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1 Introduction 

This case study provides a mapping of various initiatives and programs on urban sustainable 

development (SD) in Europe and the international level. After introducing the topic of urban SD, the 

second chapter of this case study gives an overview of how urban sustainable development became 

an issue within the UN level and illustrates the most important UN institutions engaged in smart 

cities. The third chapter focuses on policy efforts on the EU level by illustrating policy strategies, 

implementation mechanisms, funding schemes, and tools and mechanisms that deal with urban 

sustainability. The fourth and final chapter provides an overview of some global and European city 

networks that focus on or include urban SD issues. 

Why are urban areas so vital for delivering sustainable development? The following facts taken from 

the “World Urbanisation Prospects: The 2011 Revision” by the United Nations Department of Economic 

and Social Affairs (UNDESA, 2012a) provide an answer: 

 Between 2011 and 2050, the world population is expected to increase by 2.3 billion, 

passing from 7.0 billion to 9.3 billion (UNDESA, 2011). At the same time, the population 

living in urban areas is projected to gain 2.6 billion, passing from 3.6 billion in 2011 to 

6.3 billion in 2050. Thus, the urban areas of the world are expected to absorb all the 

population growth expected over the next four decades while at the same time drawing 

in some of the rural population. 

 Most of the population growth expected in urban areas will be concentrated in the cities 

and towns of the less developed regions. Asia, in particular, is projected to see its urban 

population increase by 1.4 billion, Africa by 0.9 billion, and Latin America and the 

Caribbean by 0.2 billion.  

 Overall, the world population is expected to be 67 per cent urban in 2050. 

By considering that population growth is becoming an urban phenomenon, it becomes clear that 

environmental burdens will consequently accumulate in densley populated urban areas. In terms of the 

environment, cities are responsible for 75% of the world’s resources use and produce 80% of CO2 

emissions (Keiviani, 2009, p.9). As a consequence, urbanisation is exerting pressure on fresh water 

supplies, sewage, the living environment and public health. As far as the social aspect is concerned, 828 

million people worldwide live in slums nowadays and the trend is rising. Hence, cities represent both 

worldwide challenges to be tackled, but also opportunities to be addressed (UN, 2013). For this reason, 

transforming cities into smart cities entails promising prospects on the implementation of sustainable 

development in the future. 

These facts and challenges also entail potential for transformational change towards sustainability due 

to following reasons: 

 concentration of economic activity,  

 potential for social transformation,  

 high levels of annual investment in infrastructure and buildings,  
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 nimble local governments,  

 connection to surrounding rural and natural environments,  

 ability to reduce eco-footprints by densification, and  

 suitability for systems-based solutions (Revi and Rosenzweig, 2013). 

For the mentioned reasons, concepts of sustainable cities and urban SD have gained significant 

importance at the international scale where documents and initiatives address issues around waste, air 

quality management, transport, land use planning and energy with the aim of delivering sustainable 

development. Initiatives on sustainable development are often referred to as ‘smart cities’ 

interchangeably in documents, such as the Local Agenda 21, Brundtland Report, UN-Habitat Agenda etc. 

Regarding the delivery of sustainable development and the implementation of the concept of smart 

cities, all levels of governance have to be addressed ranging from the global to the local or urban 

perspective. Thereby, the importance of various governance levels should be identified.  

In this case study, the approach to identify the contributions of global and international governance 

levels is twofold: on the one hand, the multi-level and vertical perspective on urban sustainability is 

mapped by addressing various international players dealing with urban sustainability. On the other 

hand, the horizontal and urban governance related to contents and topics are outlined by illustrating 

what is done by the relevant players. However, there is little certainty about how the delivery of 

sustainable development is implemented in single governance branches in practice and, therefore, this 

case study does not raise claim to completeness and is by no means exhaustive, but aims to map 

existing players and related initiatives (Bulkeley and Bestill, 2005). 

In order to map the concept of sustainable cities and the involved areas of action, the following figure by 

UNDESA (2013) illustrates the four main pillars and the implicated topics of urban sustainability. The 

“sustainable city” is considered as a broad concept which covers a wide range of sectors comprised by 

the three main pillars of sustainable development, namely social development, environmental 

protection and economic development. Additionally, the fourth pillar identifies governing mechanisms 

in order to pursue sustainable development in urban areas.  
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Pillars of Sustainable Cities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: UNDESA 2013 

For more background on conceptual issues of urban SD, please see the ESDN Quarterly Report No. 31 
published in January 2014. 
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2 Mapping urban SD at UN Level 

This chapter provides an overview of international efforts on urban sustainable development. Due to 

the fact that the topic has been promoted as a desirable goal within a variety of diverse policy 

contexts, we firstly clarify what kind of UN bodies are dealing with urban sustainable development 

issues. Secondly, the Rio+20 Conference and its outcome document ar presented as the most 

important point of references of sustainable cities for the future on the international level. 

Moreover, commitments before and after the Rio+20 Conference are illustrated as well as the major 

paragraphs of the Rio+20 Outcome document on sustainable human settlements are reviewed. 

Moreover, concrete initiatives of the major UN players are exemplified. 

Sustainable development is one of the major cornerstones within the UN system. Various UN 

institutions and initiatives capture the urban dimension of SD which highlights its crucial importance. 

Many documents, mechanisms, initiatives, policy briefs and even institutions are dealing with urban 

sustainability topics on the UN scale already since many decades. At the United Nations Conference on 

Sustainable Development (UNCSD), the Rio +20 Outcome Document was adopted. Four paragraphs on 

‘Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements’ of this document set the stage for all further engagement in 

urban SD on the UN scale even though several commitments have been taken before the UNCSD. On the 

one hand, the Sustainable Development Goals build on the paragraphs on sustainable cities of the 

Rio+20 outcome document. On the other hand, UN-HABITAT is the lead institution responsible for 

implementing the Rio+20 contents on sustainable cities, besides UN DESA, UNEP and UN Global 

Compact.  

2.1 Pre-Rio+20 Era  

In preparation of the Rio+20 Conference in 2012, the UNCSD Secretariat elaborated one briefing 

document on sustainable cities with the aim of providing a fact sheet on sustainable cities. Thereby, 

international commitments were addressed which included urban issues in their agenda. They comprise 

Agenda 21 (1992), MDG 7 (2001), Johannesburg Plan of Implementation (2002), Istanbul Declaration 

(2008), Earth Summit 1992, Plan of Action on Subnational Governments (2011), Cities and Other Local 

Authorities for Biodiversity (2011-2012). Even though the issues addressed in these documents are not 

new, they are still of major concern nowadays, and comprise air quality, transport, clean domestic 

energy and challenges, such as sanitation, sewage, slums and many others (UNCSD Secretariat, 2012).  

The table below gives an overview on some of the most relevant committments related to sustainable 

urbanisation taken before the Rio+20 outcome document. The source of the table is based on the Rio 

2012 Issues Briefs prepared by the UNCSD Secretariat (2012).  

DOCUMENT RELEVANT CHAPTER EXAMPLES OF TARGETS 
Johannesburg Plan of 
Implementation (1972) 

Chapter II Poverty Eradication Improve lives of at least 100 
million slum dwellers 

UN Habitat Agenda (1996) B 42-43 Sustainable Human Adequate shelter for all and 

http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/WSSD_POI_PD/English/WSSD_PlanImpl.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/WSSD_POI_PD/English/WSSD_PlanImpl.pdf
http://www.unep.org/Documents.Multilingual/Default.asp?DocumentID=52&ArticleID=55
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DOCUMENT RELEVANT CHAPTER EXAMPLES OF TARGETS 
Settlements  sustainable human 

settlements development in 
an urbanised world 

Agenda 21 (1992) Chapter 7: Promoting Sustainable 
Human Settlement Development 

Promoting the integrated 
provision of environmental 
infrastructure: water, 
sanitation and waste 
management; Promoting 
sustainable energy and 
transport systems 

MDG (2000) MDG 7: Ensure Environmental 
Sustainability 

Addressing slum dwellers 
and access to safe drinking 
water and basic sanitation 

 

In the following section, we are looking more closely to the Agenda 21 and MDGs because their 

implementation still impact today’s international decision making. The Agenda 21 was adopted by more 

than 178 states and is still on the agenda of many governments. MDGs built the foundation for today’s 

discussion on SDGs. 

