimally collect the taxes or receive the revenue they are due, and rarely set tariffs 

to maintain the levels of cost recovery needed to achieve sustainable operation of services. 

Moreover, local governments have been given many unfunded mandates. They are vested with a 

responsibility to provide services, but not given the corresponding revenue sources and 

organizational infrastructure. At the same time local governments are either prevented, or are 

strongly restricted, in their access to the capital markets for investment funding.  

 

Governance 

 

4. Urban growth patterns in Asia-Pacific radiate-out and regionalize instead of concentrate, 

leading to the development of urban corridors, megacities and mega-urban regions. Almost all 

Asia Pacific cities have outgrown their original municipal jurisdiction and their urban areas now 

extend into at least one other local government (and often many). It is evident that managing the 

footprint of cities across various systems calls for institutional coordination and other forms of 
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collaboration. However, systems of governance enabling integration of these various levels of 

provision are largely inadequate. City planning and service management systems do not often 

cover the urbanized area or resource and economic hinterland of the city, and different levels of 

plans may contradict or overlook each other. While cities are complex systems, institutional and 

governance frameworks tend to divide them into parts. 

 

 

Summary 

 

5. In order to address these challenges, it is suggested that there is an urgent need to foster 

critical reforms addressing: 

a) Provision of appropriate mandates and systems for national and sub-national 

governments to plan for sustainable urban economic development and to include in such 

planning proactive measures towards poverty eradication; 

b) Formation of appropriate and inclusive governance mechanisms to be representative of 

all urban stakeholders; 

c) Incentive systems for funding the investment needed to underpin the transition to the 

sustainability agenda, in particular those which provide incentives for improved fiscal 

performance; 

d) Collaborative organizational structures to maximize participation in, and manage, 

necessary reform in sub-national governments and the provision of systems to improve 

the quality of decision-making; 

e) The development of an enabling and collaborative framework, both at national and sub-

national levels, and provision of appropriate incentives, to facilitate and stimulate 

sustainable production and consumption, including the sustainable use of ecological 

systems; 

f) Strengthening capacities required to bring about necessary change, including through 

effective collaboration with key local and national stakeholders. 

 

 

Key context 

 

6. It is evident in terms of urban growth patterns that existing institutions require 

transformation and renewal; policy responses must consider impacts and relationships beyond 

urban boundaries and sectors. Integrative and well-organized spatial planning has become a 

necessity, and strategic planning must be developed, in a collaborative manner and legally 

binding, if it is to be an effective tool to promote sustainable urban development.  

 

7. There is an urgent need for integrated thinking and action. Integrated approaches, such as 

the Nexus (energy, water, and food security), can be effective policy tools for the integration of 

the three dimensions of sustainable development in managing ecosystem services under stress. 

Integrated approaches, such as the Nexus, offer an opportunity to “re-integrate” urban 

governance across the three dimensions of sustainable development.  

 

8. Decision making processes and tools should take into account costs and benefits beyond 

sectors, and move beyond narrow cost-benefit analyses that focus on short-term economic gains 
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and towards long-term investment. The sustainable development co-benefits of policies should 

be assessed and integrated into decision making processes, so as to prioritize policies and actions 

that deliver benefits beyond single outcomes. 

 

9. Asia Pacific governments need to build capacity in the critical areas of fostering 

sustainable urban development, financing and governance. In particular, the effective integration 

of social and environmental issues into planning for economic growth needs to break through 

institutional silos and adopt a programmatic approach.  

 

10. In all these reforms, space should be made for participation of community groups and the 

private sector.  

 

11. New approaches are needed for city management which meet concurrent needs for 

economic growth, inclusive cities and responsible urban governance. An approach which shows 

considerable promise in addressing the above is collaborative urban governance. It is based upon 

the premise that greater collaboration between institutions, business and civil society results in 

more open and improved decision-making; reduces costs and time delays to business and 

government; and encourages more sustainable use of capital and resources.   

 

12. No institution can achieve this reform agenda on its own. The issue of partnerships is thus 

crucial.  At present, a range of agencies focuses on their own particular sector or role. The need 

to encourage a cross-sector and cross-institutional approach focused on information sharing 

across the range of partners, is critical.  

 

13. Critical partnerships also need to include international financial institutions, specialist 

climate/ environmental funds such as the GEF and GCF, associations of local governments such 

as CityNet, UCLG ASPAC, ICLEI and CLGF, Foundations such as the Gates, Clinton and 

Rockefeller Foundations, and private sector initiatives such as the World Business Council for 

Sustainable Development. 

 

14. Regional commissions have a key role to play in providing an inclusive regional platform 

for cross-sector analysis and multi-stakeholder dialogue inclusive of national and local 

institutions.  

 

***** 

 

A few additional background notes: 

 

 Growing urbanization issues and challenges for developing sustainable urban 

transport in the Asia and the Pacific region 

 

More than half of the world’s population now lives in towns and cities. It is estimated that by 

2030, more than 80 per cent of the global population will be urban. Ninety per cent of the 

world’s urban expansion is taking place in the developing world. In Asia, it is estimates that, by 

2030, 2.7 billion people will live in urban areas. The continuous growth of urban residents has 

resulted in rapid increases of transport activities and private vehicle ownership. High growth of 
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cities’ motorization results in the growth in density of traffic and energy consumption and, as a 

result, a lower quality of life due to correspondingly greater pollution, congestion and increased 

traffic injuries and fatalities. In addition, despite rapid growth and expansion portrayed, the 

benefits of the growth are not equally shared. In many cases, there is isolation from growth 

opportunities of the urban poor who are often being marginalized and have little access to 

mobility and to public transport modes. Thus in many major Asian cities the resulting pattern of 

urban growth is unsustainable. 

 

Asian countries and cities face challenges in providing safe, reliable and environmentally 

sustainable transportation system and services to meet the mobility needs of its citizens. 

Adequate strategies and policies for integrated and sustainable land use and urban public 

transportation planning can address the unsustainable pattern of growth.in major Asian cities  A 

paradigm shift in urban transport system and services is required. Strong leadership and political 

commitment at national and city levels would be essential to introduce an integrated approach to 

national urban transport policies to develop sustainable cities with sound, affordable inclusive 

transportation systems and mobility that incorporates extending the reach and quality of public 

transport, and including proven methods of creating a “livable” city. Some successful 

interventions include improving public transportation, introduction of energy efficient 

technology and fuels, development of non-motorized transport infrastructure such as cycle-tracks 

and walkways and designating vehicle free zones and days for restriction on vehicle use.  

 

Strengthening institutional linkages between and capacities of national, local and city agencies is 

also essential to ensure coordination and harmonization of national and local urban transportation 

policies and strategies. Municipal and local governments also have crucial roles to play in setting 

concrete vision, designing an integrated approach and effectively implementing and monitoring 

appropriate sustainable transport strategies and policies. As a result urban citizen can benefit 

from improved urban infrastructure, mobility and accessibility, reduced congestion and 

emissions that lead to economic growth, improve social equity and health and that contribute to 

sustainable development. 

 
 


