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INTERFACE

The New Urban Agenda: From Vision to Policy and Action

Matthias Garschagena and Libby Porterb

aUnited nations University – institute for environment and human Security (UnU-ehS), Bonn, germany; bcentre for Urban 
research, rMiT University, Melbourne, australia

Introduction

A little over one year ago, leaders of many nations met with urban development practitioners and sci-
entists at the Habitat III conference in Quito to adopt the New Urban Agenda (NUA). This agenda sets 
out the goals for urban sustainable development within the UN’s overall 2030 development framework. 
The aim of this Interface is to debate how useful the agenda has been and can be to bring about the 
changes it is calling for, i.e. towards achieving sustainable cities and livable human settlements for all.

The NUA is legally non-binding, yet endorsed by the UN member states through a General Assembly 
decision. It defines the last episode of a two-year long series of mega-summits which yielded the 
main agreements and policy frameworks of the global development and sustainability agenda for 
the next few decades. Replacing a number of earlier agreements which had reached their lifespan 
around the same time, the new agendas and frameworks are therefore together often referred to as 
the post-2015-agenda. Most importantly, they include the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
replacing the earlier Millennium Development Goals, the Paris Climate Change Agreement, to a certain 
extent replacing the Kyoto Protocol, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, replacing the 
Hyogo Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, and the Addis Ababa Action Agenda on International 
Development Finance. Yet, while all these initiatives follow a thematic logic (development, climate 
change, disaster risk, finance for development), the NUA is special in that it is structured diagonally, 
taking an urban perspective and applying it across different dimensions of sustainable development 
such as sanitation, housing, health, income generation or ecological quality.

The NUA contains 175 paragraphs, starting with statements on a shared vision for sustainable urban 
development, the underlying principles and commitments and a joint call for action. Next to the 
declaration, the second and main block of the NUA is the so-called Quito Implementation Plan for the 
New Urban Agenda. It starts with statements on transformative commitments for sustainable urban 
development with particular emphasis on the importance of social inclusion, ending poverty, inclusive 
prosperity, environmental sustainability and resilient development in cities and of cities. The second 
part of the implementation plan adds considerations on effective implementation, paying particular 
attention to urban governance structures, spatial development planning and management, and the 
means of implementation. The third and last part of the implementation plan provides for follow-up 
and review of the NUA and its implementation.

Not surprisingly, the NUA has been lauded by urban interest groups and organizations around the 
globe as a milestone policy framework on the way towards achieving sustainable cities and inclusive 
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human settlements. Its existence, content and endorsement underscore that the leaders of the world 
have recognized the urban turn of humanity and the need to get serious about urban sustainability. Apart 
from stressing the general importance of sustainable cities in light of demographic trends and continued 
urbanization, the NUA’s proponents place the spotlight on the innovative dimensions that it provides, 
and in so doing the way the NUA expands or shifts attention to formerly under-recognized issues.

First, the NUA does not limit the challenge of sustainable cities to the context of developing coun-
tries. Rather, it claims claims relevance and urgency for all countries, including rich and industrialized 
ones. This is in line with the coverage of SDGs and marks a considerable shift in international devel-
opment debates and policies: sustainable development is now also seen to present a challenge for all 
parts of the world. Second, the NUA has a strong focus on inclusive urbanization and inclusive urban 
economies. Even though the emphasis on socially, economically and politically inclusive urban devel-
opment is not new, the vigor with which it is emphatically stressed throughout the NUA is remarkable. 
This indicates a wide-spread disenchantment about the persisting – in fact often increasing – social 
fragmentation in cities. Policy-makers and development practitioners have come to realize that the 
tandem processes of urbanization and economic growth will not inevitably drive social and economic 
development for all parts of society, as was hoped in earlier waves in development economics (WBGU, 
2016). In fact, urbanization itself often aggravates, rather than alleviates, social rifts and economic or 
political exclusion in cities and at national or even global scales (WBGU, 2016) .

Third, the NUA stresses the role of cities – and the governance organizations at city level – as 
key actors for driving sustainability policy and action. This emphasis is in line with a wider trend 
which takes issue with the rift between global agreements – and to a lesser extent national policies 
– negotiated by national or supranational entities and the need for their implementation by city 
administrations. The latter, however, have no adequate role in negotiating these frameworks nor 
the resource endowments for their implementation. Whilst the NUA as such does not overcome this 
rift, it seeks to strengthen the influence of city governments by urging administrative decentraliza-
tion as well as sufficient financial empowerment. Fourth, in line with a global conceptual trend over 
the last decade, the NUA defines resilience as a key goal as well as means for sustainable cities and 
human settlements. In doing so, it recognizes that global to local development trends are character-
ized more heavily by crises than previously thought. These are fueled by a number of global trends 
and consecutive environmental as well as anthropogenic hazards, including, for instance, climate 
change, economic volatility and terrorism. Seeking development pathways completely free of crises 
or bumps can no longer be the goal and must be regarded as an illusion. Therefore, the possibility 
of crises needs to be acknowledged and responded to by adequate measures for building resilience 
in cities, so the argument goes.

Fifth, at the same time, the NUA acknowledges that implementing and financing urban sustain-
ability cannot be borne by urban governments alone but will need strong commitments from civil 
society actors and especially the private sector. This push is in line with a wider shift in how the roles 
and responsibility for action are seen within the post-2015-development agenda. The Addis Ababa 
Convention for Financing Development, for example, explicitly calls for the increased contribution 
of private sector funds for financing development. Similarly, the UN’s Global Compact Programme 
stresses the need for finance and action alliances between governments, the civil society and the pri-
vate  sector. Sixth, the NUA underscores the need for improved urban governance and spatial planning. 
Whilst both fields are not new, of course, the NUA’s emphasis on improved systems is remarkable, as it 
implicitly admits that current systems are insufficient. Hence, improvements of planning frameworks 
and institutions are not only considered necessary in countries with weak planning systems and poor 
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law enforcement, but also in countries with strong institutions, given the manifold new challenges 
posed by climate change, globalization, demographic change and other pressures.