The Agenda 21 deserves special attention because it still serves as an action agenda for a variety of 

governance bodies ranging from UN level to individual governments including other multilateral 

organisations. It can be applied around the world at local, national and global levels. It is a 

comprehensive action plan with global, national and local considerations set up by organisations of the 

UN System, governments, and major groups in every area in which humans have impacts on the 

environment. Local Agenda 21 is the result of Agenda 21 which was decided at the UN Conference on 

Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The “local” refers to the municipal 

implementation of Agenda 21 (UNDESA, 2013 a). 

Chapter 7 of Agenda 21 deals with “Promoting Sustainable Human Settlement Development” and 

provides objectives, programme areas, activities and means of implementation around the topic of 

human settlements. The following aspects point out the most important objectives of the document: 

 improve the social, economic and environmental quality of human settlements and the living 

and working environments of all people, in particular the urban and rural poor (paragraph 7.8); 

 ensure sustainable management of all urban settlements, particularly in developing countries, in 

order to enhance their ability to improve living conditions of residents (paragraph 7.15); 

 provide for the land requirements of human settlement development through environmentally 

sound physical planning and land use (paragraph 7.28); 

 ensure the provision of adequate environmental infrastructure facilities in all settlements by the 

year 2025 (paragraph 7.38); 

 adopt policies and technologies and to exchange information on them in order to enable the 

construction sector to meet human settlement development goals (paragraph 7.68); 

http://www.unep.org/Documents.Multilingual/Default.asp?DocumentID=52&ArticleID=55
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/environ.shtml
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 improve human resource development and capacity-building in all countries by enhancing the 

personal and institutional capacity of all actors, particularly indigenous people and women, 

involved in human settlement development (paragraph 7.76) (UN, 1992). 

Europe has led the way in realizing Local Agenda 21 (LA 21) initiatives. Since 1992, more than 5,000 

European communities have launched LA 21 initiatives. However, they are marked by national 

differences in the rate at which LAs 21 are implemented. Following the Rio Conference in 1992, the 

“European Campaign for Sustainable Cities and Towns“ has been launched in Aalborg in 1994. On the 

basis of the Rio Agenda 21, the issue of realisation at the local level was treated in greater details and 

specifically for Europe. The final document, the Aalborg Charter, has since been signed by several 

thousand European communities that have thus committed themselves to realizing Local Agenda 21 

processes. 

Regarding the Millennium Development Goals, they  have been established in order to accelerate 

development in the world’s poorest countries. Please find them in the following table: 

Goal 1 Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger 

Goal 2 Achieve Universal Primary Education 

Goal 3 Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women 

Goal 4 Reduce Child Mortality 

Goal 5 Improve Maternal Health 

Goal 6 Combat Aids/HIV and other Diseases 

Goal 7 Ensure Environmental Sustainability  

Goal 8 Develope a Global Partnership For Development 

 

The 7th MDG takes reference to urban areas by setting the target that by 2015 (with the two sub 

paragraphs 7C and 7D): the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking 

water and basic sanitation should be halved (7C), and by 2020 a significant improvement in the lives of 

at least 100 million slum dwellers should be achieved (7D).  

2.2 Rio+ 20 Conference and Outcomes D ocument 

Finally, in 2012, the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD) Rio+20 

addressed implementing measures for sustainable development in the political outcome document 

‘The Future We Want’. The document devotes four paragraphs to ‘Sustainable cities and human 

settlements’ within the fifth chapter of ‘Framework for action and follow-up’.  

In the boxes below, please find the paragraphs of the Rio+20 Outcome Document in their full length. 

The text is directly taken from the original document, but the bolds are added in order to emphasise the 

contents of the case study and the multi-level governance approach required for urban SD. 

http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/environ.shtml
http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N11/476/10/PDF/N1147610.pdf?OpenElement
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Sustainable cities and human settlements  (Source: UNCSD, 2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

134. We recognize that, if well planned and developed 

including through integrated planning and manage 

ment approaches, cities can promote economically, 

socially and environmentally sustainable societies. In 

this regard, we recognize the need for a holistic 

approach to urban development and human 

settlements that provides for affordable housing and 

infrastructure and prioritizes slum upgrading and 

urban regeneration. We commit to work towards 

improving the quality of human settlements, including 

the living and working conditions of both urban and 

rural dwellers in the context of poverty eradication so 

that all people have access to basic services, housing 

and mobility. We also recognize the need for 

conservation as appropriate of the natural and cultural 

heritage of human settlements, the revitalization of 

historic districts, and the rehabilitation of city centers. 

 

135. We commit to promote an integrated 

approach to planning and building sustainable 

cities and urban settlements, including through 

supporting local authorities, increasing public 

awareness and enhancing participation of urban 

residents, including the poor, in decision making. 

We also commit to promote sustainable 

development policies that support inclusive housing 

and social services; a safe and healthy living 

environment for all, particularly children, youth, 

women, elderly and disabled; affordable and 

sustainable transport and energy; promotion, 

protection and restoration of safe and green urban 

spaces; safe and clean drinking water and 

sanitation; healthy air quality; generation of decent 

jobs; and improved urban planning and slum 

upgrading. We further support sustainable 

management of waste through the application of 

the 3Rs (reduce, reuse and recycle). We underline 

the importance of considering disaster risk 

reduction, resilience and climate risks in urban 

planning. We recognize the efforts of cities to 

balance development with rural regions. 

 

136. We emphasize the importance of increasing the 

number of metropolitan regions, cities and towns that 

are implementing policies for sustainable urban 

planning and design in order to respond effectively to 

the expected growth of urban populations in coming 

decades. We note that sustainable urban planning 

benefits from the involvement of multiple 

stakeholders as well as from full use of information 

and sex-disaggregated data including on demographic 

trends, income distribution and informal settlements. 

We recognize the important role of municipal 

governments in setting a vision for sustainable cities, 

from the initiation of city planning through to 

revitalization of older cities and neighbourhoods, 

including by adopting energy efficiency programmes in 

building management and developing sustainable 

locally appropriate transport systems. We further 

recognize the importance of mixed use planning and of 

encouraging non-motorized mobility, including by 

promoting pedestrian and cycling infrastructures. 

 

137. We recognize that partnerships among cities 

and communities play an important role in 

promoting sustainable development. In this regard, 

we stress the need to strengthen existing 

cooperation mechanisms or platforms, partnership 

arrangements and other implementation tools to 

advance the coordinated implementation of the UN 

Habitat Agenda with active involvement of all 

relevant UN entities and with the overall aim of 

achieving sustainable urban development. We 

further recognize the continuing need for adequate 

and predictable financial contributions to the UN 

Habitat and Human Settlements Foundation so as to 

ensure timely, effective and concrete global 

implementation of the Habitat Agenda. 
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2.3 Rio+20 Follow-Up Actions 

After the Rio+20 conference, the UN member states took initiative to develop a set of Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). These goals should build upon the Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) 

and converge with the post-2015 Development Agenda. The aim of establishing SDGs was to develop a 

transparent and intergovernmental process open to all stakeholders with a view to developing global 

SDGs. In the Rio+20 outcome document, UN member states agreed that SDGs must be based on Agenda 

21 and the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation and have to be coherent with and integrated in the 

UN development agenda beyond 2015. Yet, the focus of SDGs shall not divert from the achievement of 

the MDGs. Regarding the development of SDGs, a UN General Assembly Open Working Group has been 

established to work on proposals for the new goals. This intergovernmental process runs parallel to a 

UN Secretary-General led process on the Post 2015 Development Agenda (UN Sustainable Development 

Knowledge Platform, 2013).  

SDGs 

The process of arriving at a SDG framework and a post-2015 Development Agenda is Member State-

led, with broad participation from a variety of stakeholders with the UN Secretary-General providing 

overall leadership to the process on post-2015 Development Planning. Supportive actions are also 

provided by the Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) which is a global, independent 

network of research centres, universities and technical institutions that works with stakeholders 

including business and civil society, UN agencies and other international organizations. The network 

comprises a Thematic Group on Sustainable Cities and launched the campaign on an urban SDG. 

Furthermore the UN Global Compact makes contributions by involving views and contributions 

businesses and the private sector feed into the post-2015 Development Agenda. 

Sustainable Cities Thematic Group 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2013 

For further information on the Sustainable Cities Thematic Group: 
- It offers an interwoven solutions framework to achieve sustainable development for all 
-  promotes cities that are environmentally sustainable, socially inclusive, economically productive 

and resilient , it explores cross-cutting solutions that address constraints across multiple 
sustainable development themes: ending urban poverty, enabling a demographic transition, 
enhancing human well being, enabling food and nutrition security, enabling quality access to 
infrastructure and basic services, addressing climate change, promoting economic and social 
inclusion, enhancing governance etc. 

