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The current context of multiple and intersecting lo-
cal-global crises makes accelerating progress towards
the urban Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) - SDG
11 - an even more difficult, yet necessary agenda. Most
notably, these crises include the climate emergency, the
ongoing effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the global
cost of living and multiple armed conflicts, all of which
contribute to deepening inequalities. Nevertheless, the
past few years have also seen a re-energized global mu-
nicipalist movement with ambitious commitments, alter-
native visions and bold strategies to spearhead efforts for
more just and equal cities and territories.

In an increasingly urbanizing world, local and regional
governments (LRGs) - with different degrees of auton-
omy and decentralized resources and responsibilities -

are the bedrock of achieving the SDGs, particularly SDG
11. LRGs play a pivotal role based on their deep under-
standing of challenges for SDG localization. They provide
access to adequate housing and basic services; ground
their planning strategies in feminism, accessibility and
participation; reduce disaster risk; and protect natural
and cultural heritage. Moreover, they serve as key nodes
and drivers for advancing a rights-based approach, as
well as building and strengthening multistakeholder and
multilevel partnerships. The latter involves forming coa-
litions of actors across levels of government, civil society,
local communities, the private sector and international
organizations, aiming to leverage resources and capac-
ities towards “Making cities and human settlements in-
clusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.”
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This paper, together with the other four
papers included in the 7th Towards the lo-
calization of the SDGs report, produced by
the Global Taskforce of Local and Regional
Governments (GTF) in 2023, builds on ex-
tensive desk research. In particular, they
draw on experiences and policies reported
by cities, regions, local government asso-
ciations (LGAs), GTF networks and part-
ners via the GTF/United Cities and Local
Governments (UCLG) 2023 survey, several
written consultation processes and inter-
views (see Table 1).

The five papers provide a complementa-
ry and integrated vision of the pathways
LRGs are taking to achieve SDG 11 and
closely related SDGs. In other words, they
highlight trajectories for change, illus-
trated through innovative case studies, in
which LRGs take an active role and for-
ward-looking approach to promote more
equitable and sustainable futures. LRGs
do so through strategic decisions and con-
certed practices in collaboration with dif-
ferent urban stakeholders.* The papers
further outline enabling environments
for those pathways as well as persistent
challenges and deep inequalities that slow
down and, in some cases, halt progress to-
wards achieving SDG 11 and the full 2030
Agenda.

Each paper delves into a specific topic re-
lated to the localization of SDG 11:

Paper 1 shows how LRGs, five years af-
ter the Municipalist Declaration of Local
Governments for the Right to Housing and
the Right to the City, are using a range of
housing actions to recognize, protect and
fulfil the right to adequate housing and
basic services. These actions accelerate
progress towards SDG target 11.1.

Paper 2 builds upon feminist approach-
es to the design and implementation of
planning policies, as an entry point to
foster accessibility, proximity and partic-
ipation - crucial conditions for sustaina-
ble and inclusive communities - thereby
working towards SDG targets 11.2, 11.3
and 11.7.

Paper 3 focuses on LRGs' role in pursu-
ing environmental justice and integrated
and circular approaches that address the
overlapping crises of climate change, bi-
odiversity loss and ecological overshoot,
reflecting SDG targets 11.5, 11.6, 11.7
and 11.b.

Paper 4 argues that while culture and
heritage are hardly visible across the
SDGs (and, indeed, should be addressed
explicitly through a proposed SDG 18),
they are fundamental dimensions of lo-
calizing sustainability agendas. This pa-
per speaks particularly to achieving SDG
target 11.4.

Paper 5 outlines how, to achieve more
balanced and equal urban and territorial
systems, multilevel governance at all lev-
els should be strengthened, based on the
principle of subsidiarity and enhanced
coherence of territorial and sectoral pol-
icies. National governments can open
space for LRGs to work towards SDG tar-
get 11.a through genuine fiscal, adminis-
trative and political decentralization.

The next two pages present the highlights of the Towards the localiza-
tion of the SDGs report, including the cities’, regions’ and associations'’
best practices mentioned in the five papers as well as the contribution
of LRGs to the SDG 11 targets and the rest of the SDGs, as analyzed by
the five papers.
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Contribution of LRGs to the SDG 11 targets and related SDGs, as analyzed

by the five papers
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2. Introduction
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Within Sustainable Development Goal (SDG] 11, target
11.a reflects a global commitment to “Support positive
economic, social and environmental links between urban,
peri-urban and rural areas by strengthening national and
regional development planning.” In this vein, this paper
focuses on promoting a positive reinforcing relationship
between balanced urban systems and national, regional
and local policy and planning. It does so by recognizing
the need for national urban policies (NUPs) that support
such balanced systems through multilevel governance
that fosters policy coherence across different levels and
policy integration to localize global development agen-
das.

Based on this, the paper identifies three interrelated di-
mensions of balanced urban systems:

e Decentralized multilevel governance that clearly
defines institutional and financial roles and respon-
sibilities with the principle of subsidiarity at the cen-
tre (SDG targets 11.a, 1.a, 4.7, 5.1, 10.3 and 16.3)

e National, regional and urban policy and planning
that promotes balanced and equal urban and terri-
torial systems (SDG targets 11.a, 1.b, 10.3 and 10.4)

e The right to democratic, inclusive, and active en-
gagement in multilevel governance processes (SDG
targets 11.3, 5.5, 10.6 and 16.8)

Local and regional governments (LRGs) are on the front
line of global efforts to leave no one and no place behind.
Making this commitment a reality requires more equita-
ble, sustainable and integrated urban and territorial de-
velopment. Specifically, SDG target 11.a calls for a focus
on multilevel governance in which NUPs and regional
development plans (RDPs) are central instruments
working alongside and positively reinforcing local ur-
ban and territorial policy and planning. In 2020, to mon-
itor SDG target 11.a, the Inter-Agency and Expert Group
on SDG Indicators adopted indicator 11.a.1: "Number of
countries that have national urban policies or regional
development plans that (a) respond to population dynam-
ics; (b) ensure balanced territorial development; and (c]
increase local fiscal space.™

This focus on urban development and multilevel govern-
ance is reflected in other SDG 11 targets and the New
Urban Agenda (NUAJ, which was adopted by the interna-
tional community at the United Nations (UN) Conference
on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat
1) in October 2016. At Habitat Ill, national governments
committed to implementing NUPs as a key instrument
to achieve sustainable and balanced urban and territo-
rial development.2 LRGs have also reaffirmed their role
through different commitments such as the United Cities
and Local Governments (UCLG) Pact for the Future of Hu-
manity, adopted at the 2022 World Congress in Daejeon.
In this pact, LRG leaders pledge “to pursue an open, con-
structive and sustained structural dialogue with national
governments to ensure joined-up delivery for all citizens,
and communities.” Furthermore, they recognize the im-

portance of “the development of an interurban system of
small, intermediary and large cities and metropolises,
strengthening the urban-rural continuum.”® At the core,
the Pact is a call to redefine “governing in partnership.” It
aims “to place all citizens and communities at the core of
the decision-making” in a multilevel governance system
which seeks to advance urban equality.*

Through urban and regional planning countries are ex-
pected “to support positive economic, social and environ-
mental links.” Such planning should foster sustainable
and inclusive urbanization and reduce the gaps between
urban and rural areas to achieve the SDGs (see Papers
2 and 3). Urban and regional planning are critical levers
for national governments to reinforce multilevel govern-
ance by fostering cooperation and mutual support across
different levels of governments and by incentivizing and
facilitating collaboration among regions, metropolitan
areas, intermediary cities, small towns and their respec-
tive hinterlands.’ This entails a decentralized sharing
of power and responsibilities across different spheres
of government, robust and formalized institutional ar-
rangements and adequate “local fiscal space” to de-
crease inequalities across territories, within urban cen-
tres and between urban and rural areas.*

In this paper, Section 2 gives a brief overview of three
global and regional trends related to inequalities in urban
and territorial systems and current multilevel governance
structures. Addressing these trends, Section 3 proposes
three overlapping and reinforcing pathways that aim to
strengthen decentralized and responsive multilevel gov-
ernance. Section 4 highlights the challenges that LRGs
face in realizing these pathways as well as the capacities
they are building. In conclusion, Section 5 highlights key
messages to advance LRGs' role in accelerating progress
towards SDG target 11.a. and related SDGs to positively
reinforce the relationship between balanced urban and ter-
ritorial systems and national, regional and local policy and
planning.



