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Foreword 

The world is becoming increasingly urbanized, and with this accelerating process comes a host 
of challenges. Urban areas now contain more than 50 per cent of the world’s population, occupy 
just two per cent of the world’s terrestrial surface, and consume up to 75 per cent of natural 
resources. In addition, 90 per cent of urban growth is taking place in developing countries and 
experts believe that by 2030 towns and cities in Asia, Africa, and Latin America will hold 80 per 
cent of the global urban population.

These growing cities can have an impact on the surrounding sensitive ecosystems—such as 
wetlands, forests, mountain ecosystems—and need increasing amounts of resources, which 
could result in over-exploitation. However, the unprecedented rate of urban growth represents a 
unique opportunity to build more sustainable, innovative and equitable towns and cities.

It is clear that the decisions and actions needed to move society towards more sustainable 
patterns of consumption and production will need to focus on and be delivered in cities. The 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) aims to produce reports that help city leaders 
make critical decisions at the local level. In 2007, UNEP and its partners published Liveable Cities: 
the Benefits of Urban Environment Planning, which brought together case studies from cities 
around the world. That report presented the experiences of 12 urban areas in different contexts to 
offer options for integrating environmental concerns in city planning. Building on the Liveable Cities 
report and drawing on the documentation from 15 cities and three workshops, the authors of this 
publication carried out an in-depth review of one widely used planning tool, the City Development 
Strategy, and describe how city planning processes can mainstream environment concerns.

Cities are well-placed to play a major role in decoupling economic development from resource 
use and environmental impacts, while finding a better balance between social, environmental and 
economic objectives. Resource-efficient cities combine greater productivity and innovation with 
lower costs and reduced environmental impacts, offering at the same time financial savings and 
increased sustainability. Compact, relatively densely populated cities, with mixed-use urban form, 
are the most resource-efficient settlement pattern with similar levels of economic output; although 
less-dense, more-spread out development also offers options for enhanced resource efficiency.

This publication provides a refreshing perspective to the urban environmental discourse. It 
recognizes that cities are human creations and so are shaped according to the principles and 
approaches that our societies are founded upon. In order to build more resource-efficient cities, a 
change to global thinking on urbanization is needed.

Achim Steiner
Executive Director, UNEP
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eXeCUTIVe SUMMArY

Cities can use a range of principles and approaches to integrate the environment in urban 
planning and management. This report is intended to encourage and support urban decision-
makers in this process. It starts with recognizing that action taken in towns and cities is essential 
for addressing global environmental problems. It accepts that, with an increasing proportion of the 
world’s population living in urban areas in low- and middle-income countries, these are important 
sites for engaging with the environment. The report describes the social and economic benefits 
that can be generated by addressing environmental challenges, and provides convincing evidence 
to support engagement with these issues. 

Cities are important sites for engaging with environmental issues. More than half of 
the world’s population now lives in urban areas. By 2050 more than half of Africa and Asia’s 
population, will live in towns and cities. Substantial international programmes have been 
implemented to support urban environmental management. These have contributed to a growing 
“green” awareness in towns and cities – although there is much more that can still be done. 

Activities in towns and cities affect the environment locally, regionally and globally – 
in both negative and positive ways. Although localised issues of public health, sanitation, and 
waste management are very visible in low-income cities, high levels of consumption can generate 
far-ranging environmental consequences through the use of raw materials and energy in distant 
locations to produce goods and services. At the same time, urbanization provides a range of 
opportunities for addressing social and environmental burdens. These ‘sustainability multipliers’ 
include lower costs per capita for providing services in densely populated areas, greater options for 
recycling, and better opportunities for the use of public transport. Cities can therefore contribute 
substantially to achieving higher levels of resource efficiency. 

A range of strategies can be used to integrate the environment in urban planning and 
management. City Development Strategies (CDSs) have shown how to integrate environmental 
concerns in long-term city visioning exercises. These strengthen relationships between 
stakeholders, but need to take nationally mandated planning cycles into account. Environmental 
mainstreaming can help to incorporate relevant environmental concerns into the decisions of 
institutions, while emerging ideas about the green urban economy show how density can generate 
environmental and social opportunities (including through green urban infrastructure) and can 
foster environmental and social innovation and competition. 

Environmental strategies for urban areas need to be supported by key underlying 
principles. Political support and commitment are vital, as is broad-based enthusiasm from 
urban residents. The strategies need to be underpinned with governance structures that facilitate 
integration of environmental concerns in the planning process. Therefore, financial limitations 
have frequently impeded meaningful environmental action, the report not only identifies direct 
mechanisms for funding environmental activities, but also presents an economic case for the 
benefits of addressing environmental issues. 
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Adaptation: Adjustment in natural or human systems to a new or changing envi-
ronment, including anticipatory and reactive adaptation, private and public adaptation, 
and autonomous and planned adaptation. In relation to climate change, refers explic-
itly to actions taken to reduce the consequences of future changes in the climate. 

Bus Rapid Transit (BRT): A passenger traffic system that builds on the quality 
of rail transit and the flexibility of buses. The BRT combines intelligent transportation 
systems technology, priority for transit, cleaner and quieter vehicles, rapid and 
convenient fare collection, and integration with land use policy.

City Development Strategy: An action-oriented process, developed and 
sustained through participation to promote equitable growth in cities and their 
surrounding regions to improve the quality of life for all citizens.

Climate change: Any change in climate over time, whether due to natural 
variability or as a result of human activity. (The UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change defines climate change as “a change of climate which is attributed directly 
or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere 
and which is in addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time 
periods.”) 

Ecosystem: A dynamic complex of plant, animal and micro-organism communities 
and their non-living environment, interacting as a functional unit.

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA): An environmental impact 
assessment (EIA) is an analytical process or procedure that systematically examines 
the possible environmental consequences of the implementation of a given activity 
(project). The aim is to ensure that the environmental implications of decisions related 
to a given activity are taken into account before the decisions are made. 

Environmental mainstreaming: The informed inclusion of relevant environmental 
concerns into the decisions of institutions that drive national, local and sector-specific 
development policy, rules, plans, investment and action.

Environmental problems: Environmental problems are human and/or natural 
influences on ecosystems that lead to a constraint, cutback or even a cessation 
of their functioning. They may be broadly categorized into environmental problems 
with proven solutions, and problems with emerging solutions. Urban environmental 
problems are threats to present or future human well-being, resulting from human-
induced damage to the physical environment originating in or affecting urban areas.

Governance: The manner with which society exercises control over resources. 

1  Many of these definitions have been adopted or modified from UNEP (2007) Global Environmental Outlook 4. 
Others can be identified in the main text of the report.
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