- launched the campaign ‘Why the world needs an urban sustainable development goal’ with aims 

such as educate and focus attention on urgent urban challenges and future opportunities, 

Mobilize and empower all urban actors around practical problem solving etc 

- Campaign is prepared by the SDSN Thematic Group on Sustainable Cities and supported by UN-

Habitat, UCLG, Cities Alliance and ICLEI 

 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=1300
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=1300
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/environ.shtml
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=1561
http://unsdsn.org/thematicgroups/tg9/
http://urbansdg.org/
http://unsdsn.org/thematicgroups/tg9/
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Overall, SDGs are envisaged to be an international framework that will enable countries to better target 

and monitor progress across all three dimensions of sustainable development in a coordinated and 

holistic way, also taking reference to urban areas. The target of SDGs is their appicability to all countries, 

regardless of their level of development. In December 2012, UN-Habitat proposed an SDG on 

Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements which stresses the crucial role of urban sustainability in the 

development of SDGs. The proposition’s overall goal is to promote cities that are environmentally 

sustainable, socially inclusive, economically productive and resilient (UN-HABITAT, 2012).  

The following paragraphs focus on implementation processes of the Rio+20 paragraphs on Human 

Settlements and Sustainable Cities by presenting several UN Bodies engaging in urban sustainable 

development and related initiatives. Hereby, the main institution responsible for the implementation of  

Rio+20 paragraphs on Human Settlements and Sustainable Cities is UN-Habitat. 

 

 

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) , is the United Nations lead agency 

for human settlements. It is mandated by the UN General Assembly and has the mission is to promote 

socially and environmentally sustainable towns and cities with the goal of providing adequate shelter for 

all. The main documents outlining the mandate of UN-HABITAT are the Vancouver Declaration on 

Human Settlements (1976), Habitat Agenda (1996), Istanbul Declaration on Human Settlements (1996), 

the Declaration on Cities and Other Human Settlements in the New Millennium (2001), and Resolution 

56/206 (2002) (UN-HABITAT, 2013a).        

The organisation’s focus lies within urban areas in developing countries putting an emphasis on poverty 

and sanitation issues. Its initiatives range from projects and reports to  programmes in cooperation with 

other UN bodies. The source document on urban governance of UN-HABITAT dates back to the year 

1999 and carries the title “The Global Campaign on Urban Governance”.  

To address urban SD challenges, UN-HABITAT's Governing Council in 2005 asked the agency to prepare a 

Medium-Term Strategic and Institutional Plan. The vision of the plan is to help create by 2013 "the 

necessary conditions for concerted international and national efforts to minimize the growth of slums 

and to set the stage for the subsequent reduction in and reversal of the number of slum dwellers". The 

plan's overall strategic goal is to support governments and their development partners to achieve more 

sustainable urbanization. It aims to promote policy and institutional reform in order to have impacts at 

the appropriate scale. The key cross-cutting issues of the plan are (i) gender, (ii) youth, and (iii) response 

to human settlements in crisis, all of which feature prominently in the first five focus areas of the plan. 

There are several focus areas in the Medium-Term Strategic and Institutional Plan, each of which has a 

plan of action: effective advocacy, monitoring and partnerships; participatory planning, management 

and governance; access to land and housing for all; environmentally sound basic urban infrastructure; 

and strengthened human settlements finance systems (UN-HABITAT, 2013b). 

UN-HABITAT 

 

http://ww2.unhabitat.org/default.asp
http://www.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/924_21239_The_Vancouver_Declaration.pdf
http://www.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/924_21239_The_Vancouver_Declaration.pdf
http://www.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/1176_6455_The_Habitat_Agenda.pdf
http://www.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/407-ISTANBUL_DECLARATION_ON_HUMAN_SETTLEMENTS-Istanbul_Declaration.pdf
http://www.unhabitat.org/content.asp?cid=2071&catid=1&typeid=25&subMenuId=0
http://ww2.unhabitat.org/about/documents/gae.pdf
http://ww2.unhabitat.org/about/documents/gae.pdf
http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=25


 Mapping Urban Sustainable Development in Europe and beyond ESDN Case Study No 15 

 13 

Moreover, UN-HABITAT has currently 5 priority themes: governance; environmental planning and 

management; urban economy; education, training and research; and urban planning UN-Habitat’s 

initiatives on these themes include projects1  (e.g. Local Government Association And Urban 

Development Capacity Building Project in Iraq and Governance And Development Support Programme 

in Afghanistan) to reports2 (e.g. UN-HABITAT Climate Change Strategy 2010-2013 to programmes made 

in cooperation with other UN bodies (e.g. Sustainable Urban Development Network, Best Practices and 

Local Leadership etc.) (UN HABITAT, 2013c). 

Yet, UN-HABITAT runs a series of strategic programmes designed to help make cities safer, to bring relief 

in countries suffering the aftermath of war or natural disasters, and promote sustainable cities and good 

governance. Examples comprise:  

 HABITAT UNI (the Habitat University Network Initiative) is UN-Habitat’s network for 

academia/research partners. The network aims to strengthen cooperation between UN-Habitat 

and institutions of higher education, encouraging collaborative learning and for universities to 

become closer partners of cities, actively engaged in problem solving that closes the gap 

between academics and practitioners. 

 Sustainable Urban Development Network has the vision is to contribute to livable, productive 

and inclusive cities which embrace social harmony, economic vitality and environmental 

sustainability, and supports the implementation of the UN Medium Term Strategic and 

Institutional Plan (2008-2013), an organizational response to global trends in urbanization. It is 

designed to support poverty reduction strategies and the wider national development 

strategies, through interactions with global, regional, national and city actors. 

 Global Urban Observatory monitors global progress in implementing the Habitat Agenda and 

to monitor the global urban conditions and trends. The programme addresses the urgent need 

to improve the world-wide base of urban knowledge by supporting Governments, local 

authorities and organizations of the civil society develop and apply policy-oriented urban 

indicators, statistics and other urban information. 

 Under the Urban Management Programme, an initiative of United Nations Development 

Programme, UN-HABITAT, the World Bank and various bilateral donors cover thematic areas 

such as: urban management in the fields of participatory urban governance, urban poverty 

alleviation, environmental management, and the dissemination of this information at the local, 

national and regional levels. It was established in 1986 and went until 2006. Its explicit focus is 

on activities that aim to improve living conditions of the urban poor.  

Besides the mentioned programmes, the work of UN-HABITAT also covers a wide range of topics in the 

areas of urban development and management, land and housing, environment and climate change, 

water sanitation and infrastrucutre and many more. 

Regarding UN-HABITAT’s activities, please find the specific links in the following paragraph: 

                                                             
1 See also: http://open.unhabitat.org/projects/  
2 See also: http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=555  

http://open.unhabitat.org/projects/
http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=555
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Links on UN-Habitat’s work related to sustainable cities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Currently, much emphasis in the context of urban SD is put into the upcoming 3rd United Nations 

Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (“HABITAT III”), which will take place in 

2016. After the United Nations General Assembly convened the HABITAT I conference in Vancouver in 

1976, its commitments on sustainable human settlements were reconfirmed at the HABITAT II in 

Istanbul in 1996. The Habitat Agenda was adopted as a global plan of action for adequate shelter for all. 

In 2016, world leaders aim to elaborate on the contents of the first two conferences by taking further 

steps at Habitat III. The third conference should offer the opportunity to member states to discuss a 

New Urban Agenda focussing on policies and strategies. It will address following key elements:  

- National Urban Policy as an instrument to establish a connection between the dynamics of 

urbanisation and the overall process of national development, 

- Laws, institutions and systems of governance which create the normative basis of action 

underlying the process of urbanisation and 

- Urban economy in order to strengthen urban economic development worldwide. 

This conference is a recent proof that the importance of urban sustainability is further increasing within 

the UN. With Habitat III, the UN hopes to bring the relevant actors together and to link results with 

national legislation in order to provide boost and ownership to implementation of urban sustainable 

development. 