3. Trends

In assessing progress towards SDG target 11.a, this sec-
tion gives an overview of three current trends related to
inequalities in urban and territorial systems and nation-
al, regional and local planning within multilevel govern-
ance structures.

Growing economic, social and
environmental inequalities across urban,
peri-urban and rural areas

Despite some progress on reducing extreme poverty in
many countries, megatrends indicate that inequalities
are increasing. The current economic and climate cri-
sis, combined with persistent and longstanding income
and spatial inequalities, is eroding social and territo-
rial cohesion. Cities and territories within countries are
increasingly heterogeneous, with deepening social and
spatial fragmentation. The growth of small and interme-
diate cities, along with metropolitan areas, reflects that
neither the benefits nor the costs of urbanization have
been spread equitably within cities and regions. The un-
precedented and unmanaged growth of large cities and
megacities not only results in intra-urban inequalities
but also exacerbates inequalities between urban and
rural hinterland. This “asymmetrical development com-
pounds the urban spatial divide, especially with regard to
secondary cities.””

In the last two decades, an increasing number of coun-
tries and urban areas have begun to experience grow-
ing internal territorial divergence, widening traditional
gaps.® In developed countries, poor regions and neigh-
bourhoods are characterized by economic marginaliza-
tion and social problems. Peripheral regions suffer from
rural desertification and shrinkage of cities. Within the
countries belonging to the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), labour produc-
tivity in the most productive regions nearly doubles that
of the least productive regions within the same country.’
In the USA, large cities with at least one million inhabit-
ants were those that recovered the fastest from the 2008
crisis. The most unequal cities in the USA have become
even more unequal, with urban poverty tied to strong
class and racial inequalities.’® Between 2000 and 2016,
in Europe, growth was better distributed. Nevertheless,
several countries experienced spatially concentrated
growth in a small number of cities and regions,” with
mounting evidence of growing inequalities. In 2021, 95.4
million European Union (EU) inhabitants - 21.7% of the
total population - were at risk of poverty or social exclu-
sion.’” For those in low and lower middle income groups,
their ability to meet basic needs has been negatively af-
fected by exorbitant increases in utility bills (e.g. electric-
ity, water) and inflation.

Developing countries experience the highest levels of
inequality. The urbanization of poverty has deepened
existing inequalities in cities, especially those in Latin
America and Sub-Saharan Africa.” Globally, there is a

growing divide across regions in access to basic services.
About 70% of the urban population in developing coun-
tries is currently underserved by municipal services. In
2020, for example, in Sub-Saharan Africa, as much as
70% of the population lacked safely managed drinking
water, compared to 38% in Central and South Asia and
25% in Latin America and the Caribbean. About 79% of
the Sub-Saharan African population lacks access to safe
sanitation services, compared to 66% in Latin America
and the Caribbean and 53% in Central and South Asia (see
Paper 1)." Slums and informal settlements are prevalent
in South-East, Central and South Asia and particularly
in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 56% of the urban popula-
tion live in slums. The incidence of malnutrition is much
higher in Africa (affecting 282 million people, or 21% of
the population) despite the larger absolute numbers in
Asia (418 million, or 9% of the population). 61.2% of glob-
al employment is in the informal sector, with the high-
est rates of informality corresponding to Africa (85.8%)
and Asia-Pacific and the Arab states (68%]. In the Global
North, about 86% of people use the internet, compared to
47% in the Global South, with women “disproportionately
excluded from access to digital tools and platforms.”™

Inequalities are correlated with the rapid rate of urbani-
zation, which is particularly challenging for Sub-Saharan
Africa and South Asia due to structural deficits.'® These
two regions concentrate the majority of people living
in multidimensional poverty." The urban population in
these regions will expand by nearly a billion or more be-
tween 2020 and 2050. The pace and scale of this growth is
creating new demands for infrastructure and services, as
well as associated political and environmental pressures
(see Paper 3).

Growing income inequalities, demographic trends, on-
going urbanization and climate change, aggravated by
the COVID-19 pandemic and regional armed conflicts,
contribute to maintaining stark and persistent regional
socio-economic disparities over the last decade.”® Such
disparities have an intersectional character, highlight-
ing not only growing class-based inequalities but also
those related to gender, age, race, ethnicity, disability
and sexuality," depending on the context. Not only do
these inequalities contravene the right to the city of large
numbers of urban residents, but they are also impacting
established national and institutional governance rela-
tions (e.g. Brexit in the United Kingdom - UK -, fuelling
populism and conflicts in several regions).?°

Continued top-down national policies
with a limited focus on inequalities in
national urban and regional planning

To what extent has national urban and territorial plan-
ning, promoted by SDG target 11.a, succeeded in acting
as a lever to address the inequalities outlined in the pre-
vious section and their expressions across the SDGs? To
monitor SDG target 11.a, UN-Habitat, the OECD, and Cit-
ies Alliance published the 2021 edition of the Global State
of National Urban Policy (GSNUP) report. This report high-
lights the progress made in 162 countries that are de-
veloping and using NUPs.?' Regular monitoring of SDG
implementation through Voluntary National Reviews
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(VNRs) as well as Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) and
Voluntary Subnational Reviews [(VSRs) complements
these monitoring efforts.?

An NUP is defined as “a coherent set of decisions through
a deliberate government-led process of coordinating and
rallying various actors towards a common vision and
goal that will promote more transformative, productive,
inclusive and resilient urban development for the long
term.”?* The GSNUP report concludes that a majority of
countries have NUPs, “although in different forms, at
different development stages and with varying themat-
ic foci.”? Progress varies across countries and regions:
38% of countries have an NUP in the development stag-
es and 62% have advanced an NUP to the implementa-
tion stage.?® Among the 162 countries analyzed, only 91
countries explicitly used NUPs as a coherent strategy
(an increase from 76 countries in 2018), while in the 71
other countries, urban policies are embedded in national
development strategies or sectoral plans (e.g. housing,
transport, land use).?

In fact, among the 91 countries with explicit NUPs, only
23 countries have NUPs and 17 have RDPs that fulfil all
three “qualifiers” of SDG indicator 11.a.1. From a group
of more than 58 countries with NUPs and 43 countries
with RDPs that responded more in detail to the survey,
54 NUPs and 41 RDPs fulfilled the first qualifier on popu-
lation dynamics, 55 NUPs and 37 RDPs tackled balanced
territorial development, and 26 NUPs and 19 of RDPs
aimed attention at increasing local fiscal space.?”

These findings highlight a number of key problems that
need to be addressed to accelerate progress towards
SDG target 11.a. First, the planning traditions of many
countries have different understandings of what an
NUP is and lack a comprehensive vision of regional
planning founded on the concept of balanced territorial
development and territorial cohesion. Indeed, top-down
strategies and policies with weak place-based approach-
es persist. Such strategies assume that the benefits of
promoting socio-economic dynamism in key urban areas
and regions will eventually spill over, or trickle down, into
surrounding rural territories and less dynamic areas. Yet,
this does not necessarily hold true in all cases. Instead,
such policies have often led, de facto, to treating these
“lagging” localities and regions as obstacles to national
development.?