However, despite these innovations and the credit that the NUA received, there is also wide-spread 
criticism raised in the scientific literature as well as in blogs and other discussion formats of civil society 
groups and urban practitioners. It has been argued that the NUA’s bold claims of a paradigm shift are 
unrealistic, given that the suggested pathways and implementation is based on “old methodological 
tools […] that did not work” (Kaika, 2017, p. 89). That is, the tools suggested in the NUA are based on 
techno-managerial approaches and modernization paradigms such as smart cities or indicator-based 
management which, in principle, have been around for a long time, but have proven to be ineffective 
in shifting urban development onto more sustainable pathways, especially in the developing world. 
Hence, so the argument continues, the NUA lacks a more transformative vision of a future political 
economy that would be able to address root causes of inequality and urban non-sustainability rather 
than merely its symptoms. As such, the NUA is provocatively argued to act as a kind of immunology, 
vaccinating citizens and institutions to mediate the effects of socio-environmental inequality, rather 
than alleviating it directly (Kaika, 2017). This is criticism well maintained in the literature considering 
the rise of resilience-thinking in public policy.

Following a similar line of argumentation, it has also been argued that the prospects for achieving 
the urban sustainability goals framed in the NUA (and the SDGs) will be minimal in developing countries 
as long as the global political economy of development and the wider architecture for its financing 
remain unchanged (Fischer & Dalkmann, 2017; Satterthwaite, 2017). While the Addis Ababa Agenda 
should have played that role, it provides too little guidance or provisions for putting its aims into action 
and for truly shaking up the architecture of global development finance (Sattherthwaite, 2017) . Along 
a similar line, Conroy and Harkness (2016) have called for a fundamental redesign in the financing of 
city administrations, for instance, by increasing their access to capital markets.

Yet, apart from this fundamental critique on the general political economy that surrounds the NUA, there 
are considerable flaws within the NUA itself, we argue. Whilst the NUA is a spacious policy document that 
has been able to accommodate claims and visions from all directions, its ‘fuzziness’ presents a challenge to 
its potential for guiding action. In particular, the NUA has the problem that it calls for too much at the same 
time – hence overburdening any realistic agenda for policy-makers. At the same time, it is short of setting 
priorities and hierarchies, and presenting clear guidance on the policy trajectories that need to be followed 
to achieve its ambitious goals. While the so-called implementation plan occupies the longest chapter of 
the NUA, it provides surprisingly little insight into the concrete implementation policies and measures.

In sum, the NUA yields opportunities and challenges which need to be juxtaposed in order to 
 understand its potential and limits (as also argued by Caprotti et al. (2016) and Bai et al. (2016)). On the 
one hand, the NUA can, in principle, serve as a massive leverage point for urban sustainability policy 
and action – at least such is the hope. On the other hand, the NUA’s potential effectiveness for guiding 
the envisaged urban sustainability transition can be questioned. One year after its adoption – when 
the initial hype has ebbed – it is therefore time to take stock of the NUA’s influence thus far, and the 
prospects it might hold for real shifts of policy and action in the future. In other words, it is urgent to 
revisit the NUA’s potential and to assess how it can be (better?) used for guiding policy, planning and 
action for urban sustainability.

The following interface therefore debates three key questions:

•  Is the NUA to be read and used purely as a political statement for raising awareness and building 
political legacy or does it also hold value for guiding concrete urban development policy and 
action?
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•  How useful has the NUA been so far in shaping the agendas and priorities of urban practitioners 
(such as planners), policy-makers and scientists?

•  How can science play a role in guiding the NUA’s implementation?

This paper features the voices of urban planning and administration practitioners as well as 
 researchers. We aim not at finding a conclusive agreement on the above questions but see merit in a 
diverse debate that is nurtured by the very diverse viewpoints of the authors and the specific oppor-
tunities, needs and shortcomings they see, based on their respective professional backgrounds.
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Will the New Urban Agenda Have Any Positive Influence on 
Governments and International Agencies?

David Satterthwaite

international institute for environment and Development (iieD), london, UK

In 2016, the timing for articulating a ‘New Urban Agenda’ could not have been better. The Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) had all been agreed and they contained almost all the goals that a trans-
formative new urban agenda should require. The Paris Agreement had recognized the importance 
of engaging urban authorities and civil society groups in both climate change mitigation and adap-
tation. Humanitarian aid was acknowledging the need to understand and act on urban issues as 
many refugees and internally displaced persons live in urban areas (Archer & Dodman, 2017). The 
Sendai framework highlighted the key role of urban authorities and other local actors in disaster risk 
reduction, and encouraged them to get engaged. There was also the growing influence of a global 
network of slum/shack dweller federations that were active in 37 nations and that were bringing to 
the table new perspectives on urban agendas – including widely applied innovations on collecting 
data on informal settlements, and many successful partnerships with local governments on upgrad-
ing, new housing and sanitation.1 Could the ‘New Urban Agenda’ (NUA) produced by the third UN 
Habitat Conference in 2016 build on these, making explicit the role of urban policy, practice and 
governance in meeting already agreed goals – and so live up to its claim to being transformative 
and a paradigm shift?

But do UN Conferences where the representatives of national governments approve a long list of 
non-binding commitments actually produce change to meet these commitments? The evidence from 
the first two UN Habitat Conferences in 1976 and 1996 is that they don’t (Hardoy & Satterthwaite, 1981; 
Satterthwaite, 1998). The Recommendations for National Action agreed by governments at Habitat 
I are more of an agenda than the NUA (if an agenda is understood to be a realizable plan of action), 
but they did not have much influence on what national governments and international agencies did 
after the Conference. It was at Habitat I that strong commitments were made for universal provision 
for water and sanitation that were (and still are) so far from being met in urban areas (Satterthwaite, 
2016). Habitat II’s output was even less of an agenda (it ran to over 100 pages), and it also had little 
influence on what governments and international agencies do. After these conferences, some new 
government policies may have been legitimated by reference to Habitat I and II texts but this did 
not last.

