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New	Urban	Agenda/	global	urban	policy	/	United	Nations	/	sustainable	development	/	Sustainable	Development	

Goals/	

With	 the	 adoption	 of	 a	New	 Urban	 Agenda	 at	 the	 United	 Nations	Habitat	 III-
conference	 in	 2016,	 it	 is	 the	 first	 time	 a	 comprehensive	 global	 policy	
commitment	 on	 cities	 is	 introduced	 in	 Global	 Governance.	 Together	 with	
Sustainable	 Development	 Goal	 11,	 we	 witness	 a	 pro-urban	 shift	 in	 global	
discourse.	 Urbanization’s	 celerity	 has	 instead	 appertained	 to	 one	 of	 the	
distinctive	development	phenomena	 for	 a	 long	 time.	 In	 the	 light	of	 its	 pace,	 it	
comes	as	a	surprise	that	committing	on	global	urban	policy	took	that	 long.	This	
thesis	 aims	 at	 examining	 the	 long	 path	 to	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda.	 It	 will	
investigate	 its	 forerunners,	 the	 conferences	 Habitat	 I	 and	 Habitat	 II	 and	 will	
unfold	 undergone	 shifts	 in	 Global	 Governance	 and	 development	 discourses.	 It	
will	 finally	 assess	 the	means	 of	 the	 pro-urban	 discourse	 on	 cities	 in	 the	New	
Urban	Agenda	while	problematizing	the	limits	of	its	normative	core.		
 

Keywords:	 New	 Urban	 Agenda	 -	 global	 urban	 policy	 -	 United	 Nations	 -	
sustainable	development	 -	 Sustainable	Development	Goals	 -	Habitat	process	 -	
Global	Governance	-	urbanization	-	discourse		
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Introduction		

“The	urban	age	is	as	much	defined	by	a	planet	of	slums	as	it	is	[by]	the	gilded	towers	of	global	

metropolises”,	 states	 the	 geographer	 and	 urban	 planner Brendan	 Gleeson	 in	 his	 book	 The	

Urban	Condition	 (2014).	Cities	are	places	exhausting	 themselves	both	 in	 the	utopian	and	the	

dystopian.	They	are	places	of	hope	for	a	better	human	future,	self-expression	and	freedom	–	

and	 places	 of	 fear	 and	 dread	 of	 poverty,	 invisibility	 and	 hustle.	 This	 ambivalence	 is	 the	

backdrop	when	we	 speak	 about	 a	 globally	 increasing	 urbanization	 process.	 The	 pace	 of	 this	

increase	 is	 striking:	 today,	 it	 is	 an	 estimated	 55	 per	 cent	 of	 the	world’s	 population	 living	 in	

urban	 settlements.	 By	 2030,	 this	 number	 is	 already	 projected	 to	 60	 per	 cent	 (cf.	 UN	

Department	 of	 Economic	 and	 Social	 Affairs,	 Population	 Division	 2016:	 ii). Considering	 this	

transition,	 the	 topicality	 to	 globally	 discuss	 responses	 to	 urbanization	 underlines	 itself.	 And	

still:	 It	 took	 until	 2016	 that	 the	 United	 Nations	 –	most	 commonly	 the	 framework	 of	 global	

political	discussions	–	 reacted	 to	 this	megatrend	 in	human	development	by	adopting	 its	 first	

framework	 on	 the	 future	 of	 cities.	 It	 is	 called	 New	 Urban	 Agenda	 and	 originated	 in	 the	

accountability	 of	 the	 United	 Nations	 Human	 Settlements	 Programme	 (UN	 Habitat),	 the	 UN	

specialized	program	dedicated	 to	promoting	 socially	and	environmentally	 sustainable	human	

settlement	development	(cf.	UN	Habitat	2014:	3).	 

The	background	 for	 the	United	Nations	 to	open	 this	 global	discussion	on	urban	policy	 is	 the	

2030	Agenda	for	Sustainable	Development	that	was	adopted	 in	2015.	 It	aims	at	 international	

cooperation	in	key	areas	of	policy	over	the	coming	decades	and	is	reasoned	with	the	impact	of	

climate	change,	the	loss	of	biodiversity,	poverty,	hunger	and	economic	practices	involving	high	

resource	 consumption.	 During	 an	 international	 preparation	 process	 lasting	more	 than	 three	

years,	a	globally	oriented	agenda	was	drafted.	 It	 contains	17	Sustainable	Development	Goals	

that	 aim	 at	 being	 universally	 applicable	 to	 all	 countries	 (cf.	 UN	 Sustainable	 Development	

Knowledge	 Platform	 2017).	 One	 of	 these	 goals,	 number	 11,	 explicitly	 tackles	 the	 future	 of	

cities.	 With	 this	 stand-alone	 urban	 Sustainable	 Development	 Goal,	 a	 new	 era	 of	 the	 global	

development	discourse	on	cities	has	started.	The	New	Urban	Agenda	links	into	this	process	as	

its	 result	 and	with	 its	 adoption,	 it	 is	 the	 first	 time	a	 single	 overall	 position	 in	 respect	 to	 the	

social,	economic,	and	environmental	functionality	of	cities	is	introduced	in	Global	Governance.	