Second, in addition to space and place, many of these
policies also ignore social identity, which often results
in wider inequality gaps between diverse urban and ter-
ritorial populations. Intersecting inequalities based on
social identity are a defining feature of urbanization and
urban development, and they need to be recognized and
addressed in policy and planning. For example, in Bang-
ladesh, where 50% of urban growth is due to rural-urban
migration, this migration is “gendered, with women mak-
ing up a large proportion of rural-urban migration, drawn
into the garment industry.”?

Third, while NUPs are an important first step, the 2022
quadrennial report of the UN Secretary-General on the
implementation of the NUA observed that an uptake in
adoption of NUPs has not yet translated into impact in
local urban planning. For example, “in much of Africa,
urban plans are being used to attract the private sector,

both locally and internationally, to invest in sustainability
projects that unfortunately do not substantially improve
public infrastructure. This mismatch indicates that pol-
icy coherence through aln] NUP is a necessary but not
sufficient condition for effective multilevel governance.”®

Fourth, local fiscal space, as outlined in SDG indicator
11.a.1, is a critical condition for LRGs to have room for
manoeuvre to build more equal and collaborative territo-
ries. However, because of the demands of the pandemic,
government expenditure has been negatively impacted,
with increases in expenditure to the detriment of capital
expenditure and direct investment.!

A global analysis of 122 countries, published by the OECD
and UCLG, demonstrates the importance of local fiscal
space - and the difficulties LRGs are facing in many
countries. Table 1 indicates the role that LRGs, by re-
gion, already play in contributing to public expenditure,
revenue and public investment. Globally, in 2020, LRGs
accounted for 21.5% of total public spending and 8.3%
of the gross domestic product or GDP (general govern-
ment revenues and expenditures account for an average
of 31% of GDP). In 48% of countries, primarily from Afri-
ca, the Middle East and West Asia but also several Latin
American countries, LRGs have more limited spending
responsibilities. The proportion is even lower in least de-
veloped countries (LDCs), where total LRG expenditures
and revenues accounted for less than 2% to 3% of GDP in
22 countries.®?

Table 1 LRGs’ average percentage of public expenditure, revenue and pub-
lic investment in 2020, by region

LRGs’ average , LRGs’ average
. N . LRGs" average N -
Region % public N % public
. % revenue .
expenditure investment
Africa 11.6% 14.9% 23.9%
Asia-Pacific 33.7% 39.1% 47.2%
Europe and o o o
North America 26.6% 29.9% 42.3%
Eurasia 26.5% 29.8% 38.7%
Latin America 17.8% 23.0% 45.1%
Middle East o o o
and West Asia 8.8% 10.9% 29.6%
World 21.5% 25.9% 39.5%

Source: Based on data from the World Observatory on Subnational Government Fi-
nance and Spending (SNG-WOFI]

With regard to public investments, essential for local in-
frastructure, LRGs play a key role globally: they manage
39.5% of total public investment (1.5% of GDP). The share
of LRG investment as a percentage of GDP is the high-
est in Asia-Pacific, where it is nearly twice as high as in
Africa.®® In the context of LDCs, SNG-WOFI (2022) states
that these figures are embedded in continued unclear
divisions of responsibilities, unfunded or under-funded
mandates and a lack of LRG participation in programme
budget processes.®

Each of these four issues points to problematic trends
in multilevel governance structures and, in particular,
to a lack of progress towards effective decentralization
that constrains the effective implementation of NUPs to
build more equal and balanced territories.



Limited participation of LRGs and citizens
in processes of multilevel governance

This trend concerns to what extent LRGs and citizens
participate in “the deliberations, imagination and deci-
sions about current and future urban and territorial tra-
jectories.”® The development of NUPs - and other instru-
ments to advance the SDGs - is an opportunity to develop
more place-based policies that redefine and strengthen
national and subnational roles and responsibilities, not
only for increased coherence and efficiency but also for
partnership and legitimacy.* Coordination between na-
tional and subnational governments, as well as with lo-
cal civil society and private sector stakeholders, is crit-
ical in any NUP and SDG process. While some progress
can be observed - for example, in Chile’'s multistakehold-
er National Council for Urban Development, the Span-
ish Urban Agenda and South Africa’s Integrated Urban
Development Framework (IUDF)¥ - the participation of
LRGs and non-LRG stakeholders continues to be limited.
Out of 86 countries, “51 (59%) use legislation and regu-
latory mechanisms and 44 (51%) have a platform of di-
alogue between national and sub-national governments
in different NUP stages.”® The number of countries that
engage with non-governmental stakeholders - civil soci-
ety and the private sector - is even lower.%

There are different perceptions about the involvement
of national governments and LRGs through the different
NUP stages. According to the GSNUP report in 48 out of
59 countries that responded to the survey, the highest
engagement with subnational governments occurred in
the feasibility stage (23 countries said it was extensive,
27 reported moderate and 18 reported low). Engagement
dropped off in subsequent stages with the lowest being
the monitoring and evaluation stage (18 countries said
it was extensive, 17 reported moderate and 11 reported
low).* This information can be contrasted with a survey
carried out in parallel by the Global Taskforce of Local
and Regional Governments and UCLG that collected in-
formation on LRGs’ involvement in NUPs in 53 countries.
In 33 countries with explicit or implicit NUPs, LRG were
involved in 22 countries, a lower or more moderate level
of involvement than in the GSNUP report.*!

Citizen participation in multilevel governance structures
varies widely across different contexts. There are wor-
rying trends that 75% of the global population lives in
73 countries where political rights and civil liberties are
declining.®? Political representation also exhibits strong
patterns based on gender, age, ethnicity, race and disa-
bility, depending on the context. For example, although
women'’s representation is generally higher in local gov-
ernments than at the national level, in 2020, “Only 20
countries [...] have reached over 40 per cent women
in local decision-making bodies and an additional 28
countries have women'’s representation between 30 and
40 per cent [...]. Seventy countries fall between 10 and 30
per cent women’s representation, and 15 countries have
less than 10 per cent women'’s representation.”® Trends
indicate that equal identity-based representation in mul-
tilevel governance structures declines from local to na-
tional levels.
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4. Pathways to multilevel governance: Towards people-,
rights- and care-centred approaches to leave no place

and no one behind

At the heart of achieving SDG target 11.a, there is an
urgent need to strengthen multilevel governance as an
enabling framework for national, regional and urban
planning that reinforces pathways to equality throughout
national urban systems. An effective multilevel govern-
ance system “allows the allocation of competences and
responsibilities of government both vertically and hori-
zontally in accordance with the principle of subsidiar-
ity,” recognizing that the form this takes, including the
interdependence between levels, is context-specific.
Multilevel governance requires that all levels share in-
formation and collaborate fully, “so every level can man-
age horizontal relations with its respective stakeholders
in public and accountable ways.”*

Maintaining the focus on developing inclusive, coherent
and accountable NUPs, this section outlines and shares
experiences related to three intersecting pathways or
trajectories for change in a multilevel governance frame-
work that will accelerate more balanced and equitable
urban and territorial systems. The first pathway is cre-
ating the governance framework for NUPs, which, in ef-
fect, dovetails with the project of decentralization and the
principle of subsidiarity. The second is developing NUPs,
exploring ways to make them more inclusive, coherent
and accountable. Finally, the third pathway deepens the
notion of accountability, linking the development of NUPs
not only to the participation of LRGs but also to that of
other actors, in particular civil society, based on the quest
to put people at the centre of development.