However, even if UN-HABITAT is the main body dealing with sustainable cities and human settlements 

on the UN level, it often coordinates and runs joint initiatives with other UN players. A short overview of 

other UN bodies and initiatives on urban sustainable development is provided in the following:   

 

 

The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA) is involved in several joint 

initiatives on sustainable cities and policy briefs on smart cities. For instance, the “Integrated Strategy 

for Sustainable Cities”, is a policy brief on the integrated approach to build sustainable cities which 

involves the coordination of objectives and programmes between different city stakeholders as well as 

 World Urban Forum  

http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=767 

 Urban development management 

http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=254 

 Urban economy and financing shelter 

http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=292 

 Urban land legislation and governance branch 

http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=260 

 

UN-DESA 

 

http://www.unhabitat.org/documents/docs/kigaliconference/Habitat%20III%20Vision.pdf
http://www.unhabitat.org/documents/docs/kigaliconference/Habitat%20III%20Vision.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/index.html
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/publications/policy_briefs/policybrief40.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/publications/policy_briefs/policybrief40.pdf
http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=767
http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=254
http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=292
http://www.unhabitat.org/categories.asp?catid=260
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the linkages between and within socio-economic sectors. UN-DESA also manages the United Nations 

Office for SD (UNOSD) and together they organised an “International Symposium on Sustainable Cities: 

Empowering Local Governments through Capacity Building and Knowledge Sharing” which took place in 

Incheon/Republic of Korea (UNDESA, 2013b). 

The UN Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform of the Division for Sustainable Development is a 

follow-up platform of the Rio+20 Outcome document and provides information on actions and 

documents to Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements comprising outcome documents, secretary-

general reports, meeting reports, logistics and other documents.3  

UN-DESA has an own Division for Sustainable Development dealing with sustainable cities and human 

settlements. The Division for Sustainable Development (DSD) provides leadership in promoting and 

coordinating implementation of the sustainable development agenda of the United Nations mainly 

referring to the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20). The work of the 

Division translates into five core functions: (1) Support to UN intergovernmental processes on 

sustainable development; (2) Analysis and policy development; (3) Capacity development at the country 

level; (4) Inter-agency coordination; and (5) Knowledge management, communication and outreach. The 

homepage of this division provides information on Sustainable Development Action Networks which are 

action-oriented communities where stakeholders may collaborate and share information on certain 

sustainable development topics in order to implement concrete policies, plans, programmes projects in 

support of the objectives of the network. One of the Sustainable Development Action Networks is on 

Sustainable Cities. In order to provide information for potential project partners, UNDESA presents 

projects of stakeholders related to sustainable cities online. Moreover, it organises events, such as the 

special event on Sustainable Cities with Local Authorities Major Groups (UNDESA, 2013b). 

 

 

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has an urban environment unit which aims to 

integrate the urban dimension in UNEP’s work dealing with issues that have a local and inernational 

dimension, such as air pollution, coastal areas, waste, biodiversity and climate change. Also, in 

cooperation with partners, UNEP supports governments to address key urban environmental issues at 

national, regional and global levels. 

It runs several urban key programmes, such as the “Sustainable Cities Programme” with UN-Habitat and 

also works closely with city networks, such as Cities Alliance and GEO-Cities. Another example to 

mention is the “Global Initiative for Resource-Efficient Cities” which aims to reduce pollution levels, 

improve resource efficiency and reduce infrastructure costs in cities on a global scale.  

Furthermore, it is working closely with UN-Habitat in the areas of sustainable urban planning and 

management, whereas the areas of action include analyzing the state of the environmnet in cities, water 

                                                             
3 For further information on projects, please see: http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=917  

UNEP 

 

http://www.unosd.org/index.php?menu=17
http://www.unosd.org/index.php?menu=17
http://www.unosd.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=17&menu=177
http://www.unosd.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=17&menu=177
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=1510
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/about.html
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=1514
http://www.unep.org/
http://www.unep.org/urban_environment/key_programmes/index.asp
http://www.unhabitat.org/content.asp?typeid=19&catid=540&cid=5025
http://www.unep.org/newscentre/default.aspx?DocumentID=2688&ArticleID=9179#sthash.Gqii72Qd.dpuf
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=917
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and sanitation, air pollution and climate change etc. Since 2006, the two organisations have been 

developing a Partnership Framework with the overall goal of mainstreaming the environmental 

dimension into local, national and global urban policy-making (UNEP, 2013). 

 

 

The UN Global Compact is a strategic policy initiative for businesses that commit themselves to aligning 

their operations with principles in the areas of human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption. It 

is also considered as a practical framework for the development and implementation of sustainability 

policies and practices offering workstreams, management tools and resources in order to help advance 

sustainable business models and markets.  

In terms of urban SD, the Global Compact Cities Programme represents  a large corporate responsibiltiy 

initiative providing a framework for translating UN principles on Human Rights, Labour Standards, 

Environment and Anti-Corruption into day-to-day urban governance and management. The Cities 

Programme supports a holistic approach to sustainability that considers, plans for and measures impact 

across four social domains: the economic, ecological, political and cultural dimension. 

  

UN-Global Compact 

 

http://www.unglobalcompact.org/
http://citiesprogramme.com/aboutus/the-cities-programme
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3 Mapping urban SD on the EU Level 

In this chapter, we provide an overview of how urban sustainable development issues and activities 

that are addressed in various EU policy strategies, programs, projects, funding schemes, and tools. 

Within the EU policy system, responsibilities on urban sustainable development are shared by several 

Directorate Generals and included in various policy documents, also comprising initiatives on sustainable 

cities. Thus, various parallel policy mechanisms exist which are not always directly linked to each other, 

but pursuing the same or similar objectives. Furthermore, funding schemes as well as tools are provided 

by EU institutions to enhance sustainable development in European urban areas. 

In the following sections, we provide an overview of how urban sustainable development issues and 

activities are addressed in various EU policy strategies, by different EU institutions their funding schemes 

and their tools.  

3.1 Policy Strategies  

In this part of the case study, we provide an overview of how urban sustainable development issues and 

activities are addressed in various EU policy strategies. 

 

 

As part of the Europe 2020 framework, urban sustainable development issues are addressed as part of 

the Innovation Union Flagship Initiative. In 2012, the European Commission launched the European 

Innovation Partnership Smart Cities and Communities (EIP SCC)4 which is one of the Innovation Union 

Flagship Initiative. The Partnership follows the Smart Cities and Communities Initiative which was 

launched in 2011. The EIP SCC is a partnership across the areas of energy, transport and information 

and communication, with the objective to enhance progress in areas such as energy production, 

distribution and use, mobility, transport and information and communication technologies. With the aim 

of coming up with scalable and transferable solutions to contribute to the EU’s 20/20/20 climate action 

goals, it looks to reduce high-energy consumption, green-house-gas emissions, bad air quality and 

congestion of roads. The EIP SCC focus will thus support existing and future EU initiatives for urban 

areas in the field of environment and climate policies. It ultimately looks to establish strategic 

partnerships between industry and European cities to develop the urban systems and infrastructures of 

tomorrow. With the aim of boosting the development of smart technologies in cities, the European 

Commission pools research resources from energy, transport and ICT supporting demonstration projects 

                                                             
4 For further information, please see: http://ec.europa.eu/eip/smartcities/about-partnership/how-does-

it-work/index_en.htm 

  

Europe 2020 Strategy: European Innovation Partnership Smart Cities and Communities 

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-2020-in-a-nutshell/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/research/innovation-union/index_en.cfm?pg=eip
http://ec.europa.eu/research/innovation-union/index_en.cfm?pg=eip
http://ec.europa.eu/eip/smartcities/about-partnership/how-does-it-work/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/eip/smartcities/about-partnership/how-does-it-work/index_en.htm
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in cities. Each demonstration project financed under the same scheme must combine all the three 

sectors in order to create synergies. For 2013, 365 million Euro funds have been provided for these 

urban technology solutions. The Smart Cities and Communities EIP brings together four DGs: Move, 

Energy, Research and Innovation and Connect. However, DG Environment and DG Regio are also 

engaged in EIP projects on smart cities as well5. 

 

The EIP SCC consists of the High Level Group and the Smart Cities Stakeholder Platform. In the High 

Level Group, there are high level representatives from industry, research and cities. Each High Level 

member elects an associate from their company/organisation to support them in their work (Sherpa 

Group). Together they are responsible for the Strategic Implementation Plan (SIP), which helps define 

how concepts promoting Smart Cities are put into practice. It also looks at how the European 

Commission can support these measures during the next Research Framework Programme – Horizon 

2020.  

 

The Smart Cities Stakeholder Platform is the collaborative, networking and knowledge sharing tool of 

Smart Cities and Communities set up by the European Commission (DG Energy). It collects and analyses 

input from all stakeholders in order to give advice to the High Level Group to feed into the Strategic 

Implementation Plan, and to provide detailed feedback to stakeholders who can use it to create their 

own activities and projects. Ultimately, the High Level Group and the Smart Cities Stakeholder Platform 

work together to encourage and support Smart Cities concepts to be embraced on a wide scale . The 

Platform acts as collaborative, networking and knowledge sharing tool and implementation mechanism 

of the European Innovation Partnership on SCC with the aims of identifying and spreading information 

on technology solutions and needs required by practitioners and providing information for policy 

support to the High Level Group and the European Commission.  It is both a web-based and physical 

platform open to anyone who registers on it. 

