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Increase your city’s competitiveness and quality of life 
through environmental improvements:
Responding to the challenges posed by rapid urbanization, globalization 
and climate change requires an urgent shift in the way urban infrastructure 
is planned, designed and managed: it must be eco-effi cient and socially 
inclusive.

Eco-effi cient and socially inclusive infrastructure can:
• be a driver of economic growth and competitiveness
• increase employment opportunities
• contribute to poverty alleviation
• improve quality of life
• enhance energy security
• improve the environment
• avoid future costs and risks.

Do more with less
Eco-effi ciency is a management philosophy that encourages municipalities, 
businesses and communities to seek environmental improvements that generate 
parallel economic and social benefi ts. Doing this in an inclusive way guarantees equal 
opportunities for all people.

Deliver services to all 
Applied to infrastructure, the concepts of eco-effi ciency and inclusiveness are 
concerned with expanding the access to and quality of services, such as housing, 
transport, energy, water and waste treatment, while reducing costs and environmental 
problems, such as pollution, ineffi cient energy use and traffi c congestion. 

Achieve win-win situations
Infrastructure systems need to be rethought and redeveloped according to eco-
effi ciency and inclusive principles and criteria. Essential strategies for cities to 
achieve win-win situations and develop into attractive, competitive and liveable 
places are leadership, long-term vision, integration across sectors and institutions, 
public participation and building the business case for eco-effi cient solutions. 

Are we building competitive and liveable cities?

Guidelines for developing eco-effi cient and socially inclusive infrastructure 

United Nations publication 

ST/ESCAP/ - ISBN 978-974-680-291-8

Copyright © United Nations 2011

Clung Wicha Press Co., Ltd. Thailand

The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply 

the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations 

concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area, or its authorities, or concerning 

the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. The content and views expressed in this publication 

are those of the authors and not necessarily refl ect the views or policies, or carry the endorse-

ment of any of the co-publishing organizations. Reference to a commercial entity or product in 

this publication does not imply endorsement. 

The co-publishing organizations do not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this publi-

cation and accept no responsibility for any consequence of their use. 

Reproduction and dissemination of material in this publication for educational or non-commercial 

purposes are encouraged, with proper acknowledgement of the source. Reproduction of material 

in this or associated information products for sale or for other commercial purposes, including 

publicity and advertising, is prohibited without the written permission of the copyright holders. 

Applications for such permission, with a statement of purpose and extent of reproduction, should 

be addressed to the Director, Environment and Development Division, United Nations, ESCAP.

Environment and Development Division

United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacifi c

United Nations Building

Rajadamnern Nok Avenue

Bangkok 10200 Thailand

www.unescap.org/esd

Also available online at: 

www.unescap.org/esd/environment/infra/

www.eclac.cl/ecoefi ciencia/default.asp?idioma=IN

This publication was printed with vegetable oil based ink on green series paper made from 100% 

EcoFiber, utilizing Ecological type which uses 50% less ink.

Guidelines for developing eco-effi cient and socially inclusive infrastructure

Are we building competitive and liveable cities?

1



The Asia-Pacifi c region is experiencing rapid urbani-

zation. By 2030 2.6 billion people, or 50% of the population in the region, 

will be living in cities and towns – twice as many as in the year 2000. 

Just to put this number into perspective, we need to provide jobs, hous-

ing, energy, water, transport, education and health infrastructure for an 

additional 120,000 people – every day – for the next 20 years. This is a 

daunting challenge, considering that many governments are fi nding it dif-

fi cult to meet even the needs of existing urban populations. At the same 

time, urban governance landscapes and institutional requirements are 

evolving. Local authorities are now required to cover a broad range 

of specialties, including housing, infrastructure, social and community 

services, local economic development, environmental protection and 

even climate change.

These Guidelines aim to provide practical tools to city planners and 

decision makers for addressing these challenges. By reforming urban 

planning and infrastructure design according to the principles of eco-

effi ciency and social inclusiveness we can lay the foundations for 

competitive, vibrant and liveable cities.

      

Dr. Noeleen Heyzer

Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations 

and Executive Secretary of ESCAP

The Economic Commission for Latin America and 

the Caribbean (ECLAC) has long devoted substantial research efforts to 

the crucial relationship between sustainable growth, social welfare and 

economic development.  

The issue of eco-effi ciency has continued to gain prominence in Latin 

America and the Caribbean. Latin America is the most urbanized region in 

the world, with approximately 76% of its population living in urban areas.  