Creating a coherently decentralized
multilevel governance framework with
the principle of subsidiarity at the centre

The first pathway is to create the institutional conditions
for effective national and urban planning through a de-
centralized system based on the principle of subsidiar-
ity.*®* Almost all regions of the world “have expanded local
self-government authorities, particularly from the 1990s,
through processes that have involved different degrees
of deconcentration, delegation and devolution [...] pro-
cesses [that] combine administrative, fiscal, and political
elements.”* In 2022, there were over 637,900 LRGs in
the world, based on the definition of an LRG as a “de-

centralised entity elected through universal suffrage and
having general responsibilities and some autonomy with
respect to budget, staff and assets.”” Globally, LRGs en-
compass 624,166 municipal entities, 11,965 intermediate
governments and 1,769 state and regional governments.
Looking at different regions, Asia-Pacific has the largest
number of LRGs with 426,611, followed by Europe, Eura-
sia, North America, Latin America, Africa and the Middle
East and West Asia.®®

When LRGs are adequately resourced and empowered,
they can play a critical role in the development of pol-
icies, programmes and projects aimed at addressing
a range of socio-economic, environmental and spatial
challenges in their territories. For example, mobilizing
LRGs to provide local infrastructure investment and to
improve public services is crucial for more equal urban
and territorial development. Table 3.5.1 showed the role
that LRGs already play in contributing to public expend-
iture, revenue and public investment. To ensure decen-
tralization and the capacity to act, a balance needs to be
established between the allocation of responsibilities and
resources to LRGs in multilevel governance structures.

Empowered LRGs are also important in the context of
disaster risk reduction. Learning from the pandemic “has
revealed that having a diversified funding system based
on a basket of revenues made of grants (for delegated
functions or priority objectives), tax revenues, tariffs
and fees and property income also diversifies risks and
contributes to coping better with external shocks. It also
makes the continuity of public service delivery more likely
during a period of crisis.”

Putting subsidiarity into practice implies a particular
kind of “governing in partnership,” as highlighted in
the UCLG Pact for the Future of Humanity.*®® In fact, such
governing in partnership is undermined by a global mis-
match, in almost all regions, between the increasing re-
sponsibilities transferred to LRGs and the revenue they
receive. In most regions, incomplete fiscal decentrali-
zation and limited access to borrowing undermine the
coherence of national and local policies and the upgrad-
ing of territorial and urban initiatives. Box 1 shows an
alternative vision for multilevel governance partnerships
in the context of EU regional development.



BOX 1

EU Cohesion Policy: Supranational policy
frameworks with urban competences were
particularly evident Europe®

The EU Cohesion Policy, the EU’s integrated and multi-
national regional and urban policy, is one of the largest
local and regional economic development programmes
in the world operating under one broad legal and insti-
tutional architecture. The overwhelming focus of the
policy is on fostering economic development in weak-
er regions (the least prosperous ones and those facing
industrial decline), improving connectivity, enhancing
environmental quality and promoting more socially eq-
uitable local societies.

Several principles are at the core of the EU Cohesion
Policy: (a) partnership, meaning that countries and
LRGs are required to co-finance every project (with dif-
ferent co-financing ratios - the poorest regions are eligi-
ble for the largest shares of funding, with progressively
more prosperous regions eligible for progressively less
funding); (b) shared management in implementation;

These are critical dimensions for implementing NUPs.
Reforms require fiscal systems that foster an incremen-
tal approach to promote buoyant local tax systems, en-
sure a fairer share of national fiscal revenues through
regular and transparent intergovernmental transfers and
facilitate access to responsible borrowing. Likewise, im-
proving redistribution of resources across territories for
equalization purposes requires large-scale schemes to
balance the tensions between territories.®®

By strengthening the fiscal architecture to ensure se-
cure revenue streams for improved planning and in-
vestment at different scales, NUPs can enhance cities’
access to finance and improve their capacity to raise
and manage own-source revenue. As underlined by the
GSNUP report, resources can be mobilized through dif-
ferent sources to enhance local fiscal space. The report
indicates that the most important source of financing
for NUP implementation is national government invest-
ment (67% of countries, particularly in Africa), followed
by co-financing between national and subnational gov-
ernments (42%, more usual in Europe and North Ameri-
ca) and subnational government investment (35%, more
prominent in Asia).%

National regulatory frameworks determine how LRGs
can access particular funding sources and deploy spe-
cific financing mechanisms. At the same time, flexible
and efficient horizontal or vertical equalization mech-
anisms are needed to mitigate the structural differenc-
es between territories or the unequal impact of crises.
Co-financing between national and subnational govern-
ments is a common practice, for example, through “City
Deals” (Australia) or city or territorial contracts (France
and Colombia). National fiscal incentives can encourage
joint municipal plans in major city regions. For example,
Finland has used “MAL contracts” to integrate land use,
infrastructure for new housing areas and sustainable
transport in urban regions of Helsinki, Tampere, Turku

and (c) subsidiarity, which states that the management
of the policy should be devolved downwards to the low-
est level that is meaningful. As such, in many countries,
LRGs should be managing and delivering the policy in a
manner which is close enough to the local context.

Two main instruments, Integrated Territorial Invest-
ments (ITl) and Community-Led Local Development
(CLLD), are used to implement EU Cohesion Poli-
cy funding in an integrated and place-based manner.
These tools help guarantee that local governments and
local stakeholders will be closely involved in the design,
implementation and monitoring of the EU funds they
receive. Feedback from local government associations
in 2021 was quite positive. ITI and CLLD empower lo-
cal authorities and, in doing so, build their capacities to
manage EU funds.®

These shared management practices across the EU
Cohesion Policy landscape are a key part of build-
ing multilevel governance arrangements among the
different governance levels (local, national, regional)
across Europe to deliver territorial development and in-
tegration. These processes also reinforce trust among
the different governance levels.

and Oulu for 2020 to 2031. Ireland is providing a 2 billion
EUR Urban Regeneration and Development Fund for a
wide range of projects, such as low carbon and climate
resilient projects in an urban context.%®

At the same time, working with international institutions
and national development banks can enhance financial
instruments for channelling funding to improve the fi-
nancing capacity of LRGs. LRGs and several partners
are supporting alternative ways to facilitate access to the
financing of a sustainable urban transition.® LRGs can
also provide critical support to enable scaling up local
action through community funds. This can set in motion
a blended finance model that promotes greater politi-
cal, social and financial inclusion (e.g. as implemented
in Thailand and Zimbabwe).*’

Developing a reinforcing set of national,
regional and local policies and plans to
create a balanced and equal interurban
system of small, intermediary and large
cities and metropolises

Recent reforms in local governance aim to respond to
urbanization trends as well as unequal territorial devel-
opment processes. Differences among regions, metro-
politan areas, peripheral cities, intermediary cities,*® and
rural territories require particular attention. For exam-
ple, NUPs could enable the development of interme-
diary cities to play a key role to promote spatially bal-
anced development, with these cities acting as regional
economic hubs and providing essential services to both
urban and rural populations. Improving their functions
and efficiencies, intermediary cities could lift the per-
formance of national economies, alleviate pressures on
metropolitan regions and help reduce rising interregion-
al inequalities. Attention should also be paid to the of-
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ten-extractive relations between urban and rural ter-
ritories to promote a more balanced form of territorial
development. In Africa, for example, small towns and in-
termediary cities are growing, absorbing a large share of
the exponentially rising urban population. However, they
are not always able to retain their inhabitants, who move
towards metropolitan cities.’ Governments need to put
their intermediary cities at the core of their regional and
national development strategies to support more bal-
anced urban systems.

In parallel, the increasing role of large cities (metropo-
lises, megacities) and urban corridors and regions, are
a clear example of territorial polarization. National pol-
icies often promote metropolitan champions to be more
competitive. To face the rising complexity of metropolitan
governance (fragmented power-sharing among munic-
ipalities and other actors), the number of metropolitan
governance reforms has increased.®® However, to ad-
dress inefficiencies and inequalities in metropolitan
governance and linked peripheral cities, there is a need
for a new approach to shape polycentric metropolitan
areas that facilitate more inclusive access to infrastruc-
ture and services, promoting intermunicipal coopera-
tion, supported by financial incentives and equalization
mechanisms that reduce the fragmentation between
core and peripheral areas and neighbourhoods.