 

 

 

Besides the Europe 2020 Strategy, there are various European policy mechanisms which have at least 

one section dealing with urban sustainable development or sustainable cities. The 7th Environmental 

Action Programme, for instance, was proposed by the Commission and sets a strategic agenda for 

environmental policy-making with objectives to be achieved by 2020. It identifies cities as crucial 

engines of environmental problems and risks and therefore underpins the European Green Capital 

Award in relation to policies for sustainable urban planning and design. Thus, in order to enhance 

sustainability of EU cities, the 7th EAP fixes the goals that the majority of cities in the EU are 

implementing policies for sustainable urban planning by 2020. The main responsible governance body to 

support these targets is the DG Environment. However, others DGs are involved in urban initiatives, such 

                                                             
5 See also: European Commission. 2012.Press Release: Commission launches innovation partnership for Smart 
Cities and Communities. Available at: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-12-760_en.htm 

6th and 7th Environmental Action Programme 

http://www.eu-smartcities.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/
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as DG Energy, DG Digital Agenda, DG Regional Development and DG for Regional and Urban Policy. The 

related initiatives are exhibited in the following paragraphs.   

Before the 7th EAP, the Commission committed itself to act in the area of urban SD also through the 6th 

Environmental Action Programme which was issued in 2002. The 6th Environmental Action Programme 

called for the development of a Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment with the objective of 

“contributing to a better quality of life through an integrated approach concentrated on urban areas and 

encouraging sustainable urban development (European Commission, 2005). The strategy emphasises 

the importance of local authorities referring to the subsidiarity principle that action should be taken at 

the most effective level which implies the local level. However, it also stresses the importance that 

urban environment needs action at all levels: national and regional authorities, as well as the EU 

(European Commission, 2005). It is based on the results of extensive consultations with a wide range of 

stakeholders and includes technical issues for environmental management plans, sustainable urban 

transport plans and for future priorities in regard to research and training. Throughout the development 

of the Thematic Strategy, the EU Expert Group on the Urban Environment has also been consulted. This 

is an advisory group that offers expert advice to the European Commission on urban environment issues 

and has produced important advisory documents related to urban sustainability issues. Again, DG 

Environment is here the responsible institution for these efforts. DG Environment provides information 

on the strategy’s accompanied documents and processes, such as an Impact Assessment covering its 

social, economic and environmental consequences and the EU Expert Group on the Urban Environmnet.  

 

 

The renewed EU Sustainable Development Strategy of 2006  includes several key challenges and 

required actions. Sustainable transport is one of these key challenges in the EU SDS and ensuring 

transport systems meeting society’s economic, social and environmental needs. In the EU SDS, one of 

the actions to tackle transport systems is to develop and implement urban transport plans and systems 

taking into account technical guidance provided by the Commission and considering closer cooperation 

between cities and surrounding regions. Moreover, the EU SDS in the section on mobilizing actors and 

multiplying success refers to the role of cities in SD (para 29): 

 “With regard to the important role of local and regional levels in delivering sustainable 

development and building up social capital, it is the overall aim to build sustainable communities 

in urban and rural areas where citizens live and work and jointly create a high quality of life. 

Approaches like the Local Agenda 21 and other processes with broad public participation must 

be further strengthened and promoted. Municipalities, cities and towns should be invited to sign 

and implement the Aalborg Commitments. Networks at different levels should support these 

activities.” 

 

Within this context, the Commission is invited to elaborate possible options of how to promote the 

“European Sustainable Cities & Towns Campaign” which provides an exchange of good practice 

including the elaboration of quality criteria, indicators and instruments like impact assessment. The best 

EU Sustainable Development Strategy 

http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/agriculture/environment/l28027_en.htm
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/agriculture/environment/l28027_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/urban/expert_group_urban_env.htm
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&t=PDF&gc=true&sc=false&f=ST%2010917%202006%20INIT&r=http%3A%2F%2Fregister.consilium.europa.eu%2Fpd%2Fen%2F06%2Fst10%2Fst10917.en06.pdf
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sustainable development initiatives taken by regional and local authorities will be awarded prizes on an 

annual basis. The Commission will invite proposals from other EU institutions and organisations on how 

best to organise this. 

3.2 EU Institutions and examples of projects and funding 

Within the European Commission, several Directorate-Generals (DGs) of the European Commission have 

responsibilities that include urban SD and sustainable cities, including various programmes and projects. 

Some of the DGs charged with urban SD issues are: DG Move, Energy, R&I, Connect, Energy and Regional 

Development. In the following section, projects and funds of DG Environment, Regional Development, 

Mobility and Transport and Energy are exhibited in order to show how DG’s include engagement in 

smart and sustainable cities into their agenda. 

DG Environment 

DG Environment has the objective to protect, preserve and improve the environment for present and 

future generations. The DG is responsible for several policies in the fields of air, chemicals, industry, 

resource efficiency, soil, sustainable development and many more. Among these, the policy on 

sustainable development also takes into consideration the theme of ‘sustainable cities’ and the ‘urban 

environment’. The division on SD policy undertakes work on smart cities and developed the Thematic 

Strategy on the Urban Environment which was adopted in 2006 with the collaboration of the EU Expert 

Group on the Urban Environment and several other stakeholders. Moreover, DG Environment deals with 

the urban environment by linking main European Commission policies on urban issues, such as air 

pollution, noise, clean urban transport, energy efficiency in buildings and urban regeneration.  

Support for cities is provided by projects or tools and urban environment data. In order to illustrate 

what is done, two projects are exemplified: 

- The European Green Capital Award enables cities to inspire each other and share examples of 

good practices in situ. The award is given to cities that as a consistent record of achieving high 

environmental standards can act as a role model to inspire other cities and promote best 

practices to all other European cities. It is the result of an initiative taken by 15 European cities 

and the Association of Estonian cities in 2006 which was launched by the European Commission 

in 2008. 

- European Mobility Week Award scheme rewards the local authority raise public awareness of 

sustainable mobility issues and make achievements towards sustainable urban transport. The 

winning city is chosen by an independent panel of transport experts. 

In terms of funding opportunities, DG Environment makes available two different programmes: 

1)  the LIFE fund is the European Union’s financial instrument supporting environmental and 

nature conservation projects throughout the Union and in some candidate and 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/policies_en.htm
file:///C:/Dokumente%20und%20Einstellungen/Gerald%20Berger/Lokale%20Einstellungen/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/S1TMJGNS/Thematic%20Strategy%20on%20the%20Urban%20Environment
file:///C:/Dokumente%20und%20Einstellungen/Gerald%20Berger/Lokale%20Einstellungen/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/S1TMJGNS/Thematic%20Strategy%20on%20the%20Urban%20Environment
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/about-the-award/
http://www.mobilityweek.eu/home/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/funding/intro_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/lifeplus.htm
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neighbouring countries. As part of this funding scheme, projects on urban SD can also be 

funded. Since 1992 LIFE has co-financed some 2,750 projects for a total of €1.35 billion. 

2) The Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme – Entrepreneurship and 

Innovation Programme (CIP-EIP) supports projects in eco-innovation through three 

initiatives: financial instruments, network of actors and pilot and market replication 

projects. 

DG Regional and Urban Policy 

The mission of the DG for Regional and Urban Policy is to strengthen economic, social and territorial 

cohesion by reducing disparities between the levels of development of regions and countries of the EU. 

In this way, the policy plans to contribute positively to the overall economic performance of the EU and 

strengthen economic, social and territorial cohesion. By co-financing infrastructure projects, developing 

information society, accelerating the transfer of know-how and stimulating cross-border cooperation, 

the DG for Regional and Urban Policy helps regions that are less prosperous or are suffering from 

structural problems to improve competitiveness and to achieve a faster rate of economic development.  

Examples of DG Regio projects related to urban sustainability are:  

- URBACT is a European exchange and learning programme promoting sustainable urban 

development. It tries to enable cities to work together to develop solutions to major urban 

challenges, reaffirming the key role they play in facing increasingly complex societal changes. 

