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1. Introduction: The role of cities in global sustainability 

Sometime between 2005 and 2010, the world entered an ‘Urban age’ for the first time in its history: 

a period when over 50% of the world’s population live in urban settlements (UN, 2014 p. 7). By 

2050, 70% to 80% of the world’s population is expected to live in cities. Yet already activities in 

cities are responsible for 60% to 80% of the world’s energy consumption, more than 75% of the 

world’s resource use and more than 75% of its carbon emissions (UN IRP, 2013)1 

As a result, over the last 10 years, there has been ever more focus on the role that cities have in 

creating a sustainable, prosperous future for humanity. Ever more investigation and insight into 

the issues facing cities globally has been undertaken and published. These emphasize the 

economic, political, ecological, cultural and social importance of transformation of urban 

settlements.  

These insights were all to be brought together in international discussions at the third United 

Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) in October 

2016 in Quito. This conference, coming after the adoption of the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDG) and the Paris Agreement on combating climate change in 2015, discussed the 

creation of a New Urban Agenda, and its implementation – as the route by which sustainable 

urbanization can meet global and local goals for sustainable quality of life.  

This issues paper is written in the run-up to the Habitat III conference. It builds on several sources. 

Several drafts of the New Urban Agenda are available online2 and already reflected on (cf. ICLEI, 

2016; WRI, 2016). In preparation for the conference, various organisations have, or are, preparing 

new reports, bringing together past insights.  

To provide insight into the key issues, this paper draws on a comprehensive global report on 

urbanization from the German Advisory Council on Global Change (WBGU), which itself 

references 20 extensive reports into urbanization written between 2009 and 2015 (WBGU, 2016, 

p. 121).  

2. Characteristics of a Globally Sustainable City 

The vision of an ideal city has changed profoundly in recent years, as technologies, population 

growth and environmental resource constraints have developed new opportunities and new 

challenges.   

In 1933, international discussions on urbanism led to the Athens Charter (1933), that later led to  

post-WWII ideals of a „car-friendly city“ and hence to unsustainable urban sprawl and functional 

segregation. More recently, the 2007 Leipzig Charter focusses on city development for the people, 

by the people. Yet, even the Leipzig Charter charts a path for change in urbanism which will not 

meet the required pace of action in order to find answers to global warming, the scarcity of 

resources, social disparity and displacement. It also focusses too greatly on the European idea 

of a city – a city type with nearly no informal settlements and modest growth.  

                                                           
1 UN International Resource Panel, UNEP (2013) City-Level Decoupling: Urban resource flows and the governance of 

infrastructure transitions. Summary for Policy Makers. Swilling M., Robinson B., Marvin S. and Hodson M. 
2 https://www.habitat3.org/draft_new_urban_agenda 



 

 
 

Meeting modern challenges and situations requires more, including concepts appropriate to the 

global cultural diversity of cities and particular to rapid growth of urban areas, for example in 

ASEAN countries. 

Any approach to the challenge needs objectives – which define what a city should ideally deliver 

for its citizens. There are no right answers – these are questions of judgement and culture. For 

global sustainability (and achievement of the UN SDGs), there are areas of action and outcomes 

which do need consideration. These can act as guides to any city’s objectives. By drafting these 

guides at a sufficiently broad level, the WBGU has designed a framing for goals suitable for all 

kinds of cities trying to meet  environmental, political and infrastructural demands and targets an 

increased quality of life for all (WBGU, 2016, p. 14ff).  

This perspective encompasses three dimensions: 

1. Sustain natural life-support systems 

This includes the natural systems which sustain the city’s inhabitants, including their food, 

water and fibre. It includes local problems like water and air quality, resilience to climate 

change, soil and land degradation, phosphorus and global challenges (planetary guard rails), 

like climate change, biodiversity loss, ocean pollution. 