We	have	arrived	at	a	point	where	cities	are	not	only	 identified	as	problems	–	for	example	as	
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concentrated	 producers	 of	 greenhouse	 gasses	 –	 but	 moreover	 as	 “potential	 surfaces	 of	

intervention	 for	 the	 transformation	 of	 global	 processes	 of	 environmental	 change”	

(Barnett/Parnell	2016:	93).	Hence,	whether	cities	are	important	or	not	to	achieve	sustainable	

development	 is	 no	 longer	 a	 question.	 Instead,	 the	 focus	 lays	 on	 interrogating	why	 and	 how	

urban	space	will	affect	our	future	(cf.	Parnell	2016:	529f).		

This	 Master’s	 thesis	 aim	 is	 to	 understand	 important	 dynamics	 of	 global	 urban	 policy	 on	

different	 levels.	My	 first	 research	 interest	 led	me	to	ask:	 If	urbanization	 is	a	phenomenon	so	

long	known,	how	is	it	possible	that	there	has	been	no	global	policy	discussion	on	it	until	2016?	

This	question	made	me	realize	that	understanding	the	New	Urban	Agenda’s	importance	is	only	

possible	when	taking	several	steps	back.	These	steps	back	will	be	done	in	chapter	1	and	2.		

Chapter	 1	 (Gripping	 the	matter:	 Urbanization	 and	 International	&	Global	 Governance)	will	

begin	with	discussing	urbanization	as	its	pace	is	the	very	matter	in	question	for	a	New	Urban	

Agenda	to	be	adopted.	Without	any	doubt,	it	appertains	to	one	of	the	distinctive	development	

phenomena	of	 the	modern	world.	 I	will	 introduce	 its	 definition	 and	 cursory	 carve	 out	 some	

significant	 global	 patterns	 and	 its	 changes	 both	 in	 the	 past	 and	 in	 the	 present.	 I	 will	 then	

proceed	with	the	second	part	of	my	initial	research	interest:	the	framework	for	global	policy.	I	

will	 sketch	how	 it	evolved	 in	 the	context	of	 increasing	global	 (inter-)dependence	 in	between	

governments	and	markets	in	the	20th	century	and	why	I	chose	to	use	the	terms	International	

and	 Global	 Governance	 to	 describe	 its	 different	 phases.	 I	 will	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 define	 its	

structural	 characteristics	 for	 policy.	 This	 is	 intended	 to	 help	 understand	 the	 concrete	 global	

urban	policy-settings	to	be	discussed	in	the	course	of	this	thesis.	On	the	other	hand,	drawing	

on	Michel	Foucault	(1977),	International	and	Global	Governance	can	be	perceived	as	discourse	

or	as	a	discursive	field,	therefore	the	way	something	is	spoken	or	not	spoken	about	(cf.	Brand	

2015:	13).	When	 I	will	discuss	global	urban	policy	 throughout	this	 thesis,	 it	 is	 the	hegemonic	

discourses	 and	 their	 inner	 logics	 that	 will	 be	 the	 focus	 of	 my	 attention.	 I	 will	 follow	 this	

understanding	introduced	by	Ulrich	Brand	(2005),	without	further	adopting	any	specific	of	the	

manifold	methods	of	discourse	analysis	in	the	social	sciences.			

Chapter	2	(Retrospecting	global	urban	policy	in	the	United	Nations)	will	still	engage	with	my	

initial	research	question	and	the	analysis	of	the	interplay	of	urbanization	and	International	and	

Global	 Governance.	 Even	 when	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda	 is	 the	 first	 global	 urban	 policy-

framework	 by	 the	 United	 Nations,	 this	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 urbanization	 did	 not	 find	 any	
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recognition	 in	 the	 UN-framework	 before.	 To	 describe	 the	 ways	 it	 did,	 I	 will	 look	 into	 the	

historical	development	of	global	urban	policy.	This	will	lead	us	to	the	UN	conferences	Habitat	I	

(1976)	 and	 Habitat	 II	 (1996).	 However,	 their	 aim	 was	 to	 discuss	 “human	 habitat”,	 mostly	

carving	 out	 either	 rural	 areas	 or	 urban-rural-linkages.	 I	 will	 overview	 both	 their	 policy	

emphases	 and	 discourse	 on	 cities.	 Furthermore,	 I	 will	 link	 the	 conferences	 to	 then-current	

global	urbanization	patterns	and	cycles	of	discussions	on	sustainable	development.	The	latter	

describes	 the	 phases	 of	 shifts	 in	 discourse	 in	 respect	 to	 what	 is	 perceived	 as	 (sustainable)	

development	within	the	United	Nations.	Finally,	I	will	look	into	the	conference	settings.	Beyond	

member	 states,	 who	 influenced	 the	 decided	 policies	 on	 human	 settlement?	 Answering	 this	

question	 shall	 help	 to	 grip	 the	 manifold	 structures	 and	 actors	 in	 International	 and	 Global	

Governance	 and	 provide	 an	 impression	 of	 the	 numerous	 interests	 and	 formal	 competences	

that	meet.		