As stressed by UN-Habitat and the NUA, more localized
policies can help:

“to realize sustainable urban futures, an integrat-
ed and territorial approach to urban development
[...]. Various levels of government can develop
and implement national urban policies and strat-
egies that ensure integrated spatial growth and
development to harness the potential of inclusive
and balanced urban systems and territorial cohe-
sion.”

Yet, this approach is still very limited. Even if most coun-
tries recognize the potential of NUPs to advance equality
and the SDGs, important efforts are needed to increase
countries’ commitment and reporting to align national
urban and territorial policies.

NUPs are particularly important for Sub-Saharan Afri-
ca, where urbanization is rapid and local governments
are typically weak. Around 18 African countries have
policies that resemble an NUP (explicit or implicit), of-
ten with international support.®? However, many explicit
NUPs lack resources to deploy comprehensive NUPs and
very few countries have the financial and technical ca-
pacity to implement their NUPs. Challenges range from
structural socio-economic constraints, aggravated by
the impact of globalization, to incomplete fiscal decen-
tralization and lack of coherence between local policy
guidelines and the different global agendas. The case of
South Africa highlights the complexity of using an NUP to
address historical inequalities inherited from apartheid,
within a carefully constructed decentralized institutional
architecture (see Box 2).¢

BOX 2

Urban policies in South Africa to fight
against apartheid®

Over a long period, territorial policy has been used
in South Africa to drive racial inequality. As a result,
there are strongly marked racial inequalities in the
distribution of infrastructure, service levels, envi-
ronmental protection and quality of life across the
country - and also within brutally segmented urban
settlements.

The national government is currently working to im-
prove the coordination and coherence of its global,
regional, national, provincial and local development
plans, particularly with respect to the 2030 Agen-
da, the African Agenda 2063 and the Southern Afri-
can Development Community’s Regional Indicative
Strategic Development Plan. In 2016, the national
government adopted the Integrated Urban Devel-
opment Framework, South Africa’s NUP, an initia-
tive coordinated by the Department of Cooperative
Governance and Traditional Affairs in collaboration
with other national departments, local government
associations and international partners. Together
with the National Development Plan 2030, the IUDF
represents South Africa’s vehicle for localizing the
NUA. The IUDF has been promoted not as a policy
or plan but as an “all of society” approach to im-
plementing the NUA and its four strategic goals of
spatial integration, inclusion and access, inclusive
growth and effective governance.

Provincial and municipal governments are respon-
sible for IUDF roll-out through their provincial and
municipal spatial development frameworks and
strategies. However, clear guidelines and support
for the implementation of the IUDF at the local lev-
el and for how the IUDF can contribute to other de-
velopment agendas, such as the 2030 Agenda and
Agenda 2063, are weak. This is because the respon-
sibility for the implementation and monitoring of
these agendas lies with other government depart-
ments such as the Department of Planning, Mon-
itoring and Evaluation. More attention needs to be
given to all of the supporting policies - ensuring
policy coherence - on which inequality rests and has
become spatially embedded or locked in.

In the context of multilevel governance frameworks,
NUPs need to ensure alignment and coordination across
sectoral ministries and across different levels of gov-
ernment. Centralization, policy silos, lack of place-based
content, “persistent data and information gaps, and weak
capacity continue to challenge both national and subna-
tional governments in making the most of NUPs’ poten-
tial.”®® In the 86 countries that facilitated information
for the GSNUP report, 64 countries (74%) have already
deployed formal multiministerial platforms between the
leading NUP ministry (@ ministry or agency specialized
in urban issues, designated in 54 countries) and relevant
sectoral ministries to facilitate coordination. Still, fifteen
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countries indicated that the NUP leading insti-
tution is not clearly defined.®® While progress is
observed, insufficient coordination is one of the
key challenges). Cross-sectoral and intergovern-
mental coordination ultimately involves devel-
oping planning that seeks to equalize access to
income, decent work, health, housing, basic and
social services, connectivity, safety and security.
This not only requires a re-thinking of “integrat-
ed” planning but also raises the questions of how
NUPs address performance criteria to promote
equal access and how such criteria acknowledge
contextual factors when localized.*’

In the same vein, coordination between the SDGs
and national, regional and local policy and plan-
ning is also evident. Most countries are making
efforts to align their national development plans
or strategies with the SDGs,*® but references in
these plans to local development plans or local-
ization strategies are still limited. Highly cen-
tralized, top-down and space-unaware policies
limit local development opportunities.®” Box 3
highlights efforts made in Rwanda to coordinate
SDGs with national and local urban planning.

At the subnational level, intermunicipal coop-
eration is an approach adopted by LRGs that
can contribute to more horizontal coordination.
Such cooperation may have a single, specific
purpose or several different ones. Examples
include improved service quality through econo-
mies of scale, attraction of investment funds and
enhanced economic performance through coor-
dinated planning while, at the same time, pro-
viding better environmental protection (e.g. for
waste management, health or school services).
Intermunicipal cooperation is well-developed in
countries such as France, Portugal, Spain, Swe-
den and the USA as well as in many countries in
Asia and Latin America.”” Box 4 demonstrates
examples of rural-urban local government con-
sortiums that were formed in Ecuador and the
Republic of Korea to address food security.

BOX 3

Localizing the SDGs in Rwanda: Using national and
regional territorial policies and plans™

The Rwandan government has made strong commitments to
translating global commitments into national visions and pro-
grammes, as well as into local plans, illustrating an emblemat-
ic case of SDG localization. For example, it allocated the role for
overseeing SDG localization to the Ministry of Finance and Eco-
nomic Planning and built a special task force for intersectoral
and interagency coordination. Starting at the top and cutting
across all levels of government institutions, responsible enti-
ties were identified to cover strategic aspects as well as day-to-
day implementation.

Urbanization is one of the key challenges for the country. Ear-
ly master plans such as the 2013 Kigali City Master Plan have
been critiqued for providing an inadequate and rigid econom-
ic blueprint, “largely a production of an international cadre of
planners and architects, with a staff composition of 75% foreign
and only 25% local.””? However, this master plan’s revision as
well as the 2015 National Urbanization Policy, the Urbanization
and Rural Settlement Sector Strategic Plan 2018-2024, and the
national roadmap for green secondary cities have been widely
commended for their inclusive visions. Specifically, they aim to
integrate rural and urban areas while reducing resource deple-
tion particularly associated with urban sprawl.

BOX 4

Regional economic development in Ecuador and
the Republic of Korea™

In Ecuador, the population of Pichincha Province is unevenly
distributed, with almost 90% of inhabitants living in the capital
city of Quito. A consortium of local governments was formed in
2014 to address high rates of poverty through linking local and
national policy implementation. This manifested, for example,
in the comprehensive Quito Food Strategy, formally adopted
in 2018, which built on participatory urban agriculture experi-
ences to produce, promote and distribute food products from
the territory, combatting economic inequalities and improving
health.

In the Republic of Korea, the rapidly growing city of Seoul with
9.7 million inhabitants is facing a dual challenge: addressing
increasing economic inequalities between the city and its ru-
ral surroundings and securing food for its population. Seoul's
Metropolitan Government therefore created the Urban-Rural
Coexistence Public Meal Service in 2017. This programme
addresses food safety and security and provides a renewed
framework of urban-rural coexistence. It also builds inter-
jurisdictional governance capacities by pairing urban districts
with rural authorities in order to supply meals to public insti-
tutions. It has resulted in reduced distribution costs and num-
ber of intermediaries and has promoted direct trade between
farmers and the population.