 

2. Ensure inclusion 

Delivery on universal minimal standards for  

a. Substantive inclusion, including access to food, clean drinking water, sanitation, 

healthcare and education 

b. Political inclusion, encompassing electoral rights, procedural rights of information 

and involvement and a right to judicial control 

c. Economic inclusion, entailing access to the labour and real-estate markets 

 

3. Promote local character  

Respect and appreciation for historical and cultural diversity of cities and societies. Every city 

oriented towards universal sustainability and inclusion goals should find its own individual 

pathway to that sustainable quality of life. It has a descriptive and a normative side.  

a. Descriptive: Typicality of each city, its socio-spatial and constructed environment, 

local practices and socio-cultural characteristics 

b. Normative: Cities need a people-oriented transformation, that respects diversity 

and autonomy of residents. Local character enables and equips people to develop 

identity, a sense of belonging and so develop trust; self-efficacy, and realize quality 

of life. The urban design, infrastructure and public and private spaces have to 

support this endeavor. Cities would need to recognize creative autonomy and the 

difference and the individual opportunity to appropriate cultural identities. 

 

Together, delivery on these the three dimensions are prerequisites for local quality of life, 

respecting other peoples’ (local and global, intra- and intergenerational) chances and aspirations 

for a good life. This WBGU perspective would deliver a solidarity- based quality of life, and is a 

good starting point for individual city’s consideration of their strategic goals. 



 

 
 

3. Fields of action for urban sustainable transformation 

For cities to become sustainably prosperous within local and global constraints, they will need to 

transform. This process of transformation involves changing many different areas of how the city 

operates. Experience with transformation of urban systems has suggested that considering the 

city’s various in cross-cutting ways, rather than by purely narrow thematic focus, will help define 

the most appropriate actions to enable successful development.  

As an example of how this can be done, the WBGU has identified ‘fields of action’ where cities 

can take transformational action, each of which would have further, positive, knock-on effects on 

delivering sustainable transformation.   

There are five fields that are already often being broadly discussed internationally: 

(1) decarbonization, energy and mitigation of climate change,  

(2) mobility and transport,  

(3) urban form,  

(4) adaptation to climate change, and  

(5) poverty reduction and socio-economic disparities.  

 

There are three further transformative action fields that appear important, but are given too little 

attention internationally: 

(6) urban land use,  

(7) materials and material flows, and  

(8) urban health 

 

These last three are examined in detail in the WBGU report and which also describes activities in 

the more discussed fields of action against into a new context in relation to time horizons and 

scale of transformation, needed to deliver global sustainability. 

The field of urban land use focusses on the flexible use of land (taking into account risk 

adjustment and precaution) and an orientation towards the common good in land use.  

The field of materials and material flows integrates the idea of a circular economy into 

cities’ activities, including the substitution of toxic substances and the recovery of non-

renewable resources.  

The field of urban health promotes the health of citizens and the avoidance of illness by 

means of cross-sectoral city planning that changes lifestyles and improves many aspects 

of physical and psychological well-being. 



 

 
 

4. Requirements for change: Transformative urban governance 

Decision makers in cities attempting to become more sustainable will only be able to achieve their 

goals where the work within supportive and appropriate governance structures. Urban 

governance can be described as “the acts of state and non-state actors and institutions with the 

aim of organizing the local affairs of a city and its urban society.” Most existing structures by which 

cities are governed and administrated are not able to promote transformation. The current 

administrative arrangements may be adequate for maintaining existing urban structures, but few 

are sufficient for the challenges, opportunities and pace of sustainability transformation. 

So, successful actions to promote sustainability usually need to involve development of a suitable 

transformative urban governance structures. This could consist primarily of a novel distribution of 

responsibility, principles, procedures and material criteria. (WBGU, 2016, p. 21). The changes in 

governance needed to empower decision makers are wide-ranging. The WBGU suggests the 

following (WBGU, 2016, p. 31): 

 At global level: promote “urban foreign policy“; participation right for cities in international 

negotiations; make urbanization a central topic in international cooperation. 

 At national level: enforce subsidiary principle; enact legislation on local self-administration; 

strengthen local capacity (administration, staff training and recruitment); fight corruption; 

ensure compatibility of private investment with the common good and restrict real-estate 

speculation. 

 At city level: establish collaborative governance; strengthen informal settlements; support 

(transnational) civil-society networks; improve connection to global issues. 

 

Ensuring proper financing of urban transformation is also essential. This should involve action to: 

 Strengthen the municipal administration and the financial basis, 

 Mobilize private capital for urban infrastructure; and 

 Gear the financing of international development and climate mitigation more closely to 

urban development. 