With cities growing so rapidly, the region is at an important crossroads 

in terms of urban development and its future will depend heavily upon 

the real, long-term sustainability of urban systems. The adoption of eco-

effi ciency as a core urban value will require a thoroughgoing change 

in the way cities function and develop. This will hinge upon cohesive 

decision-making which takes into account urban growth as a whole and 

the long-term implications of both public and private decision-making.

This project aims to deliver important information, methodologies 

and guidelines for use by city planners and other prominent decision 

makers throughout Latin America and the Caribbean and Asia, applying 

eco-effi cient criteria to reduce emissions, save energy and natural 

resources, and enhance social inclusion. ECLAC views this project as an 

important milestone in the ongoing efforts surrounding eco-effi ciency 

and sustainable urbanization. We look forward to continuing the global 

dialogue on urban and regional eco-effi ciency and to exchanging 

experiences in order to learn from each other’s know-how and expertise.

Alicia Bárcena

Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations 

and Executive Secretary of  ECLAC

Dr. Noeleen Heyzer 
Under-Secretary-General of the United Nati ons 
and Executi ve Secretary of
United Nati ons Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacifi c 
(UN-ESCAP)

Alicia Bárcena 
Under-Secretary-General of the United Nati ons 

and Executi ve Secretary of 
United Nati ons Economic Commission for Lati n America and the Caribbean 

(UN-ECLAC)
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Dhaka, Bangladesh

Urbanization is characterized by the demographic and 

economic dominance and transformation of cities. We also witness 

the rapid spatial expansion of many urban settlements, leading to the 

emergence of more megacities and mega-urban regions. For many local 

governments the resulting challenges, such as extremely high demand 

for infrastructure investments, are amplifi ed by persistent local issues 

such as rising informality, poverty and inequality within cities as well 

as global forces, including globalization, climate change and increasing 

natural and human-caused disasters and confl icts and high energy costs. 

These guidelines use sustainable urban infrastructure as the entry point 

for building sustainable cities. Sustainable urban infrastructure can only 

be built if we reconsider our strategic view of urbanization – if we rethink 

the future of cities. A new strategy based on more effective urban 

planning, strengthened local institutions and governance processes 

as well as enhanced economic contribution of cities is needed. Only 

Infrastructure that is energy and eco-effi cient, that serves the economic 

development of cities and supports the betterment of all citizens can be 

sustainable.

       

Dr. Joan Clos

 Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations 

and Executive Director of UN-HABITAT

Dr. Joan Clos, 
Under-Secretary-General of the United Nati ons
and  Executi ve Director of
United Nati ons Human Sett lements Programme 
(UN-HABITAT)
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Dhaka, Bangladesh

1 Addressing the 

urban challenge

The way we design, plan and build our cities and their 
infrastructure is critical for developing competitive and liveable 
cities. Cities are already suffering from severe environmental 
problems, such as pollution, congestion and excessive 
waste, while the basic needs of hundreds of millions of urban 
residents are yet to be met. The unprecedented urbanization 
imposes an even greater challenge for providing adequate 
housing, energy, water, sanitation and mobility to all. 

Cities are at a crossroads. Choices made in urban infrastructure 
development today will determine the success of cities in 
delivering services to everyone while growing competitively 
within a protected environment for decades to come. 

Decision makers need to adapt as much as infrastructure – 
choices made need to be based on eco-effi cient and socially 
inclusive principles and criteria in order to realize necessary 
win-win situations, and to build competitive and liveable 
cities through environmental improvements.

WHY do we need eco-effi cient 
and socially inclusive urban 
infrastructure? 

Delivering services to all people in a time of rapid 
urbanization and severe environmental challenges is 
critical.
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 Cities grow very fast. 

 Cities are centres of economic development. 

 Cities concentrate poverty. 

 Cities are responsible for creating most of the  

waste and pollution. 

Box 1
Introduction to the concepts of eco-effi ciency and so-
cial inclusiveness 

Eco-effi ciency basically means “doing more with 
less”. It is a management philosophy that encourages 
municipalities, communities and businesses to seek out 
environmental improvements that generate parallel 
economic benefi ts.1

Social inclusiveness refers to treating all people in a city 
equally in their access to work and services, such as 
public transport and health care. “Inclusive” generally 
refers to planning and decision-making processes that 
include a broad range of people from across a city, 
ranging from experts to ordinary residents, with the 
aim of considering their inputs and reaching mutual 
agreement.2

Together, these concepts maximize economic, 
environmental and social benefi ts.

1.1 Why focus on cities? 

Cities of hope, 
cities of despair 

Contemporary urban challenges ask for an approach 

that address economic, social and environmental 

problems at once.
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