16

Metropolitan areas could also play a key role in fostering
new forms of governance that link core urban areas to
a wider range of smaller urban areas and rural areas.
The case of city-region combined authorities in the UK
illustrates this, as does the initiative in Metro Vancouver
(Canada). In the latter, 21 municipalities, one electoral
area and one First Nation have worked together since
2007 to provide a collaborative framework for promoting
regional growth, supporting liveability and agreeing on
a vision and actions related to regional priorities.”* Pos-
itive urban-rural partnerships are central to search for
complementary assets and capabilities for infrastruc-
ture provision, service delivery and preservation of key
resources (e.g. water, land, agriculture and forests). Co-
operation and coordination built on relationships of trust
are critical for rural-urban governance partnerships. A
key means for building this trust is providing groups of lo-
cal authorities with the flexibility to identify which modes
of cooperation are most appropriate for addressing the
challenges territories are facing, keeping in mind differ-
ences in power and priorities.

Nested in decentralized structures based on principles
of subsidiarity, partnership and inclusion, this pathway
fosters policy cohesion and the urban-rural continuum,
integrated action across sectoral silos, and area- or
place-based approaches that acknowledge and value
the diverse needs and aspirations of the population, in-
cluding marginal and peripheral areas and groups. The
latter links policy and planning to participatory processes
that engage with LRGs as well as citizens, which is the
focus of the third pathway to urban equality.

Promoting inclusive, participatory and
accountable multilevel democratic
governance processes

Urban and territorial policies and planning are unlikely to
address inequalities unless they are supported by multi-
level governance arrangements that involve all spheres
of government, including LRGs, as well as local civil soci-
ety and private sector actors in all their diversity. Not only
are participatory and accountable governance practices
a right, but they are also more likely to promote locally
tailored strategies, make more effective use of resourc-
es and, in the longer term, create local ownership and a
more robust democratic system.

To operate on the principle of subsidiarity and respect
local autonomy and adequate financing, it is necessary
for national, regional and local planning to determine the
appropriate spatial scale on which to operate (reflecting
citizens’ and territorial priorities). Such planning requires
targeting, through area- or place-based approaches,
highly disadvantaged territories and neighbourhoods. In
addition, it requires building on and reinforcing condi-
tions that ensure substantial, sustained, coordinated and
concrete responses to governance challenges are mobi-
lized across appropriate scales.” As polarization of ur-
ban systems and interregional inequalities become more
evident, a gradual shift is observed in different regions
in the way regional and urban policies are being re-de-
signed. Significant examples are the territorial cohesion
policies and the new EU urban policy - the Pact of Am-

sterdam (2016) and the New Leipzig Charter (2020) - that
can be found in the EU, which also include the principles
to promote a more integrated and inclusive involvement
of LRGs.

There are several noteworthy examples of national and
supranational participatory management of natural re-
sources such as forests, water bodies and renewable re-
sources (see Paper 3). This type of operation has been
implemented in many parts of the world, including in
Brazil, France, Malaysia and the Niger River Basin, with
local governments’ and stakeholders’ involvement.

With regard to collaborative access to data, in Nairobi
(Kenyal), grassroots movements and civil society organ-
izations have successfully built upon years of data col-
lection and advocacy to develop a holistic, participatory
upgrading process at scale. This process has received
strong support from local governments’ official agencies,
academics and other partners (see Paper 1).

When adequately empowered and resourced, LRGs
may enjoy a privileged position to coordinate and fos-
ter equality-driven actions, including to support mul-
tilevel governance, more inclusive metropolitan areas,
intermunicipal cooperation and the management of ru-
ral-urban interlinkages. Cooperation can take different
forms, from localized collaboration between municipal-
ities to regional and supraregional collaboration. Box 5
highlights the example of the Basque Country (Spain).



BOX5

Subnational government cooperation: Re-
gional Government of the Basque Country
(Spain)7

Since 2017, the regional government of the Basque
Country (Spain) has developed a multilevel and multi-
stakeholder strategy to better align regional, provincial
and municipal planning and actions for SDG localization.
The Basque Country is home to a population of 2.1 mil-
lion, 80% of whom live in cities. This framework struc-
tures actions to localize the SDGs, promoting “vertical”
and “horizontal” development.

Vertical development integrates multilevel governance,
with specific responsibilities by level of government:

- At the regional level, framed within the SDG
“Decade of Action” strategy, the regional govern-
ment aligned four-year legislative planning with
the SDG targets and indicators under an umbrella
strategy: the Euskadi Basque Country 2030 Agen-
da. Four additional initiatives were put into place:
sustainable bonds, the Education for Sustainability
Strategy, best practices from government bodies
and agencies, and the Basque Foundation for Food
Safety.

- At the provincial level, various provinces led
specific efforts: budget alignment (Gipuzkoal,
cross-sector alliances (Araba), and an SDG-orient-
ed tax system (Biscay).

- At the municipal level, municipalities promoted

The active participation of citizens and their representa-
tive organizations is central to constructing an accounta-
ble multilevel governance system. Data on political rep-
resentation indicates that national, regional and local
governments have to do more to ensure more equal and
meaningful engagement in decision-making at differ-
ent levels. Specifically, they need to address inequalities
based on class, gender, age, ethnicity, race, disability and
sexuality, depending on the context. With political com-
mitment, transparent procedures and clear communica-
tion, collaborative governance among the full diversity of
local stakeholders and local officers can create greater
levels of trust as well as co-produced knowledge and
skills. With such an approach, planning can promote more
balanced territorial development, a necessary condition
for greater urban and territorial equality. The practice of
participatory budgeting brings together the elements of
decentralization with people at the centre: citizen deci-
sion-making and fiscal responsibility supported by legal
and administrative frameworks with subsidiarity at the
core. Box 6 demonstrates the experiences and conditions
for successful participatory budgeting across a range of
different contexts.

a collective transition from Agenda 21 to the 2030
Agenda and produced the Local 2030 Agenda, a
practical guide for aligning municipal strategies
with the SDGs. NGOs are also active development
partners.

Four components cut across this multilevel structure:

- Accountability through yearly reports to the
Basque Parliament and the Open Government
Platform

- Data management by the Basque Statistical Of-
fice, including alignment and adaptation of SDG
indicators

- Training on the “SDG Vision” in yearly modules
for public administration (technical and political)
and the private sector (small and medium-sized
enterprises and clusters)

- Support from academia through the University
2030 Agenda

In 2019, the Basque Country also adopted the Basque Ur-
ban Agenda (Bultzatu 2050) and neighbourhood-based
urban regeneration initiatives. This agenda defines the
Basque Region as a “polycentric urban region” and, to-
gether with the initiatives, they constitute as a strategy
“bridging” regional government, provincial government
and municipal action.”” The Basque regional govern-
ment has a long tradition of inclusive and integrated en-
dogenous development, the promotion of small and me-
dium-sized enterprises, smart specialization focused
on research and technology, and the creation of regional
clusters by taking advantage of their mutual proximity.

BOX 6

Participatory budgeting: The examples of
Yaoundé (Cameroon) and Penang (Malay-
sia)’®

Since the late 1980s, participatory budgeting has
democratized decision-making and provided a trans-
parent and accountable space for collaboration be-
tween local governments and civil society. More than
10,000 experiences have been identified in 71 coun-
tries.”” The participatory budgeting process includes
several steps: proposing projects, determining their
prioritization and putting proposed projects to a citizen
vote.