Will the NUA fare any better? Are there lessons that can be learnt from UN Conferences where 
commitments made have produced changes in policies and actions – for instance the UNFCCC Paris 
Agreement and the agreement reached on the SDGs?

The SDGs can be faulted for having so much on ‘what is to be done’ (including unrealizable goals) 
and so little on how, by whom and with what resources. But this is exactly what was needed from 
the NUA. There was no need for another endless listing of ‘goals’ or ‘commitments’ to which national 
governments had already committed in the SDGs and other global agendas. What was needed was 
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a concise agenda that articulated the urban challenges to meeting already agreed SDGs and other 
goals from other global agendas. It could also stress how urban development and governance could 
contribute to these goals and be resourced. Critically, urban politicians, civil servants and grassroots 
organizations would see the NUA as ‘their’ agenda. And progressive urban mayors would both endorse it 
and act on its recommendations, as they have done for the Paris Agreement. The power of non-binding 
commitments are in the scale and range of those who buy-in to them and act on them.

What we got instead was 23 pages of text that was not new and not really an agenda. Sub-national 
and local governments get mentioned a lot (sub-national 54 times; local government 39 times) – in 
regard to implementing the NUA, basic service provision, housing, governance, action on climate 
change, policy/planning and finance. This is mostly with subsidiary roles to the ‘leading’ role of national 
governments.

There are many commitments to helping or strengthening national government (48 ‘we commit’). It 
is national governments committing to strengthen national government (with little attention as to how).

There is little acknowledgement of the central role of urban governments in almost all aspects of the 
NUA. Mayors do not get mentioned once. Democracy does not get mentioned. The innovations that 
the slum/shack dweller2 federations and the Asian Coalition for Community Action (Boonyabancha & 
Mitlin, 2012) have brought including partnerships forged with local government get ignored. How is 
this possible in a 23 page text that is meant to be a new urban agenda?

It is difficult to disagree with most of what the NUA says except to wonder at what is not said, and 
to wonder why it is so repetitious. The word “sustainable” appears 136 times in the 23 page document 
and with so many different meanings (e.g. sustainable applied to basic physical and social infrastruc-
ture, cities, construction modes, consumption and production patterns, culture, debt management, 
economic development, economic growth, education). Variations on integrate/integrated/integrating/
integration appear 44 times. Of course, public space is important (and the SDGs require universal 
access to safe/inclusive/accessible, green and public spaces) but why does the NUA have to mention 
public space 15 times including three commitments to it? With all the repetition, the SDGs are only 
mentioned three times. The NUA claims that it contributes to the implementation and localization of 
the SDGs in an integrated manner, but it does not (very little attention is given to the SDGs) and many 
of the commitments made in the NUA are the same as the SDGs, although this is not acknowledged. 
Despite all the rhetoric about multi stakeholder partnerships, cooperation and integration, the national 
government representatives drafting and approving the NUA wanted their own document with their 
own commitments – underplaying the importance of urban government, almost as if they saw the 
SDGs as a competitor.

One of the most important goals for any urban agenda is meeting the needs of lower income groups/
those living in informal settlements within the SDG commitment to leave no one behind. This includes 
groups deemed by the NUA to be “vulnerable” or “in vulnerable situations” (there are 20 mentions of 
“vulnerable” or “vulnerability”). The NUA duly lists these groups as it recognizes

the need to give particular attention to addressing multiple forms of discrimination faced by, inter alia, 
women and girls, children and youth, persons with disabilities, people living with HIV/AIDS, older persons, 
indigenous peoples and local communities, slum and informal settlement dwellers, homeless people, work-
ers, smallholder farmers and fishers, refugees, returnees and internally displaced persons, and migrants …

Add all these up and they include most of the world’s population. The commitment to promote full and 
productive employment asks for special attention to a similar (but shorter) list and adds particularly the 
poorest and those in vulnerable situations. The NUA then considers it necessary to repeat all or some 
of this list as it recommends that services are responsive to their rights and needs, their capacities are 
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recognized, their participation encouraged, their road safety attended to, they are not overcharged, 
local governments work with them, capacity development empowers them and they have access to 
information and communications technologies.

Will the NUA prove any more influential than the outputs of Habitat I and II? Or will its use be limited 
to some governments mentioning it to legitimate what they are doing or plan to do anyway? It seems 
much more important to get urban/local/community perspectives into the implementation of the 
SDGs, disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation and mitigation – and into humanitarian 
aid. For instance, there is the urgent need to show how progress towards the SDGs can be assessed and 
monitored for each urban centre – and, drawing on the community-led surveys and maps prepared 
by slum/shack dweller federations how to assess and monitor SDG performance in each informal 
settlement. Perhaps we should develop a short guideline document on what urban governments can 
and should do to ensure urban areas can contribute to the SDGs and other global agendas – which 
gets their commitment and buy-in and which considers how to support them, while also recognizing 
and supporting the innovation that federations and networks of grassroots organizations can bring to 
this. And how both demand to be part of the process of assessing and monitoring SDG performance. 
Isn’t this what the NUA should have been?

Notes
1.  See http://sdinet.org/.
2.  http://sdinet.org/.
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Informality in the New Urban Agenda: From the Aspirational Policies 
of Integration to a Politics of Constructive Engagement

Arabella Fraser

overseas Development institute, london, UK

Inclusion is one of the critical hallmarks of the New Urban Agenda, and is nowhere more pressing 
than the inclusion of informal settlements and informal economic activities into wider urban systems. 
Broadly framed as settlement and activities which are not recognised by the state or do not meet state 
regulations, informality has been described as the new normality of urban life under rapid urbanisation, 
but is also on the increase in other urban contexts.

