
 
 

Thematic debate: Effective governance, policy-making and planning  
for sustainable urbanization 

ECOSOC Chamber, 29 May 2014, 10:00 – 11:30 
 

INFORMAL SUMMARY 

The Economic and Social Council convened a thematic debate on “Effective governance, 
policymaking and planning for sustainable urbanization” on 29 May 2014 from 10 to 11:30 am. The 
debate was held as part of the 2014 Integration Segment of the Council, held from 27 to 29 May, 
which demonstrated how urbanization can be an effective tool for the integration of economic, 
social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. A report by the Secretary-General 
(E/2014/67) had been issued as a background to the debate. 

The following four main messages and themes emerged during the debate:  

• Sound leadership at all levels is crucial to achieve sustainable urbanization. Leaders at the 
local, regional and national levels should embrace sustainability in order to guide the needed 
policy changes to sustainable urbanization. Authorities should be both leaders and managers  

• Participatory approaches focused on results rather than processes are critical to promoting 
equitable and sustainable urbanization. 

• Strategic urban planning is paramount for sustainable urbanization. Rapidly expanding cities 
need to be able to anticipate the future needs and priorities of their growing population and 
direct investments accordingly.  

• Investing in capacity building for local authorities and governments is critical to promoting 
effective leadership at the community, municipal and metropolitan levels, and thus ensure 
effective urban management. 

At the opening of the session, on behalf of Mr. Wu Hongbo, Under-Secretary General for Economic 
and Social Affairs, Mr. Navid Hanif, Director of the Office of ECOSOC Support and Coordination 
introduced the report of the Secretary General.  He noted that the session would address the 
following key questions: What is the role of governance, planning and management tools in dealing 
with key challenges and policy trade-offs of rapid urban growth?; What are existing good practices in 
urban governance models that could be replicated?;  How can policy coordination with higher tiers 
of government be enhanced?  How can urban management help address national or global 
sustainability concerns? What should be the key features of urban governance to address current 
and future challenges?  

In introducing the report, Mr. Hanif underscored the growing importance of urban management in 
the context of current urbanization trends. Rapid urbanization and globalization, he stressed, have 
increased the role and impact of cities on national and global economy, posing new challenges to 
local governments’ ability to effectively manage urban areas.  Urban management increasingly 
required the involvement of and coordination with higher tiers of government, as well as the 
engagement of a wide range of urban stakeholders. The concept of urban governance had emerged 
in response to the growing complexity of urban management. While there was no universal 
template for effective urban governance, a few critical features have emerged from current 
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practices: 1) whole-of-government approach to address complex urban challenges more holistically; 
2) inclusive and participatory decision-making mechanisms to account for the needs of all social 
groups; 3) strong partnership with the private sector and civil society organization to harness their 
strengths and capacities; 4) coordination between national and local interventions to ensure policy 
coherence and more efficient use of resources; 5) clear division of responsibilities among local 
authorities, and between local and national authorities, to promote strong leadership and 
accountability for service delivery; 6) effective consultative mechanisms to engage a broad range of 
urban stakeholders to integrate the three dimensions of sustainable development; and 7) innovative 
procedures and approaches, including ICTs, to address capacity gaps and promote effective decision-
making and service delivery.     

Mr. Berry Vrbanovic, moderator of the debate, and Vice-President of the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities and Deputy Treasurer of United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), in his opening 
remarks, stressed that while cities provide unprecedented access to economic and social 
opportunities, many of them struggled with the demands for the provision of adequate 
infrastructure, social services, job opportunities and security to rapidly increasing populations. More 
than ever before, the effective planning, managing and governing of expanding cities and urban 
areas had become essential to capitalize on cities’ enormous potential while ensuring their future 
sustainability.  Mr. Berry noted that the concept and scope of urban governance itself had 
undergone considerable transformations, reflecting the rapid change of the urban environment and 
its dynamics. Designing governance models and planning tools that effectively integrated the three 
dimensions of sustainable development will increasingly depend on the capacity of urban managers 
to understand urban trends and anticipate future needs and priorities. The availability of accurate, 
consistent and timely data and the effective involvement of a growing number of urban stakeholders 
and actors will be critical in this regard. 
 