Furthermore, the project helps cites to develop pragmatic solutions that are sustainable, and 

that integrate economic, social and environmental dimensions. URBACT’s mission is to enable 

cities to share good practices and lessons learned with all professionals involved in urban policy 

throughout Europe. Each project focuses on a specific urban issue, such as tapping into the 

positive potential of young people (MY GENERATION), social housing (SUITE), or taking built 

heritage into account in urban development (Hero). It comprises 500 cities, 29 countries and 

7,000 active participants and it is jointly financed by the European Union (European Regional 

Development Fund) and the Member States. 

- JESSICA Joint European Support for Sustainable Investment in City Areas is an initiative of the 

European Commission developed in co-operation with the European Investment Bank (EIB) and 

the Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB).  Its mission is to promote sustainable urban 

development and regeneration through financial engineering mechanisms. JESSICA supports 

projects in areas, such as urban infrastructure, heritage or cultural sites, redevelopment of 

brownfield sites, university buildings and energy efficiency improvements. 

DG Regio also funds sustainable urban projects mainly through its Structural Funds scheme, the 

European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the Cohesion Fund:  

- The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) aims to strengthen economic and social 

cohesion on the European Union by correcting imbalances between its regions. The ERDF 

focuses its investments on several key priority areas. This is known as ‘thematic concentration’: 

(a) Innovation and research; (b) the digital agenda; (c) support for small and medium-sized 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/funding/cip_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/funding/cip_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/regional_policy/index_en.htm
http://urbact.eu/en/about-urbact/our-missions/
http://urbact.eu/en/projects/active-inclusion/my-generation/
http://urbact.eu/en/projects/quality-sustainable-living/suite/
http://urbact.eu/en/projects/urban-renewal/hero/
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/thefunds/instruments/jessica_en.cfm#1
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/thefunds/regional/index_en.cfm
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enterprises (SMEs); and (d) the low-carbon economy. Since many years, sustainable 

development is included in the Structural Funds regulation as a cross-cutting theme that has to 

be included in all programming documents. The ERDF also gives particular attention to specific 

territorial characteristics. ERDF action is also in fact designed to reduce economic, 

environmental and social problems in urban areas, with a special focus on sustainable urban 

development. At least 5 % of the ERDF resources are set aside for this field, through ‘integrated 

actions’ managed by cities.   

- The Cohesion Fund is aimed at Member States whose Gross National Income (GNI) per 

inhabitant is less than 90 % of the EU average. It aims to strengthen economic and social 

disparities and to promote sustainable development, and it is now subject to the same rules of 

programming, management and monitoring as the ERDF and ESF though the Common 

Provisions Regulation. Among its investment priorities (Art.4) , the Cohesion Fund6 takes into 

consideration the urban environment and supports:  

1) the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all sectors by, among others, “promoting 

low-carbon strategies for all types of territories, in particular for urban areas” (our 

emphasis);  

2) climate change adaptation, risk prevention and management; 

3) the environment and promoting resource efficiency by, among others, “taking action to 

improve the urban environment, to revitalise cities” (our emphasis); and, 

4) sustainable transport and removing bottlenecks in key network infrastructures.  

 

- The Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) helps candidate countries to develop 

transport networks and improve environmental infrastructure. It is made up of five difference 

components: Assistance for transition and institution building, Cross-border cooperation, 

Regional development (transport, environment, regional and economic development), 

Human resources (strengthening human capital and combating exclusion) and Rural 

development. 

DG Energy  

DG Energy is focused on creating an internal energy market to lower prices, to develop renewable 

energy sources, to reduce energy dependence and to reduce energy consumption. The DG’s goal is 

linked to the EU aiming for a 20% cut in Europe’s annual primary energy consumption by 2020. 

Measures of the energy chain generation, transformation, distribution and final consumption shall 

increase efficiency at all stages. Thus, the measures focus on public transport and the building sector 

where the potential for savings is greatest. In order to achieve the minus 20% of energy consumption, 

the DG launches initiatives which address smart cities and are exemplified here: 

- CONCERTO Initiative aims to demonstrate that the energy-optimisation of districts and 

communities as a whole is more cost-effective than optimising each building individually, if all 

relevant stakeholders work together and integrate different energy-technologies in a smart way. 
                                                             
6 See also: http://new.eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R1300&from=EN  

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/thefunds/cohesion/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/thefunds/ipa/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/technology/initiatives/smart_cities_en.htm%20%20on%20smart%20cities%20Link%20doesn’t%20work%20but%20appears%20everywhere
http://concerto.eu/concerto/
http://new.eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R1300&from=EN
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It started in 2005 and has co-funded more than 175 Million Euro 58 cities and communities in 22 

projects in 23 countries. CONCERTO is an initiative within the European Research Framework 

Programme (FP6 and FP7). 

- The Platform Smart Cities and Communities has been set up on behalf of DG Energy as part of 

the Smart Cities and Communities Initiative under the SET-Plan to make information accessible 

on potential technologies to enable cities and local governments to find and finance suitable 

technological solutions. In finding suitable technologies, four working groups are involved in 

following topics: Energy Supply Networks, Mobility and Transport, Finance Group, Smart City 

Roadmap Group and ICT4 Smart Cities Group. The objective is to develop formalized information 

of technology solutions. Moreover, the Platform is a key component of the European 

Commission’s strategy to support Smart Cities. 

DG Transport and Mobility 

DG Transport and Mobility aims at promoting a mobility that is efficient, safe, secure and 

environmentally friendly. Furthermore, it s goal is to create the conditions for a competitive industry 

generating growth and jobs. It is responsible for the work on a series of inter-modal transport issues and 

addresses a wide range of transport themes, such as passenger rights, security and safety, sustainable 

transport and clean and urban transport. Within the theme clean and urban transport, DG Transport is 

responsible for the Urban Mobility Package7 which reinforces supporting measures in the area of 

transport by  

 sharing experiences, show-casing best practices, and fostering cooperation 
 providing targeted financial support, 
 focussing research and innovation on delivering solutions for urban mobility challenges, and 
 involving the Member States and enhance international cooperation. 

The central element of the Urban Mobility Package is the Communication “Together towards 
competitive and resource-efficient urban mobility”. 

The main important initiatives by DG Transport on smart cities are: 

- The CIVITAS Initiative helps cities across Europe to implement and test innovative and 

integrated strategies which address energy, transport and environmental objectives. So far, 

projects in 59 cities have been or are being supported. The annual CIVITAS Forum brings 

together practitioners and politicians from the CIVITAS cities. The initiative runs until 2016 and 

thanks to an EU-funded investment of well over EUR 200 million, the project has guided cities to 

introduce improvements measures. Examples include a public transport ticketing system in 

Tallinn, Estonia, a 100% clean bus fleet in Toulouse, France, waterborne goods transport in 

Bremen, Germany and a new traffic control system in Bologna, Italy.  

-  

                                                             
7 See also: http://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/urban/doc/ump/com(2013)913_en.pdf  

http://eu-smartcities.eu/groups
http://ec.europa.eu/transport/urban/urban_mobility/urban_mobility_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/urban/urban_mobility/
http://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/urban/doc/ump/com%282013%29913_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/urban/doc/ump/com%282013%29913_en.pdf
http://www.civitas-initiative.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/urban/doc/ump/com(2013)913_en.pdf
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- The Eltis project facilitates the exchange of information, knowledge and experiences in the field 

of urban mobility in Europe. Eltis supports the creation of urban transport systems, which use 

less energy and produce fewer emissions, while improving the competitiveness of urban areas 

and the mobility and quality of life of its citizens. Created more than 10 years ago, Eltis is now 

Europe's main portal on urban mobility. It organizes regular events and frequently provides best 

practice examples of European cities in terms of sustainable transport. 

In terms of funding, DG Transport and Mobility provides grants and calls in the field of Transport. Most 
recent calls were, for instance, promoting efficient enforcement of specific traffic rulers from September 
2013. 

DG Connect  

The DG for Communications, Networks, Content and Technology (DG CONNECT) works with digital 

technologies that can help deliver the growth which the EU needs. It contributes by harnessing 

information and communications technologies in order to create jobs and generate economic growth. 

DG CONNECT manages the Digital Agenda, one of the seven flagship initiatives under Europe 2020 

aiming at boosting Europe’s economy and helping to get the most out of digital technologies. ICT for 

Sustainable Growth is a Forum within the Digital Agenda Flagship Initiative that addresses energy 

efficiency, water management and climate change adaptation. It deals with several policy areas such as 

energy efficiency of the ICT Sector, Energy Efficient Buildings, Smart Grids, Waste Management and 

Smart Sustainable Cities.8  

With regards to Smart Sustainable Cities, ICT is identified as a significant means to enable a better use of 

energy in buildings, transport, street lightning etc. The report "Impacts of Information and 

Communication Technologies on Energy Efficiency" (2008)9 was commissioned by the European 

Commission under the direction of DG CONNECT. This report identifies areas in a city in which ICT can 

have a positive impact.  