As the relevant documents of the New Urban Agenda refer to informality, the same critique as 
pertains to urban development more broadly applies – that it represents an all-encompassing wash 
of aspirations and measures, but little by way of guidance as to prioritisation or operationalisation. 
However, this should not overlook the fact that contained within the Agenda text, there are important 
acknowledgements that will set the tone for urban development debates going forward. The most 
critical is the over-arching emphasis on the integration of informal settlements and economic activities. 
This includes explicit reference to policies to prevent eviction and support for multiple forms of land and 
housing development (such as the recognition of rental as important to the livelihoods of low-income 
groups, collective tenure and support to incremental and self-build housing), underpinned by data 
and mapping co-generated with urban citizens. The text is less strong on policies for incorporating 
informal economic activities. The message of integration reflects shifts in intellectual thinking around 
urban informality and its form and role in urban development, away from conceptions of dysfunction 
and survivalism to a recognition of how informal systems work alongside and within formal systems. 
In essence, the New Urban Agenda aligns with a better established theoretical paradigm for public 
policy that works ‘with the grain’ of livelihoods and settlement patterns and activities to improve living 
standards, whilst acknowledging the need for public regulation through interventions such as land 
use planning and public space provision. In practice, however, dispossession, stigmatisation and denial 
too often characterise ‘formal’ responses to ‘informal’ systems, as the violent and large-scale evictions 
of residents of informal settlements in Lagos in 2016 and 2017 exemplifies.

The framing of the very term ‘informality’ is also important to setting the compass for the poli-
cies and practices that follow. Unlike earlier documents in the run-up to the final Agenda and Quito 
Implementation Plan, in the final NUA documents there is a careful separation of wording between 
‘slums’ and informal settlement. This is critical if one is to understand how informality overlaps with 
poverty, but is politically constructed at the interface of decision-making around planning, land use 
and economic development (Roy, 2009). However, the language of the NUA reflects continued binaries 
of formal or informal settlement, or formal and informal economy. While nuancing here could become 
an unwieldy task for a large, global document, it is important to recognise that people ‘tread the 
tightrope’ between formal and informal, and that policy innovation can often come through working 
at this interface. In addition, where informality is solely equated with a place of residence or form of 
livelihoods strategy, the political dimensions of informality – and the informal practices embedded in 
planning itself – may be neglected.

Overall, the aspirational emphasis on policies for integration creates an opportunity for much-
needed constructive engagement with urban informality. But could this opening more strongly lever-
age just, sustainable outcomes for the urban poor and vulnerable? The tension here, I argue, lies in how 
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far the NUA can prompt engagement with the deeply political nature of operationalising such policies. 
Beyond the NUA, I suggest three political arenas in which any constructive engagement will need to 
take place: first, the politics of negotiation and accommodation; second, the politics of planning, and 
third, the politics of partnership.

The starting point is Roy’s view that informality results from a politics of negotiation – and I suggest 
accommodation – over both resources and legitimacy. This may be an oppositional process of nego-
tiation between informal dwellers and the state (as in Roy, 2009), or one in which a ‘positive hybridity’ 
emerges (see Song, 2016). Where positive outcomes do emerge, there is a need for science to articulate 
what negotiation and accommodation processes work, and what drives them, drawing out insights for 
policy learning from the flexible, experimental, and often informal arrangements by municipal govern-
ments that have supported informal, urban dwellers to improve their livelihoods and cope with shocks 
and uncertainty. To take two cases from Latin America – Bogota and Lima – municipal governments 
intervening to upgrade infrastructure and reduce environmental risk in the city’s informal settlements 
have done so over a long period of time during which they continuously adjusted the regulatory frame-
works governing intervention. A particular feature of both interventions was the acknowledgement 
of ‘rights of possession’ as a resolution to the need to recognise and compensate informal land tenure 
(Criqui, 2015; Fraser, 2017). The complexity of ‘working out’ solutions on the ground to facilitate change 
necessitated a pragmatic approach. However, the process in both cases has been neither linear nor 
even. Bogota’s programme for managing environmental risks through upgrading and resettlement, 
for example, involved both gradually reducing the barriers to access to the programme for some social 
groups, whilst hardening the criteria for exclusion for others by declaring further occupation of risk 
zones illegal (Fraser, 2017). This question of the environmental limits to development further raises the 
question of who is to decide what the limits are, and how knowledge is negotiated between different 
actors with different interests and weightings on ecosystem protection, livelihoods support or the 
cultural values attached to living in particular places.

A sole focus on adjustments in normative and policy frameworks – and the politics that attends them 
– does not acknowledge, however, the embedded informal politics of planning itself. In her analysis 
of ‘infrastructure urbanism’ in Lima and Delhi, Criqui stresses how in Delhi, by comparison to Lima, it 
is the absence of statutory rules that has shaped urbanisation practices. The politics of different court 
orders, changing authorities and elected politicians holds sway (Criqui, 2015). Such a politics is not 
uniform with important consequences. For example, the differential treatment of wealthy and poor 
informal areas by the state leads to the development of infrastructural protection in wealthy areas that 
creates new risks for poorer communities (Romero-Lankao et al., 2014).

The focus on negotiation and the practices of planning puts more emphasis on top-down led pro-
cesses of engagement than bottom-up solutions. A growing body of evidence points to an important 
role for organised civil society based in informal settlements, when enabled to engage with the state 
and external agencies (the activities of Slum Dweller’s International (SDI) being key in this regard – see 
Dodman & Mitlin, 2013). There is a need to understand the politics that have made such linkages possi-
ble in particular contexts, and again for science to articulate the learning for policy. In Solo, Indonesia, 
for example, workers’ associations brokered more constructive engagement between informal minibus 
drivers and the municipal government, in lieu of direct engagement, levelling inequalities of power, 
defining shared interests and building trust and co-operation. A continual process of mutual learning 
and innovation was vital (Song, 2016).

A common thread in Solo, Bogota and other cases is that such engagement was predicated on a 
decentralised governance system which allowed for municipal leadership and commitment. Such 
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pre-conditions are acknowledged through the emphasis in the NUA on fiscal and administrative 
 decentralisation to tackle urban problems. The possibility for participatory efforts may only be sus-
tained, however, by an active democratic politics which supports the ability of an informed, mobilised 
and active civil society to work both constructively and antagonistically with municipal governments 
(Song, 2016).