5. Derived recommendations for city development in South-East Asia   

Many cities in the ASEAN region are developing fast through publicly or privately planned 

urbanization and often by informal settlement, whose variants range from precarious shelters for 

refugees to illegally built villas for oligarchs and nomenklatura.  Sustainable urban development 

in the fast developing ASEAN regions is therefore especially important for achieving global 

sustainability targets (SDGs, Paris Agreement) and fulfill regional ambitions (like the ASEAN 

Socio-Cultural Community Blueprint (ASCC)).  

The sustainable transformation of these cities can solve local environmental challenges or threats 

like air pollution, water pollution, floods and unprocessed waste. It can tackle high costs 

associated with urban sprawl as extended metropolitan areas still lead to increased costs for 

infrastructure construction and also add to high risks of periodic costs through flooding.  



 

 
 

The achievement of transformative action in fields like urban health, sustainable land use and 

circular economies with sustainable material flows have to be mainstreamed and individually 

addressed by every city.  

Yet, few cities can be compared to ASEAN cities for their degree of political, cultural and historical 

challenges. Many cities also struggle with physical and social fragmentation and socio-economic 

disparities.  

To take forward sustainable transformation, a critical issue is therefore to cultivate care for diverse 

cultural heritage which contributes not only to the attraction of ASEAN cities but also to a strong 

local place identity.  

Part of this respect for difference, is an adequate understanding of the nature of the stark contrasts 

in urban dynamics and governance structures of different ASEAN cities.  In 2004, Kraas identified 

four “governance types“ for south-east Asian cities. These types still seem to hold interpretational 

power, and are used to cluster specific challenges for each of those city types.  

Cities with highly regulated city planning  

(e.g. Singapur, Kulala Lumpur, Putrajaya, Nay Pyi Taw) 

Cities of this type have high administrative and planning capacities. They consequently formulate 

planning requirements, outline and execute land use plans, set clear mid-term and long-term 

development targets, including flagship developments and effortful urban redevelopment projects. 

Local environmental issues are mostly controlled, substantive inclusion is widely guaranteed.  

Main issues in these cities concern: questions of political inclusion, democratic rights of 

information and involvement in planning processes and open spaces (physical and cultural) for 

the expression of individuality and development of self-efficacy for „producing“ local quality of life. 

Partly planned cities with a dominant administration  

(e.g. Penang, Chiang Mai, Cebu, Kuching, Kota Kinabalu) 

Cities of this type are mainly driven by an intensive interlinkage between a strong administration 

and powerful economic actors. City development, gentrification and suburbanisation processes 

are organized in public-private-partnerships and often by privatizing public space. Inequality is 

high in some cities like these (UN, 2016, p. 75).  

Main issues for these city types are: political inclusion, reducing socio-economic inequalities and 

giving focus to publicly driven urban development. 

Poor regulated structures  

(e.g. Yogyakarta, Surabaya, Khon Kaen, Phuket) 

Cities of this governance type are characterized by weak political-administrative power. 

Fragmentation through uncontrolled market forces lead to massive city expansions, informal 

settlements, exclusion and exclusivity at the same time. 



 

 
 

In those cities: stronger planning capacities have to be generated. Land use and informal city 

development has to be controlled. Substantive, economic and political inclusion has to be 

guaranteed, disparities have to be decreased. 

Dynamics of a transition towards a market-based economy  

(Hanoi, Phnom Penh, Vientiane, Yangon, Ho Chi Minh City, Da Nang, Mandalay) 

Economical forces are especially strong in these cities, characterized through a rather quick 

emergence of land- and real estate markets, a modern service sector, gentrification processes 

through diverging rental charges and shortage of housing space. Cities like these often contribute 

over-proportionately to the national GDP (UN, 2016, p. 32) but socio-economic disparities are 

rather high, infrastructure has to be modernized and negative globalization effects relieved. 

Main issues in this governance type are: to combat air pollution, secure substantive inclusion (e.g. 

access to clean drinking water) and economic inclusion. Urban sprawl has to be contained and 

involvement of local population in planning processes guaranteed. 

By considering the characteristic of the governance of each city, decision makers who are 

attempting to achieve sustainable cities can consider the full range of transformative actions in 

multiple fields which would be necessary to achieve urban transformation. 
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