To illustrate DG CONNECT’s engagement in cities more vividly, following examples shall be presented: 

- The Green Digital Charter was launched in 2009 to encourage and make signatory cities commit 

to to reduce their carbon footprint of their ICT and roll-out ICT solutions which should result in 

more energy efficiency in areas such as buildings, transport and energy. It counts 28 signatory 

cities. They use EUROCITIES network to coordinate their efforts and implement a roadmap on 

their commitments, exchange experiences and build benchmarks of good practice.  

 

- Within the Green Digital Charter, the NiCE project (Networking intelligent Cities for Energy 

Efficiency was launched to promote and advance implementation of the commitments of the 

                                                             
8
 For further information please see: http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/connect/en/content/mission-and-priorities 

9 Please see: 
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/docs/studies/2008/2008_impact-of-
ict_on_ee.pdf  

http://www.eltis.org/index.php?id=4&ID1=4
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/connect/en/content/dg-connect
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/connect/en/content/mission-and-priorities
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0245:FIN:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/green_digital_charter/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/green_digital_charter/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/cities/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/docs/studies/2008/2008_impact-of-ict_on_ee.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/docs/studies/2008/2008_impact-of-ict_on_ee.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/docs/charter/green_d_charter.pdf
http://www.greendigitalcharter.eu/niceproject
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/connect/en/content/mission-and-priorities
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/docs/studies/2008/2008_impact-of-ict_on_ee.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/sustainable_growth/docs/studies/2008/2008_impact-of-ict_on_ee.pdf
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Green Digital Charter with a view to use ICT as an enabler to significantly reduce energy 

consumption and CO2 emissions (European Commission, 2013).  

3.3 Tools and mechanisms 

Tools and mechanisms to enhance urban sustainable development on a multi-level governance 

approach comprise ‘knowledge exchange platforms’ and ‘top-down implementation projects’. 

However, there are various other tools and mechansims on a regional and bottom-up level, such as city 

networks. In this sub-chapter, top-down exchange platforms are described. 

The Reference Framework for Eureopean Sustainable Cities (RFSC) was established in 2008 by national 

ministers in Marseille who decided to establish a mechanism that would translate in practive the 

sustainability goals of the Leipzig Charter objectives. The RFSC is a joint intitiative of EU Member States, 

the European Commission and European organisations of local governments and serves as online toolkit 

for European local authorities work working towards integrated sustainable development. It is offering 

its contribution to urban sustainable development by helping cities to promote their work on integrated 

sustainable urban development by giving common space and language to the community of cities. 

Thereby it offers access to exchange and support and practical support in integrating sustainability 

principles into local policies and actions. 

The European Urban Knowledge Network is an intergovernmental urban network and was launched at 

the informal ministerial conference  on urban policy “Cities Empower Europe” in 2004. The aim is to 

develop a pilot project for a European urban knowledge exchange network with the volontary 

participation of Member States and the support of URBACT. Currently, it counts 15 Member States 

which disseminate national knowledge via EUKN at the European level and disseminate European and 

international knowledge at the national level. The topics cover Urban Policy, Economy, Knowledge and 

Employment, Social Inclusion and Integration, Urban Environment, Transport and Infrastructure, 

Housing, Security and Crime Prevention, Skills and Capacity Building. Yet, cities can make use of the 

EUKN by getting structural funds. 

The EU Smart Cities Stakeholder Platform is part of the European Innovation Partnership on Smart 

Cities and Communities and is outlined in Chapter 3.1. It is not only a knowledge sharing tool itself, but 

also an implementation mechanism and governance body of the European Innovation Partnership on 

Smart Cities. 

  

http://www.rfsc-community.eu/about-rfsc/rfsc-at-a-glance/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/about-the-award/policy-guidance/index.html
http://www.eu-smartcities.eu/about
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4  City networks and network tools 

This chapter provides information on city networks that focus on urban SD issues and that operate 

either on a global ora European level. Evidently, global city networks have different interest foci 

than European city networks. The list of urban networks is not exhaustible and for that reason, the 

most prominent ones were selected to be described in the following section.  

The establishment of city networks traces back to the 1950s and nowadays a myriad of such alliances 

exist on a global as well as on a regional scale. In order to gain support knowledge sharing, cities come 

together and exchange important information regarding city planning and management. Usually, these 

alliances are created by members for members, hence they are considered as bottom-up movements. 

Some, however, are founded by European institutions to foster exchange among European cities 

through networking, knowledge exchange and sharing of best-practices, these networks favour the 

processes of achieving important goals, such as EU targets regarding CO2 emissions or energy related 

goals. Thus, city networks can also be considered as important implementation tools for urban 

sustainable development objectives. 

4.1. Global City Networks  

The most important city networks operating at a global scale are ICLEI (Local Governments for 

Sustainable Development), UCLG (The Global Network of Cities, Local and Regional Governments), Cities 

Alliance and C 40 Cities. . Please note that ICLEI has a global and a European section and thus will be 

considered as a global as well as a European network in this chapter. 

ICLEI (Local Governments for Sustainable Development) is a membership association consisting of 12 

mega-cities, 550 large cities and urban regions, 450 small and medium-sized cities and towns in 86 

countries dedicated to sustainable development. It receives its mandate from its members’ local 

governments and municipal organizations and is managed by an ICLEI Council, Global and Regional 

Executive and a Management Committee. Beyond its global outreach, ICLEI has a European section with 

its own European Secretariat. The global alliance encompasses a number of initiatives:  1) a network of 

local governments that facilitates city-to-city cooperation; 2) thematic networks that bring together 

cities; 3) self-assessment tools for cities, such as Local Authorities Self Assessment of Local Agenda 21, 4) 

tools like eco-budget etc.  

UCLG (The Global Network of Cities, Local and Regional Governments) is present in 140 out of 191 UN 

member states. Its members include individual cities and national associations of local governments. 

More precisely, over 1000 cities across 95 countries as well as 112 Local Government Associations are 

direct members of UCLG. The city network has a decentralised structure with 7 Regional Sections in 

Africa, Asia-Pacific, Euro-Asia, Europe, Latin America, Middle East and West Asia, North America and a 

Metropolitan section. These Regional and Metropolitan Sections are independant legal entites which 

conduct thier own regional activites. Each Committee can establish one or more Working Groups which 

develop proposals and/or cooperation initiatives between local governments and their associations in 

http://www.iclei.org/
http://www.uclg.org/
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order to enrich the discussions within UCLG. Their mandate is for three years until the next UCLG 

Congress. UCLG supports international cooperation between cities and their associations, and facilitates 

programmes, networks and partnerships to build the capacity of local governments. It promotes 

followng topics: the role of women in local decision-making, and is a gateway to relevant information on 

local government across the world.  

Cities Alliance is a global partnership for urban poverty reduction and the promotion of the role of cities 

in sustainable development. Members comprise local authorities, national governments, NGOs and 

multi-lateral organisations, such as the EU, UN-Habitat and the World Bank. This network’s objectives 

are to support cities in enhancing national policy frameworks to address urban development needs, 

developing and implementing local inclusive strategies and plans and developing mechanisms to engage 

citizens in city or urban governance.  

C 40 Cities is a global network of large cities taking action to address climate change by developing 

policies and programs that generate measurable reductions in greenhouse gas emissions and climate 

risks. It offers direct access, peer-to-peer exchange and research and communities to cities. More 

precisely, it helps cities to advance significant climate policies and initiatives through increased local 

capacity. Moreover, it provides expertise to cities to design and implement climate policies and projects. 

Through creating networks, C 40 is building a community of practice to identify solutions, share lessons 

learned and provide assistance to policymakers to adapt approaches to local conditions.  

Besides the above mentioned networks, several others, such as Eco Compact Cities Network and the 

World Mayor Council on Climate Change which aim to foster knowledge exchange on topics and 

projects related to sustainable development.   

4.2. European City Networks  

In addition to global city networks, city networks that focus on urban SD also operate on a European 

level. The table below provides an overview of important European city networks and, for each, looks 

into its history, management structure, objectives, what it offers for cities, and its focus on SD. 

http://citiesalliance.org/
http://www.c40cities.org/
http://www.ecocompactcity.org/
http://www.worldmayorscouncil.org/
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City Network History Management/ 
Structure 

Objective What it offers to 
cities 

Focus on SD 

Covenant of Mayors Launched in 2008 by 
the European 
Commission. 