In sum, if the NUA is to guide concrete development pathways towards more just and sustainable 
solutions to urban informality, the aspirational policies of inclusion encapsulated in the NUA need 
complementing with a realistic look at the politics of constructive engagement, its pre-conditions, 
domains, and its possibilities. Science has a key role to play in drawing out the learning from historic 
and present processes of engagement to guide the implementation of flexible, context-appropriate 
policies. The tension between aspiration and politics, however, is very real – the global urgency to 
address the scale and speed of urban change contrasts often unfavourably with a slow, pragmatic and 
messy way of working out solutions at local scale, the durability of which is often unknown.
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As indicated in the introduction by Garschagen and Porter, The New Urban Agenda (NUA) is the shiny 
new solution to all our global urban problems, west and east, north and south; it promises to  supersede 
a whole host of earlier attempts to grapple with the increasingly urgent urban sustainability challenges 
we face.

The effort required to articulate a shared vision for sustainable urban development should not be 
underestimated and, in this regard, the NUA is undoubtedly an achievement in itself. However, by any 
estimate, this is the easy bit. While it represents a comprehensive statement, it is legally non-binding, 
and its main cheerleaders are a myriad of urban civil society interest groups. Private sector inclusion 
and alignment is critical for NUA success. It will only occur “at scale” through local partnered projects 
and transparent governance and financial arrangements. Clause 5 lays out the ambition, claiming the 
NUA will:

help to end poverty and hunger in all its forms and dimensions; reduce inequalities; promote sustained, 
inclusive and sustainable economic growth; achieve gender equality and the empowerment of all women 
and girls in order to fully harness their vital contribution to sustainable development; improve human health 
and well-being; foster resilience; and protect the environment.

It calls for the promotion of “clean energy and sustainable use of land and resource”, “renewable and 
affordable energy and sustainable and efficient transport infrastructure and services” and related action 
that “protects the planet”.

While these calls are laudable, we argue that at least two important challenges lie in the path of 
progress on city sustainability under the NUA. First, for it to do new, much needed work, in practice, 
in an era of globalised, marketised, multi-level and contested urban governance, it must become an 
object of desire for governments, academia and the private sector as well as for the aforementioned 
urban civil society interest groups. The private sector commands increasing resources and power and 
these must somehow be diverted into common interests aligned with NUA agendas. To succeed, the 
NUA must do some work in steering a path towards sustainability within and between often-opposing 
power relations.

Second, the universal contemporary urban problems of environmental/global commons protection 
such as inequality/inequity, and lack of accountable governance/democracy, cannot be tackled in iso-
lation – rather, they are interdependent. Carbon control cannot be detached from the spatial ordering 
of inequality and infrastructure, nor of governance and accountability. Hence, the relative success of the 
NUA should be judged on the extent to which new experiments, projects, arrangements and relations 
are selected and supported that deliberatively cohere to addressing actual existing urban problems in 
integrated ways. This is the context for advancing the term ‘ethical city’ (Barrett, Horne, & Fien, 2016).

Neither of these challenges are to be underestimated. The role of private sector organisations in 
exacerbating actual existing urban problems is well understood. Each wave of urban rhetoric, adjec-
tively outfitted with terms such as ‘smart’, ‘sustainable’ or ‘resilient’, offers underlying actual opportunities 
for the reordering of relations in favour of capital accumulation, with potentially exacerbating conse-
quences for climate change, inequality and/or inclusive governance. As many scholars have shown, 
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whether in climate change (Bulkeley, Castan-Broto, Hodson, & Marvin, 2011), or resilience (Porter & 
Davoudi, 2012; Tierney, 2015), or smart cities (Kitchin, 2015; Vanolo, 2014; Taylor Buck & While, 2017), 
the dominant theme of the private sector is as an active intermediary in the realignment of corporate 
and urban governance interests.

Similarly, the so-called silo-isation of interests, responsibilities and resulting initiatives means that 
climate mitigation projects often exacerbate inequalities, and vice versa, and each is imbricated with 
opaque and imperfect governance. Acknowledging that causing climate change is itself an act of injus-
tice, energy justice and social equity have been rightly recognised and highlighted (Bickerstaff, Walker, 
& Bulkeley, 2013), although there is no consistent practice in incorporating or operationalising matters 
of justice in climate change governance (Bulkeley, Carmin, Castán Broto, Edwards, & Fuller, 2013).

City Partnership

The NUA places significant emphasis on the role of governance organisations at the city level and 
tacitly indicates the need for much more effective action by the private sector, civil society and local 
government acting in concert. This points to a role for the UN Global Compact – the UNs flagship 
corporate social responsibility network.

A concrete effect of the NUA so far has been to catalyse a cross-sectoral program, the Implementation 
Facility for Sustainable Urban Development (IFSUD). Under IFSUD, a number of implementation mech-
anisms are emerging. One of these is the City Partnerships approach, an initiative of the UN’s Global 
Compact Cities Programme. This is an attempt to develop, support and administer a selective environ-
ment where urban interventions that further the NUA objectives of addressing actual, existing urban 
problems are co-designed cross-sectorally.

There is an open acceptance in this ambition, that skills and processes to support such a programme 
are generally lacking. Hence, central to the initiative is a set of capability building activities and tools to 
guide the ideation, conception, selection of partners, business case development and governance to 
attract investment. This is clearly articulated by the Global Partnership for Development Cooperation, 
European Commission DEVCO, and German Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
which identified the top three obstacles to public private partnerships achieving the Sustainable 
Develop Goals as:

•  lack of trust between public and private sectors
•  lack of partnering skills and capabilities
•  lack of support to facilitate complex collaboration