Documentation of the experiences indicates that par-
ticipatory budgeting initiatives are mostly organized
by territorial unit (mostly neighbourhood- or dis-
trict-level) or by theme. An example of the former are
participatory budgeting processes in Yaoundé (Came-
roon), where the ASSOAL association facilitates deci-
sion-making on investments for basic needs such as
water, sanitation and energy in highly disadvantaged
communities. The thematic approach is practiced in
Penang State (Malaysial, where two local councils
evaluate public expenditure according to its contribu-
tion to gender equality and social justice.
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Participatory practices also ensure that LRGs and local
communities are regularly involved in monitoring and
evaluation of local, regional and national policies and
plans for the implementation of the SDGs and the NUA,
including through digital governance. Information and
communication technologies (ICTs) and contemporary
technological changes have opened up new opportunities
for LRGs to communicate with and involve citizens (e.g.
e-democracy and ICT-based participation).®

Promoting inclusive, participatory and accountable
multilevel democratic governance processes as an in-
trinsic part of national, regional and local planning
builds people-, rights- and care-centred democracies.
These processes empower citizens and inhabitants and
enable constructive and mutually beneficial cooperation
and solidarity among all spheres of government.

5. Towards local
recommendations within
multilevel governance: LRG
challenges and needs

00 0000000000000 0000000000000000000000000 0

Enabling institutional environment

Creating an enabling institutional environment in the
context of decentralization, with subsidiarity at its heart,
is a political, administrative and fiscal challenge for both
LRGs and national governments. NUPs have a strategic
role to play in recognizing the importance of LRGs in ad-
dressing inequalities in urban and territorial systems
and in reinforcing the necessary enabling institutional
conditions to do so.

Institutional arrangements vary widely, depending on
whether a state is unitary or federal, on the culture of
governance and on changing political and policy priori-
ties. With this complexity in mind, there are three inter-
dependent conditions for decentralized multilevel gov-
ernance:®'

e Political decentralization: it establishes the legal
basis for the devolution of power

e Administrative decentralization: it reorganizes the
assignment of tasks across levels of government,
and usually assigns LRGs the competences to adopt
decisions around planning, financial and manage-
ment

e Fiscal decentralization: it delegates taxing and
spending responsibilities to LRGs; the degree of de-
centralization depends on the amount of resources
that are delegated and the autonomy of the LRGs to
manage them

With these three conditions in place, the paper demon-
strates how LRGs, independently or jointly, are in the best
position to address inequalities and contribute substan-
tially to balanced urban systems.

Resources

While LRGs can orchestrate a range of resources, they
are reliant on national governments for key material re-
sources and often the procedures that regulate them. As
noted above, finance is key in the effective practice of
decentralized governance, and local fiscal space is an
important indicator for SDG 11.a. However, insufficient
financial and human resources continue to be a major
challenge for LRGs in implementing NUPs. This was re-
ported by 54% of the 48 national governments surveyed
for the GSNUP report.82 Despite this, many LRGs are car-
rying out innovative financial projects, strengthening rev-
enue raising options and entering into partnerships with
the private sector and civil society.

Even in this constrained financial context, human re-
sources are a central issue to enable LRGs to deliver
their mandates. LRGs are already important public sec-
tor employers, with expenditure on staff accounting for
35.3% of subnational government spending globally in
2020.8 However, LRGs have critical human resources
weaknesses, particularly in developing countries. Re-
cruitment, retention and capacity building are key levers
for strengthening the quality and diversity of LRG capac-
ities for improved service delivery and urban/territorial
development.

Data is also a critical resource for LRG policy-making
and planning and a key challenge in the formulation of
NUPs. As noted by UN-Habitat, “Deficits in the quality
and quantity of high-value data exist throughout cities
globally and are accentuated within cities in low- and
middle-income countries, which can obscure certain
populations even as decision-makers push forward with
crisis response and investment decisions. However, as
the World Data Report 2021 states, simply gathering more
data is not the answer, if data is not effectively linked to
improve development outcomes.”® This presents an on-
going challenge for LRGs as well as for national statisti-
cal offices, which have been under increasing financial
pressure through the pandemic.® LRG partnerships with
civil society organizations are an important source of
knowledge co-production in this context (see Paper 1).%

Capacities

To be effectively used, resources need to be complement-
ed by a range of capacities. Capacities for practicing sub-
sidiarity in multilevel governance structures go beyond
traditional policy and planning competences. Central are
capacities that enable more effective and diverse forms
of communication and cooperation throughout all stag-
es of policy-making and planning to achieve balanced
and equitable urban systems. This includes new tech-
nological capacities to use ICT in an ethical manner,®’
mindful of the ongoing digital divide in most countries.
UN-Habitat indicates that “Undoubtedly, the impact of
digital technology will be uneven across cities in low-in-
come countries, but the availability of geospatial tech-
nologies and the resultant data will influence governance
even in the most remote urban areas.”®

For the successful operation of a decentralized system,
efforts should go beyond strengthening only LRGs ca-
pacities, given the different demands of new ways of de-
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centralized working. “Unlearning” centralizing govern-
ance practices at all levels is an ongoing challenge for
regional and national governments as well. There is also
an urgent need to continue capacity building for main-
streaming an intersectional approach to policy and plan-
ning, despite the ongoing work in this regard at different
levels. Continued work may build on the existing efforts,
for example, by different LRGs and their networks on
gender and urban planning, as well as by international
agencies such as UN-Habitat (see Paper 2).%

It is also important to recognize both formal and infor-
mal systems of learning within and across levels of gov-
ernance. C40 Cities, UCLG, ICLEI - Local Governments
for Sustainability, Metropolis - World Association of the
Major Metropolises, Global Resilient Cities Network, the
Mayors Migration Council and other formal networks
have become important spaces not only to champion cit-
ies and their LRGs in different strategic spaces but also
to promote learning among multiple actors at different
governance levels. Myriad informal networks have also
grown and play an important role in responding to new
challenges and adapting capacities accordingly.

Citizen engagement

Creating the conditions that enable democratic and
meaningful citizen engagement in SDG localization is
more urgent than ever. While NUPs can address this at a
meta level, LRGs have crucial roles to play in promoting
local democratic practices in the formulation, implemen-
tation and monitoring of policy and planning. As argued
in this paper, a central component of addressing this
challenge is including the full diversity of voices. In par-
ticular, it is key to engage groups who have experienced
structural discrimination based on their class, gender,
age, race, ethnicity, religion, disability and/or sexuali-
ty.” For example, UN Women, UN-Habitat, the Huairou
Commission and UCLG have taken joint action for gender
parity through their global partnership on strengthening
a feminist leadership.

In this political space, LRGs also have a role in the rise
of “city diplomacy” undertaken by local government
networks, often in collaboration with civil society and
international organizations.”” For example, the formal
networks mentioned in the previous section advocate at
different levels on behalf of cities.

6. Conclusion: Realizing the
power of localization

Achieving balanced and equitable urban systems with
positive reinforcing relationships between urban, peri-ur-
ban and rural areas, which is the aim of SDG target 11.a,
is essential scaffolding to support the realization of hu-
man rights and harmony with nature in these areas. This
systemic approach to human settlements is more likely
to effectively address the structural causes of inequality,
which manifest in living conditions in urban and territo-
rial areas. In this sense, achieving SDG target 11.a can
catalyze progress on many other SDGs. This makes the
implementation of NUPs, the indicator in place to mon-

itor SDG target 11.a, a pivotal lever to guide collective
political, socio-economic and environmental action to
make this systemic urban initiative a reality. It also puts
multilevel governance, the framework in which NUPs are
created and implemented, centre stage.

Yet, as analyzed in this paper, trends indicate that ine-
qualities persist, as do the obstacles that impede an ur-
ban and territorial equality agenda. While acknowledg-
ing the progress made, the paper demonstrates that
NUPs, the underlying conditions supporting as well as
created by them, and indeed, in many cases, the mon-
itoring process itself, are limited by governance ap-
proaches that have not been able to generate substan-
tial, sustained, coordinated and concrete responses to
growing urban and territorial inequalities. To contrib-
ute to the debate, the paper proposes a set of pathways
for robust decentralization to localize the SDGs. These
actions need to be tailored according to each country’s
context and complexities, which will shape the limits and
possibilities of change.