My	second	research	interest	led	me	to	the	question:	When	the	New	Urban	Agenda	is	the	first	

time	a	single	overall	position	in	respect	to	the	social,	economic,	and	environmental	functionality	

of	cities	is	introduced	within	Global	Governance,	what	eventually	is	this	position?		

Chapter	3	(The	roadmap	to	Habitat	III)	will	approach	the	answer	to	this	question.	For	reasons	

of	a	sounder	structuring,	 I	decided	to	disconnect	 the	discussion	of	 the	conference	Habitat	 III	

and	 its	preparatory	process	 from	 its	 final	outcome,	 the	New	Urban	Agenda.	 I	will	begin	with	

the	conference	Habitat	III	and	its	preparatory	process.	I	will	start	with	linking	it	to	the	current	

and	 third	 cycle	 of	 development	 discourse,	 the	 already	mentioned	 Sustainable	 Development	

Goals.	Furthermore	–	likewise	the	proceeding	for	Habitat	I	and	Habitat	II	–	I	will	highlight	the	

most	 important	urbanization	patterns	we	currently	witness.	 I	will	 then	proceed	 to	 introduce	

the	governance	architecture	of	the	preparatory	process.	UN	conferences	are	colossal	 in	their	

complexity.	With	gaining	some	insights	in	the	preparation,	we	will	on	the	one	hand	learn	about	

the	sheer	complexity	of	Global	Governance	and	how	it	translates	into	our	example.	It	is	on	the	

other	hand	 important	 to	have	 this	basic	understanding	about	 its	 governance	architecture	as	

the	 first	draft	–	 the	 so-called	 “zero-draft”	of	 the	New	Urban	Agenda	 –	was	published	 in	 this	

process.	It	became	the	ground	for	further	negotiations	that	led	to	its	final	version.	I	will	then	

continue	 to	 reflect	 upon	 the	 Habitat	 III-conference	 itself.	 I	 will	 sketch	 in	 which	 ways	 a	

multitude	of	actors	got	involved	within	what	kind	of	structures	to	grasp	the	state	and	changes	

in	Global	Governance	we	have	seen	in	previous	Habitat	conferences.		
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Chapter	4	 (The	New	Urban	Agenda)	will	answer	my	second	research	 interest	and	unroll	 the	

normative	core	of	the	New	Urban	Agenda.	It	is	impossible	to	do	this	gapless	in	the	framework	

of	a	Master’s	thesis.	This	is	why	I	decided	to	proceed	as	follows:	A	brief	overview	of	topics	and	

problems	 identified	by	 the	New	Urban	Agenda’s	own	account	will	become	my	starting	point	

before	I	will	switch	the	focus	on	the	discourse	analysis	it	operates	in.	Essentially,	it	integrates	in	

the	hegemonic	discourse	in	Global	Governance	that	perceives	of	global	challenges	to	be	solved	

or	eradicated	if	only	targeted	effectively	(cf.	e.g.	Brand	2005:	155ff).	In	the	conviction	that	this	

logic	 will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 tackle	 the	 roots	 of	 urban	 challenges,	 the	 following	 analysis	 of	 its	

content	will	be	tied	to	its	resulting	boundaries.	Working	along	the	major	topics	of	disputes	in	

the	negotiation	phase,	I	will	step	by	step	reveal	the	New	Urban	Agenda’s	global	urban	policy-

proposals	and	contrast	them	through	their	problematization.	This	discussion	must	be	read	as	

exemplifying	major	attributes	of	a	highly	contradictory	paper	and	not	as	holistic	overview	of	

everything	stated	in	the	New	Urban	Agenda.	Finally	–	now	I	might	sound	contradictive	myself	–	

I	will	argue	why	the	discourse	on	cities	and	sustainable	development	in	the	New	Urban	Agenda	

still	can	be	perceived	as	long-awaited	paradigm-shift	for	global	urban	policy.		