The City Partnerships initiative is already underway and leverages 15 years of fostering collaborative 
urban sustainability partnerships. Further City Partnerships initiatives are being launched at key global 
urban events, such as the World Urban Forum (WUF9). It is not unique in that it joins a burgeoning 
list of previous and current local-based urban sustainability initiatives, many of which have been crit-
ically evaluated and surveyed (e.g. Aylett, 2015). The obvious advantages of local-based responses to 
urban problems, in terms of inclusive forms of local empowerment, must be offset against the risk 
of regressive localism where the most disadvantaged and vulnerable citizens/locales are left to their 
own (local) devices. This points to a need for priorities, resources, local-level needs, skills, awareness 
and power relations to be in alignment if community-based approaches are to support justice-based 
climate adaptive capacity and resilience (Ensor et al., 2017).
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The key challenge for City Partnerships is the extent to which conflicting interests can be 
 accommodated, by removing projects that are potentially damaging for local democracy, action on 
climate change, or inequality, and promoting those that address these actual existing urban problems 
in integrated ways. Two key measures of project selection are called for; one from a more conven-
tional, cost-benefit oriented paradigm, and the other from a principled, problem-based, paradigm – as 
espoused by the NUA. While this presents a form of double jeopardy in project selection, it is neces-
sary if a step-change is to be achieved in cross-sectoral partnerships that purport to further the NUA 
objectives of addressing actual existing urban problems.

What then is the specific contribution of the NUA? The City Partnerships model relies upon the 
emergence of a narrative about city sustainability that is informed directly by the language of doc-
uments, networks and relations that emerges from initiatives such as the NUA and the Sustainable 
Development Goals. The specific contribution of the NUA to this endeavour cannot be unpicked from 
the wider milieu, but rather, is an incremental addition to a wider range of more-or-less coherent 
voices. It implies shifts in skills and competences, in governance and of course in intermediary spaces of 
knowledge, techniques, ideas and innovations. It seeks to legitimise and enlist a whole range of profes-
sionals, advocates, agents and organisations around specific NUA agendas. This said, the governability 
of change towards urban sustainability is highly contingent, and there are no certainties in attempts 
to progress change, pointing to an ongoing need for critical vigilance upon the mechanisms in play 
and the things that matter; the actually existing urban problems that twenty-first Century cities face.
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The New Urban Agenda (NUA) is a benchmark statement, reinforcing the relationship between devel-
opment and urbanization as pathways for sustainable development. The NUA focuses on translating 
the three pillars of sustainable development across all scales of city decision-making, implying an ide-
alistic outcome of cities maintaining economic growth, social equality and sustainable environments, 
while living with climate risk. Highlighting this agenda in urbanized and urbanizing areas of countries 
poses opportunities and challenges to already existing tensions between risk, hazard, and society. This 
commentary will review how risks and hazards are incorporated within the NUA and the implications 
for future directions in urban risk management.

Overall, the treatment of risk and hazards in the NUA reflects the two ways such issues are most often 
defined within practitioner and stakeholder communities. One approach links risks and hazards with 
specific managerial and institutional questions found in disaster risk reduction policies. Conversely, they 
are also discussed in the context of broader scale economic development considerations where the 
immediate connection between vulnerability, resilience and impact are less direct and apparent. Both 
are relevant to the risk and hazards community, and as such the NUA provides a touchstone for practi-
tioners and researchers alike. However, the NUA is largely silent on the systematic understanding of risk 
and hazards, the relative role of government, and social responsibility. In this review, we first examine 
what the NUA includes about risk and hazards and how these can be applied. We then turn our focus 
to what was left out and might be extracted from the ongoing process of making the NUA operational.

Risks and hazards in the NUA are often defined as managerial problems that can be alleviated 
through the mainstreaming of technological and data based interventions in DRR practices across all 
levels of decision-making, as well as through improved municipal finance, urban rules and regulations 
and urban planning and design. With respect to low- and moderate-income countries, the NUA focuses 
on intervention at the community and individual level to enhance resilience and ‘build back better’ in 
the post-disaster context. The NUA’s conceptualization of resilience as ‘build back better’ is intimately 
connected to economic development pathways whose dominant goal is achieving uninterrupted, or 
least interrupted economic growth post-disaster.

https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2016.1223595
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A key advancement within the NUA regarding how risk and hazards are treated is the recognition 
that cities need to move from reactive to proactive risk-based decision-making, and a commitment 
to implementing medium to long-term adaptation planning. This is significant as it commits cities 
to operationalizing longer-term projections into day-to-day city management, where shorter-term 
visions dominate due to financial and political constraints and social requirements (e.g. providing 
housing and basic services for the poor). While this is ambitious, cities may not be able to commit to 
risk-based decision-making that is premised on the medium to long-term entirely, but instead may have 
to engage in a series of short-term adaptations or a mix of short-term, medium-term and long-term 
adaptations. This type of flexible adjustment (or adaptation) approach (see Rosenzweig et al., 2018, for 
more discussion) will enable cities to more meaningfully employ the NUA and potentially overcome the 
limited ability of many low and moderate income cities to build financial and administrative capacity 
to manage risk and hazards (Birkmann, Welle, Solecki, Lwasa, & Garschagen, 2016).

The NUA connects to the broad issues of disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation in 
a variety of contexts, but not often directly together. For example, the word ‘disaster’ is mentioned 13 
times in the official NUA document, and the word ‘climate’ is mentioned 23 times, but only a few times 
within the same sentence. The understanding of risk and hazard is reduced to specific components 
and vulnerabilities within specific urban situations and systems. Risk and hazard are not conceptual-
ized as cascading failure or large scale integrated and closely coupled systems that could experience 
catastrophic collapses.

As the NUA moves into an operational phase, significant opportunities to more coherently link this 
rich yet dispersed content on risk and hazards are present. The emerging paradigm of climate resil-
ient sustainable development pathways could provide one such meta-narrative framing. Proposed 
by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in its sixth round of assessments (AR6), 
climate resilient sustainable development pathways emphasize integrating adaptation and mitigation 
strategies into critical decision-points that have immediate consequences for future climate change 
risk management. Such pathways attempt to pose conditions under which DRR and Climate Change 
Adaptation (CCA) can be linked under requirements of sustainability and equity. IPCC AR6 emphasizes 
transformational adaptation as being critical to overcoming challenges climate risk poses, and admits 
its effectiveness lies within a country tailoring transformational adaptation to its own visions and 
priorities (IPCC, 2017). The NUA does not emphasize the tailoring of trajectories towards sustainable 
development, nor does it try to stray too far from a business-as-usual economic growth trajectory. For 
the NUA, transformations are limited to infrastructure and formal housing.