H.E. Ms. Angela Brown-Burke, Mayor of Kingston, Jamaica, stressed the critical role played by local 
authorities in addressing urban challenges and promoting sustainable development. For them to be 
able to play this role, however, dedicated and sufficient resources are needed to address current 
challenges and provide adequate services. There is also need to work within an effective legal 
framework that empowers local authorities. This should provide for decentralized planning and 
financial authority, as well as constitutional protection and increased terms of office to allow local 
authorities to plan more effective and forge functioning partnerships for service delivery.  Ms. 
Brown-Burke also stressed the importance of competent leadership to ensure the effective 
management of urban affairs and promote consensus around suitable solutions to address citizens’ 
concerns.  Leaders must also be devoted to eliminating all forms of discrimination in fostering 
inclusive urban governance.  She stressed that effective urban management requires strategic 
planning based on a common city vision, values and priorities, which is critical to attracting new 
partnerships, investments and revenue for the city.  Such common vision and strategic planning can 
only be achieved through transparent, accountable and participatory governance. She noted that 
draft legislation, resulting from multi-stakeholder consensus, was currently before the Parliament to 
further decentralise and empower the city to raise revenue and better allocate resources to needs.   

Mr. Abouhami Moulay Abdelghani, Director General of Urbanization, Architecture and Planning, 
Morocco, stressed the need to increase political awareness of the growing role of cities in promoting 
all dimensions of sustainable development. He also stressed the critical importance of urban 
planning capacity to achieve sustainable cities.  Urban planning, he noted, should be the result of an 
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integrated effort to develop an urban strategy that goes beyond the territorial dimension of cities.  
From the governance and policy-framework perspective this entails an integrated approach that 
ensures the inclusion of all sectors, (territorial, social, economic, environmental, cultural, etc.), 
actors and dimensions. The Green Morocco Plan, which brings together the urban and rural 
dimensions in the context of transportation, industrial and sustainable development policies, was an 
example of such an approach.  Integrated urban planning, he noted, might also require new 
institutions that allow for inclusive and participatory decision-making processes as well as greater 
coherence and coordination between national and local policies. Urban sustainability cannot be 
achieved without supporting national policies in critical sectors, such as education and tourism. 
Morocco was a good example of effective coordination as its urban policy incorporated the national, 
regional and local dimensions. Over the last 20 years, the country made concerted efforts to 
mainstream sustainable urbanization in all its policies and strategies and in strengthening its 
institutional framework.  
 
Ms. Clara Irazabal Zurita, Director of the Latin-Lab, and Assistant Professor of Urban Planning, 
Columbia University  highlighted four main points that should be taken into account in promoting 
sustainable urbanization. First, the post-2015 development agenda should be an urban agenda. 
More than 70 per cent of the world population will live in urban areas, thus achieving sustainability 
will require focusing on urban centres and on finding solutions for sustainable urban development. 
Cities are the culprit of many of the problems we face. They should thus be turned into contributors 
of solutions. Second, sustainable development should be reconceptualised. In the current 
realization, economy seems to be the dominant dimension for sustainable development. As a result, 
there is no equilibrium between the three “e”: environment, economy and equity. Economy should 
support environment and equity, in order to lead to sustainable solutions. Environment, economy 
and equity, however, are no longer the only forces to achieve sustainable urbanization. There is a 
need to add two new “e”s into the equation, namely of engagement and education. Third, there 
should be learning from past experiences, so as not to repeat the mistakes of the past. The examples 
of the cities of Portland, United States, and Curitiba, Brazil, were mentioned as good models to 
follow. Fourth, in order to achieve sustained and sustainable development, urban planning needs to 
rest on three pillars: (a) good leadership; (b) planning; and (c) citizens’ participation. These three 
pillars need to be mutually reinforcing and complementary in order to achieve sound urban 
sustainability.  
 
The Q&A session following the presentations focused on how to best promote leadership. Emphasis 
was placed on the importance of education and building capacity for urban planning especially for 
local authorities and government officials. Local authorities, particularly new incumbents, are under 
considerable pressure to quickly acquire the knowledge and skills to master the broad and diverse 
challenges faced by urban communities.  The importance of data, especially disaggregated data at all 
levels was also recognized as critical to building leadership capacity together with knowledge sharing 
and training.  A distinction was drawn between participatory and democratic approaches in the 
context of inclusive governance. Speakers noted that these two terms are used interchangeably, but 
that democratic practices can be easily co-opted by elite groups and thus not serve all members of a 
community equally. 

**** 
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