The first pathway argues for promoting the principle of
subsidiarity in decentralization, co-creating an effective
distribution of powers, responsibilities and resources
within government and among government, civil society
and the private sector. The foundation for this pathway
is the imperative to root governance in a more inclusive
approach, strengthening the multilevel collaboration
framework and bringing people to the centre. As noted
in the UCLG Pact for the Future of Humanity, “In co-cre-
ating and implementing bold and transformative actions,
it is essential that the immediate and ongoing needs of
local communities are balanced with achieving the Global
Goals.”? LRGs are in a unique position with respect to the
localization of the SDGs. They are at the forefront of the
territorial manifestation of inequalities and, as a part of
government, are closest to urban residents and their dai-
ly experiences of these inequalities. LRGs are also most
likely to be more effective in responding to this ambitious
agenda by working in a range of different “governing
partnerships” within systems of multilevel governance.

Within this decentralized institutional framework, the
second pathway is to strengthen national, regional and
local policy and planning to accelerate progress towards
more balanced and equitable urban and territorial sys-
tems. As noted, NUPs are pivotal levers to achieve this if
they are integrated in national and sectoral development
strategies to ensure policy cohesion, if they are place-
based, if they recognize the intersecting social identities
of the populations they encompass and if they address
the ecological challenges of these territories.

The third pathway focuses on the need to deepen and
fortify the procedures and practices that enhance demo-
cratic participation, transparency and accountability for
the multiple actors within multilevel governance struc-
tures. LRGs and their communities need to be regularly
involved in the decision-making that feeds into the for-
mulation, implementation and monitoring of policies and
planning. Only through genuine participation, multistake-
holder dialogue and peer learning within and among all
levels of governance can national, regional and urban
policy and planning address the urgent challenge of cre-
ating balanced and equitable urban systems - and the
global quest to leave no one and no place behind.
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7. Advancing progressive municipalism: LRGs' pathways to
advance the localization of the SDGs

The five papers have presented initiatives from over 100
local and regional governments (LRGs) throughout the
world, while analyzing how these initiatives contribute to
accelerating progress towards the fulfilment of Sustaina-
ble Development Goal (SDG) 11, and through it, the SDGs
in general. These examples show how LRGs, in alliance
with their communities, are contributing to the different
dimensions of SDG 11 by focusing on fulfilling the right to
adequate housing and basic services (SDG target 11.1);
promoting feminist approaches to sustainable, inclusive
and participatory planning (SDG targets 11.2, 11.3 and
11.7); pursuing environmental justice and integrated and
circular approaches (SDG targets 11.5, 11.6, 11.7 and
11.b); protecting and safeguarding culture and heritage
(SDG target 11.4); and promoting more balanced and
equal urban and territorial systems (SDG target 11.a).

Innovative LRG experiences, drawing upon engagement
across networks of LRGs and with diverse public, civil
society and private institutions, have become the cor-
nerstone of progress towards sustainable, inclusive
and just cities and territories. LRGs" experiences fur-
ther elicit why realizing SDG 11 requires a human rights-
based approach that advances equality in full recognition
of people’s diversity, as well as a perspective that goes
beyond urban boundaries and recognizes urban impacts
at the regional, national and global levels. Rearticulating
principles and practices based on a multilevel govern-
ance approach, which in itself serves as an enabling envi-
ronment for SDG localization, becomes a pressing need.

Together, the papers propose different pathways - routes
for transformative actions to advance and accelerate pro-
gress - towards SDG 11. However, as the assessment of
trends in each paper demonstrates, the efforts that have
been put into the implementation of SDG 11 to date re-
main insufficient to reverse the structural inequalities as
well as social and environmental injustices exacerbated
by multiple, intersecting crises.

The papers advance policies and practices that could
accelerate progress towards SDG 11 and propel urban
transformation, including:

e Policies that adopt an active approach to acknowl-
edge, protect and fulfil the right to housing and ba-
sic services: These include policies that respond to
evictions and address exclusion and discrimination
by promoting and enforcing regulations of land and
housing markets. They also support more inclusive
and responsive forms of tenure security and univer-
sal access to basic services, including through the
acknowledgement of and support for commoning
practices.

¢ Policies that foster urban planning to reduce frag-
mentation and segregation: Mainstreaming an in-
tersectional feminist approach to urban planning is
key to foster more inclusive and equal cities. Empha-
sizing accessibility, proximity and care ensures that
the exercise of rights and the use of public space are
inclusive and accommodating for all, particularly
structurally marginalized populations.

e Policies that emphasize the need to prevent ex-
tractivist approaches to natural resources and the
depletion of the public commons: Such policies
address the challenges of green gentrification and
work towards rectifying historical deficits and their
current manifestations in socio-spatial inequalities.
Revitalizing and restoring urban ecological infra-
structure through inclusive citizen engagement are
crucial. The promotion of just re-naturing process-
es to ensure healthy cities and planet preservation
hinges on the decoupling, restoring, localizing and
commoning pathways. It also requires advocating for
circular cities and regional initiatives to reduce pres-
sure on natural resources.

¢ Policies that acknowledge and resolutely act on
cultural dimensions to accelerate SDG implemen-
tation: Cultural rights-based actions, programmes
and policies strongly influence the achievement of
the SDGs. It is essential to link them with the promo-
tion, protection and preservation of heritage, as well
as cultural diversity, intersectional feminist per-
spectives and climate action. This approach should
be at the core of effectively promoting local econom-
ic development, reimagining growth-oriented mod-
els and making a commitment to sustainable man-
agement of heritage sites and tourism attraction.

¢ Policies that seek to advance effective multilevel
governance: Unbalanced and unequal urban sys-
tems require multilevel governance arrangements
with respect for the principle of subsidiarity at the
core. The redistribution of powers, responsibilities
and resources, as well as enhanced democratic par-
ticipation, transparency and accountability, can pro-
mote pluricentric and inclusive urban and territorial
systems that leave no one and no territory behind.

The different papers also highlight four key cross-cutting
elements that should be mainstreamed across LRG poli-
cies, practices and governance arrangements:

¢ Addressing historical and contemporary struc-
tural inequalities from a feminist perspective: This
involves recognizing the diversity of entitlements,
needs, experiences and capacities of people who
disproportionately face discrimination and margin
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alization, to ensure that no one and no place are left
behind.

¢ Strengthening meaningful, transparent and sus-
tained citizen participation and inclusive engage-
ment, while tackling deeply ingrained power asym-
metries: This entails informed and sustained citizen
participation in decision-making processes and re-
quires inclusive governance systems to co-create
interventions with marginalized groups.

¢ Developing institutional arrangements and reg-
ulatory frameworks that seek to decentralize
powers, responsibilities and resources based on
the subsidiarity principle: Strengthened national,
regional and local policy and planning can help to
achieve balanced and equitable urban and territorial
systems.

¢ Adopting rights-based, intersectional and often
explicitly feminist approaches to planning, policy
and practice: Such approaches expand the imagi-
nation of the roles LRGs can play, as well as their
room for manoeuvre, in realizing SDG 11 to coun-
ter exclusion, marginalization and discrimination
against people in light of their class, gender, age,
ethnicity, race, religion, disabilities and sexual ori-
entation. The advancement of concepts such as “hu-
man rights cities” has already manifested in the cre-
ation of human rights departments and offices for
non-discrimination, in addition to the safeguarding
of property’s social function.

Finally, the five papers evidenced the call for stronger ur-
ban and regional roles in localizing the SDGs. Concerted
actions propel community-led and LRG-supported initi-
atives that promote inclusiveness, address inequalities
and exclusion and co-create more just and sustainable
urban and territorial futures. Change is not only a matter
of resources but also of fundamentally reshaping rela-
tionships and roles or, in other words, a governance ap-
proach. Embracing the synergies between human rights,
intersectional feminism and multilevel governance, a
progressive municipalist movement may drive forward
the localization of the SDGs.
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