In this way, the NUA does not directly engage in the larger tensions associated with the shifting 
burden of disaster risk reduction and systematic risk construction. Risk management within many 
domains has been increasingly devolved to realms outside of government through neoliberal reforms. 
The governing of risk by shifting social responsibility from the state to the individual is a recurring 
theme throughout the NUA. This has been addressed in climate governmentality literature as taking 
place within an advanced liberal government, or neoliberal government (see Dean, 2010; Oels, 2005, 
2013; Slocum, 2004) in which the market is the organizing principal for identifying individuals at risk 
(or vulnerable) and rationalizing empowerment through partnership with professionals, NGOs and 
bureaucrats. The neoliberalization of risk management, therefore, is a process that not only emphasizes 
shifting the management of risk from state to non-state actors, it also maintains a market logic that 
can produce more risk and exacerbate vulnerabilities and inequities.

While the NUA kept vulnerability conceptually vague and largely segregated within a discussion of 
marginalized populations, related issues of equity and empowerment are expressed widely through 
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increased access to economic mobility and resources (risk management through contingency). In the 
same way, interventions to decrease vulnerability of the most marginal are presented in the context 
of traditional risk management approaches, emphasizing climate-proofing economic development. 
These risk management strategies advocate for risk management through continuous technological 
and economic interventions at the community level by a variety of inter-governmental and private 
actors governing at a distance, relinquishing the state of full risk management responsibility, which 
furthers the possibility of increased social and environmental inequities with cities.

The simple replacement of the state by non-governmental actors or technological interventions 
poses additional constraints on urban DRR. For example, capital-intensive, technological interventions 
to cope with climate risk surely have the potential to produce risk yet also create conditions for new 
dependencies on technology and financing that may not have been needed. Further, these interven-
tions potentially replace traditional adaptation strategies that may have historically worked well for 
cities (e.g. low cost, household or community based risk adaptation strategies).

Underneath the assumptions about possibilities for advanced risk and hazards management is the 
larger and foundational issue of how these conditions might play across the broad spectrum of cities 
and city contexts. Overall the NUA treats cities within the DDR and hazards management regime as 
fairly binary with respect to income – low and high income - and largely undifferentiated with respect 
to city size and population. In the operational phase of the NUA, a finer disaggregation and typology 
of cities across population and income level (among other potential variables) and proposed condi-
tions for risk and hazards management and integration needs to take place (see Solecki et al., 2015). 
This is especially important in the variety of low and medium income country contexts where rapid 
urbanization is dramatically increasing the number and size of small and medium sized cities.
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Introduction

What kind of follow-up and review is needed to facilitate the successful implementation of international 
agreements and agendas? Halle and Wolfe (2016) suggest that changes in behavior are more likely to 
occur if follow-up and review processes allow for reflection about what works and what doesn’t and 
provide support in implementing lessons learned, rather than stigmatizing states for failing to fulfill 
commitments.

As outlined by Garschagen and Porter (this issue), the New Urban Agenda has been subject to both 
praise and criticism for the issues that it does – and does not – place in the spotlight. The relevance of 
the New Urban Agenda in the coming years will also be affected by the extent to which the follow-up 
and review process manages to create and reinforce partnerships among all relevant stakeholders and 
foster exchanges of urban solutions and mutual learning (Res. 71/256, para. 162).

It is crucial that stakeholders engage in the follow-up and review of the New Urban Agenda with 
more ambition than they did during the Agenda’s predecessors – the Vancouver Declaration on Human 
Settlements (Habitat I, 1976) and the Habitat Agenda agreed at Habitat II in Istanbul in 1996. Already 
the Istanbul + 5 conference that took place five years after the Habitat Agenda was signed, indicated 
a lack of political will to implement the commitments made at Istanbul (Resolution S-25/2: para, 18). 
Cohen (2016) therefore suggests that this lack of commitment and the few success stories were likely 
a cause for the little interest in reflecting on the extent to which Habitat II commitments had been 
implemented in preparation for Habitat III.

While the follow-up and review of the New Urban Agenda has a range of objectives, in this article 
we focus on the extent to which the follow-up and review structures proposed in the Agenda support 
mutual learning, and what we can learn from experiences in other contexts. Mutual learning is critical 
insofar as the value of many of the other components of the follow-up and review process – such as 
reporting – is contingent on the way they are used. Thus, a report filled with important insights is of 
limited value if it is not embedded in processes which help those actors who most need to reflect on 
and learn from its messages.
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Moreover, the idea of mutual learning is interesting as it implies that this is a two-way process, where 
everyone has something to learn, including both developed and developing countries, national, sub-
national and local governments, donors and beneficiaries, UN institutions, civil society and the private 
sector. It also suggests that discussions take place at eye level.

Strengthening learning on urban issues would be one of the ways in which the follow-up and review 
process of the New Urban Agenda can have a clear added value vis-à-vis the follow-up and review of 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. While the latter also covers urban issues (chiefly, but 
not exclusively, through SDG 11), the space for learning and an open exchange is currently limited - 
despite platforms such as the High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF).

Design of Review and Targets of Mutual Learning

In the run-up to Habitat III, numerous ideas for follow-up and review processes were discussed. Debates 
centered on issues such as the need for explicit targets and indicators comparable to the 2030 Agenda 
to monitor the New Urban Agenda. While some argued that clear indicators and targets would be 
essential to track progress on the implementation of the New Urban Agenda, others feared an unrea-
sonable burden for governments. As the Habitat III process did not result in such explicit targets and 
indicators, there is much leeway for governments to decide how to track progress.

At one point, the draft of the Agenda also contained a call for the establishment of a  multi-stakeholder 
panel to strengthen the links between urban science and policy, and support for the assessment of 
progress and implementation of the New Urban Agenda (Dellas, Acuto and Parnell 2016). However, 
this proposal did not make it into the final version.