Interacts with a wide 
range of projects, 
policies and initiatives 
from European 
institutions, public 
administrations and 
networks, its office is 
lead by energy cities, 
Climate Alliance, 
Energy Cities, 
Eurocities etc. which 
all share the same 
headquarter in 
Brussels. 

Aims to meet the EU 
20% CO2 reduction by 
making signatories to 
commit to territorial 
Sustainabe Action 
Plans. 

Assistance in order to 
implement the 
Sustainable Energy 
Action Plan. 

Committed to 
increasing energy 
efficiency and use of 
renewable energy 
sources, objective by 
2020. 

ICLEI Europe ICLEI was founded in 
1990 by 200 local 
governments from 43 
countries who 
convened for the first 
World Congress of 
Local Governments 
for a Sustainable 
Future at the United 
Nations headquarters 
in New York. 
Operations started in 
1991 at the World 
Secretariat in 
Toronto, Canada, and 
the European 
Secretariat in 
Freiburg, Germany. 

ICLEI is a membership 
organisation and it is 
the members who 
govern based on 
democratic 
principles; the 
European Regional 
Executive Committee 
(REXCom) represents 
ICLEI’s Members in 
Europe. Each of the 
five REXCom 
members are 
responsible for a 
specific portfolio 
related to 
sustainability. The 
Special Advisors 

Improvement of local 
governance and 
management; in 
Europe, ICLEI is 
dedicated to 
introducing and 
anchoring new 
instruments, 
mechanisms and 
tools for municipal 
management, in 
order to ensure the 
unwavering 
implementation, 
effective monitoring 
and continual 
improvement of 
sustainable 

ICLEI represents local 
governments in all 
relevant policy 
processes for 
sustainability in 
Europe; works 
together with other 
European networks, 
the European 
Commission, the 
Committee of the 
Regions, and other 
organisations 
involved in 
formulating EU 
policies and 
strategies; ICLEI 
supports cities and 

Biodiversity, climate 
change adaptation 
and mitigation, 
sustainability 
management, urban 
governance, 
sustainable 
procurement, energy, 
water, mobility,  
sustainable events. 
  

http://www.covenantofmayors.eu/about/covenant-of-mayors_en.html
http://www.iclei-europe.org/home/
http://www.iclei-europe.org/topics/biodiversity/
http://www.iclei-europe.org/topics/biodiversity/
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City Network History Management/ 
Structure 

Objective What it offers to 
cities 

Focus on SD 

support the work of 
ICLEI Europe and its 
European Regional 
Executive Committee. 
The European 
Executive Staff 
Members comprise 
50 people. 

development. local governments in 
making the transition 
to becoming 
sustainable cities. 

Eurocities  Was founded in 1986 
by the mayors of six 
cities. 

Executive Committee 
manages business of 
the organization; day-
to-day work is 
conducted through 
six thematic forums 
and working groups 
in which our 
members can 
participate. 

Reinforce the role of 
local governments in 
a multilevel 
governance structure. 

Broad exchange of 
knowledge and 
experiences. 

Culture, economy, 
environment, 
knowledge society, 
mobility, social 
affairs. 

Energy Cities Created in 1990 by 
members,  

The leading team is 
made up by 21 
specialists in urban 
topics, between 2013 
and 2015 it is under 
the residency of the 
City of Heidelberg 
with a Board of 
Directors of 11 
European cities. 

Represent cities’ 
interests and 
influence the policies 
made by EU 
institutions. 

Promote cities’ 
initiatives through 
exchange of 
experiences, transfer 
of know-how and the 
implementation of 
joint projects. 

Energy, 
environmental 
protection and urban 
policy. 

Climate Alliance Founded in 1990 by 
local authorities. 

Is an internationally 
composed board and 
is coordinated by the 
European Secretariat 

Reducing GHG 
emissions, conserving 
tropical rain forests. 

Promotion of 
partnerships between 
European 
municipalities and 

CO2 emissions, rain 
forest conservation in 
the Amazon Basin. 

http://www.eurocities.eu/
http://www.energy-cities.eu/
http://www.klimabuendnis.org/
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City Network History Management/ 
Structure 

Objective What it offers to 
cities 

Focus on SD 

and additional 
agencies: an office in 
Brussels and national 
and regional offices.  

indigenous 
communities; 
regional offices act in 
the interest of the 
members and 
connect different 
local, national, 
European and 
international political 
levels.  

CEMR -Council of 
European 
Municipalities and 
Regions 

Founded in Geneva in 
1951 by a group of 
European mayors. 

Two governing 
bodies: the Policy 
Committee and the 
Executive Bureau. 
The Policy Committee 
as the main 
governing organ is 
based on national 
representation; 
Executive Bureau 
takes decisions 
between Policy 
Committee meetings. 

Promoting a united 
Europe that is based 
on local and regional 
self government and 
democracy, exchange 
experience at local 
and regional level. 

Enhancing the local 
and regional 
contribution to 
influence European 
law and policy. 

Air quality, energy 
efficiency, 
employment, local 
life, etc. 

European 
Metropolitan 
Network Institute 

Created both for and 
by cities and funded 
by DG Regio. 

It works together 
with a multitude of 
institutes and 
organisations on 
urban projects. By 
collaborating with 
network 
organisations, 
universities and 

Building a multi-level 
and multi-
stakeholder network 
of people and cities; 
creating and sharing 
innovative, demand-
driven knowledge, 
both for and by 
European cities and 

Sharing of knowledge 
between urban 
professionals, 
research institutes, 
civil society, network 
organisations, private 
companies and EU 
institutions. 

Polycentric 
metropolitan areas, 
sustainable urban 
mobility, economic 
vitality, sustainability 
and social cohesion. 

http://www.ccre.org/
http://www.ccre.org/
http://www.ccre.org/
http://www.ccre.org/
http://www.emi-network.eu/About_EMI
http://www.emi-network.eu/About_EMI
http://www.emi-network.eu/About_EMI
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City Network History Management/ 
Structure 

Objective What it offers to 
cities 

Focus on SD 

institutes on the 
local, national and 
European level, EMI 
strengthens the link 
between players and 
stakeholders in the 
urban field. 

metropolitan areas. 

European 
Sustainable Cities 
Platform  

Is a project that 
stems from the 
Sustainable Cities & 
Towns Campaign 
(1994-2013) 

Movement led by 
members for the 
benefit of members. 

Aims to bridge the 
gap between 
research and policy-
making in sustainable 
development, at and 
for the local level.  At 
the Informed Cities 
fora, a series of 
conferences bringing 
together researchers 
and local policy-
makers, new ways of 
transferring latest 
scientific knowledge 
into practice are 
discussed. 

Platform is designed 
so that various cities 
and towns in Europe 
can continue to share 
their sustainability 
information and 
initiatives. 

Reduction of 
greenhouse gases in 
order to minimise the 
city's contribution to 
global climate 
change. Saving 
energy and increasing 
the share of 
renewable energy 
production are key 
issues. 

 

http://www.sustainablecities.eu/
http://www.sustainablecities.eu/
http://www.sustainablecities.eu/
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5  Summary 

After the mapping of institutions and initiatives that deal with cities within the context of sustainability, 

we found a myriad of interpretations and implementation of urban SD and its governance, stretching 

across international governance efforts to European policy strategies and worldwide city networks. 

Furthermore, city networks represent alternative spheres of authorities which help cities to establish 

sustainable patterns and challenge the traditional distinctions between local, regional, national and 

global environmental politics.  

The goal of this case study was to map the relevant players on an UN and EU level. In exploring their 

initiatives and institutions, it became clear that the Rio+20 Outcome Document serves as a main point of 

reference to further UN actions concerning sustainable human settlements. UN-Habitat is the UN body 

overtaking the greatest governance responsibility in regard to sustainable cities. Its engagements are 

mainly taking place in developing cities with a focus on social equality and sustainability. Work in the 

European Union on urban SD takes place in the context of the Europe 2020 Strategy and several DGs 

have specific responsibilities that are directly or indirectly linked to urban SD issues. By mapping UN and 

EU institutions, their efforts in urban sustainability as well as by presenting city networks, not only the 

complexity of the topic becomes evident, but also the complexity of challenges cities have to face in 

terms of environmental, social, economic, political, spatial, physical and institutional aspects in general.  
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