The follow-up and review process that was eventually outlined in the New Urban Agenda is intended 
to involve a wide range of actors – including contributions from all levels of government, the UN sys-
tem, regional and subregional organizations, major groups and relevant stakeholders (Res. 71/256: 
para. 162). Inputs from such actors are to be gathered and included in a quadrennial implementation 
report, whose preparation will be coordinated by UN-Habitat in collaboration with other UN entities. 
Moreover, the New Urban Agenda mentions several platforms and events that are to play a role in the 
follow-up and review process. In the following paragraphs, we briefly reflect on these platforms and 
events and the extent to which they can support mutual learning.

Firstly, the New Urban Agenda (para. 163) encourages the development of local follow-up and review 
mechanisms, including through relevant associations and appropriate platforms. What this means in 
practice will be up to local governments and their partners to decide. However, the reference to “rele-
vant associations” suggests a role for national municipal associations in aggregating local monitoring 
and reporting efforts and communicating them to higher levels of government, while “appropriate 
platforms” could, for example, be consultation platforms that facilitate exchanges among relevant 
actors. Yet a look at the early engagement of local and regional governments with implementation, 
follow-up and review of the SDGs is enough to understand that the establishment of local follow-up and 
review processes for the New Urban Agenda will take some years to get going (UCLG 2017). However, as 
will be elaborated on below, existing activities of municipal associations and city networks are already 
quite promising and provide opportunities to engage cities in a learning process.

Secondly, the New Urban Agenda indicates a role for the World Urban Forum in the follow-up and 
review process (para. 167). Considering the broad range of actors that attend the WUF on a biennial 
basis, it does offer opportunities for fostering inclusive discussions and addressing the diversity of the 
learning needs of different stakeholders.
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Thirdly, the quadrennial implementation report will feed into the General Assembly and the HLPF 
to support coherence, coordination and collaborative linkages in the follow-up and review of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development and the New Urban Agenda (para. 168). However, the extent 
to which the HLPF can truly encourage learning remains to be seen. For example, observers have 
commented that the voluntary national reviews – during which member states present their national 
progress reports on SDG implementation – have a tendency to focus on showcasing what is going well, 
but do not really encourage the sort of in-depth exchanges on challenges and opportunities that are 
necessary for learning to occur (Martens 2016). Moreover, a recent report by United Cities and Local 
Governments (UCLG) (2017, p. 12) highlights that “localization remains a pending issue in the HLPF 
agenda”, and there is thus far no relevant place for local and regional governments to report “from a 
local perspective or showcase what is being done”.

Learning from Existing Follow-Up and Review Structures

Follow-up and review will most likely not be limited to the structures mentioned in the New Urban 
Agenda, and we can expect a range of different, voluntary, decentralized initiatives to emerge and mem-
ber states to set up their own national structures, as is happening in the context of the 2030 Agenda. 
For example, at the national level, countries have set up quite different processes and opportunities 
to involve local and regional governments in follow-up and review processes, such as opportunities 
for municipal associations to directly contribute sections to national reports, consultation workshops, 
and online questionnaires (UCLG, 2017). Thus, it is also useful to reflect on experiences with follow-up 
and review in other contexts.

One interesting example is the Partners for Review (P4R) network that was initiated by the German 
Federal Environment Ministry and the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development. This network is interesting for a number of reasons, including its decentralized approach 
– meetings do not take place in the context of the HLPF, but have instead thus far taken place in Bonn, 
Bogota, and Kampala – which may facilitate participation of a different set of actors than the ‘usual 
suspects’ that attend meetings in New York. Moreover, the organizers strive to create a confidential 
and trusting environment to allow for discussion of real challenges, which may not receive sufficient 
attention in public meetings due to reputational risks.

Another example are the decentralized, horizontal learning initiatives that have been initiated by 
city networks in collaboration with their partners. For example, UCLG offers workshops to support 
learning on the localization of the SDGs. Various online platforms developed by UCLG and others – 
such as localizingthesdgs.org and urbansdgplatform.org – provide repositories and online discussion 
forums where interested actors can learn about good practices.

At the national level, a recent report finds that of the countries that have thus far developed vol-
untary reports for the HLPF, local and regional governments have been involved in the preparation 
of reports in 38 countries (58%), and 27 countries have included local and regional governments “in 
high-level decision-making or consultation mechanisms created for the coordination and follow-up of 
the SDGs” (UCLG, 2017, p. 11). Such consultation mechanisms can play an important role in fostering 
mutual learning, for example, by allowing the national government to learn about the challenges 
faced by local governments, and helping local governments learn about the successful cases of other 
cities in the same country.
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Concluding Remarks

Follow-up and review structures do not develop overnight – it often takes years for them to be estab-
lished after international agreements and agendas have been signed. They are also rarely set in stone 
from the outset, but may change over time based on experiences from the first review cycles. In this 
sense, follow-up and review processes are themselves subject to learning.

Thus, it is not surprising that there are still many open questions with respect to the follow-up and 
review process of the New Urban Agenda more than a year after Habitat III. It is also possible that 
the ongoing discussions on strengthening UN-Habitat will influence how it exercises its role in the 
follow-up and review process.

However, the examples of initiatives and platforms outlined above indicate that state and non-state 
actors do not have to wait for signals from the international level in order to start defining follow-up 
and review structures that are conducive to learning. Moreover, the variety of initiatives that exist – 
including, but not limited to, national platforms, transnational stakeholder networks, online platforms 
and peer-to-peer learning between cities – suggests that there is no single right answer, but that mul-
tiple approaches are needed to address the different learning requirements of different stakeholders. 
In developing such initiatives, it is important to focus on synergies with the 2030 Agenda to reduce 
the burden created.

The development of such platforms, initiatives and approaches is crucial to ensure that the follow-up 
and review of the New Urban Agenda is not just limited to the preparation of another report that is 
acknowledged every four years, and then forgotten until the next one is published.
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