Chapter	5	(Conclusions)	will	be	my	opportunity	for	further	assessment.	I	will	illustrate	what	is	

to	be	expected	of	the	New	Urban	Agenda	and	if	we	perceive	of	it	as	a	seismograph	for	current	

global	stands	on	the	debate	of	cities,	how	its	inherent	paradigm-shift	could	help	to	adjust	it	in	

new	directions.	As	throughout	the	thesis	 I	 reflected	on	Global	Governance,	 I	will	make	some	

points	on	the	means	and	limits	of	local	actors	engaging	in	it.	Finally,	I	will	finish	with	the	most	

central	prospects	of	research	identified	and	sketch	cornerstones	for	future	studies.		

I	 partly	 drew	 on	 a	 rich	 stock	 of	 previous	 research.	Urbanization	 and	Global	 Governance	 are	

extensively	discussed	fields	in	the	sciences	and	their	use	will	infer	throughout	the	chapters.	In	

contrast,	 publications	 on	 the	Habitat-conferences	 (I	 and	 II)	 are	 limited,	 for	 example	with	 no	

monograph	to	be	found.	If	mentioned	in	collective	volumes	on	sustainable	development,	they	

were	usually	treated	as	marginal	notes.	I	interpret	this	lack	with	their	moderate	global	impact	

echoing	in	the	sciences.	I	worked	mostly	with	scientific	articles,	many	of	them	peer-reviewed,	

information	of	involved	stakeholders	and	science-based	journalism	on	urban	policy.	In	the	first	

steps,	 scientific	 literature	 on	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda	 was	 spare	 as	 it	 was	 only	 adopted	 in	

October	2016,	but	it	continues	to	grow	every	day.	Instead,	the	list	of	UN-publications	on	it	was	

enormous.	By	the	needed	amount	of	distance,	I	resorted	to	parts	of	the	voluminous	amount	of	

UN-publications	on	all	three	Habitat	conferences,	but	especially	Habitat	III.	
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1				Gripping	the	matter:	Urbanization	and	International	&	Global	Governance	

When	 this	 thesis	 examines	 the	path	 to	 and	 the	 stance	of	 current	 global	 urban	policy,	 it	will	

premise	the	significance	of	cities	as	human	habitat	based	on	a	globally	increasing	tendency	of	

urbanization.	Furthermore,	 it	will	 interrogate	policies	targeting	this	significant	human	habitat	

from	a	global,	 institutionalized	perspective.	 It	 is	 therefore	 the	 interplay	of	both	urbanization	

and	this	global,	institutionalized	framework	for	policies	that	meet	in	my	topic.	1	To	prepare	the	

discussion	of	this	interplay	is	the	goal	of	this	chapter	1.	First	I	will	direct	towards	urbanization	

and	afterwards	towards	global	policy	with	recourse	to	International	and	Global	Governance.	I	

aim	at	achieving	a	common	foundation	on	each	of	these	pillars	and	unfold	identified	relevant	

dimensions,	 not	 least	 because	 the	 “politics”	 of	 the	 terms	 “urbanization”	 and	 “Global”	 or	

“International	 Governance”	 eventually	 carry	 connotative	 baggage	 (cf.	 Weidinger	 2009)	 that	

might	disagree	with	their	use	in	this	thesis.		

1.1			The	pace	of	urbanization		

There	is	no	doubt:	Urbanization	appertains	to	one	of	the	distinctive	development	phenomena	

of	 the	modern	world.	 And	 its	 continuing	 pace	 decidedly	 proves	 that	 cities	will	 be	 the	most	

important	human	habitat	of	future	generations	–	at	least	by	quantity.	Thanks	to	the	global	UN	

data	 collection	 for	 estimates	 and	 projections,	 we	 know	 that	 nowadays,	 more	 than	 half	 of	

humanity	lives	in	cities	and	the	numbers	are	growing	every	day.	By	2050,	nearly	70	percent	of	

the	world’s	population	will	 find	 their	homes	 in	urbanized	settlements	 (cf.	UN	Department	of	

Economic	and	Social	Affairs,	Population	Division	2016:	2).		

                                                        
1	Both	the	importance	of	cities	and	the	global	perspectives	on	the	policies	that	unfold	or	should	unfold	in	them	could	likewise	

be	 approached	 from	 very	 different	 frames	 than	 these	 two	 that	 I	 chose.	 As	 research	 overview,	 instead	 of	 taking	 the	
significance	 of	 cities	 as	 human	 habitat	 for	 granted	 (also	 in	 the	 future),	 I	 could	 generally	 query	 whether	 (further)	
urbanization	is	good	or	bad	for	sustainable	development	(cf.	e.g.	Dodman	2009;	Satterthwaite	2009;	Stren	1991).	Instead	
of	carving	out	the	importance	of	cities	building	on	the	increasing	trend	of	urbanization	and	therewith	formulating	a	rather	
quantitative	argument,	I	could	as	well	choose	to	discuss	some	of	the	manifold	perspectives	on	urbanity	as	a	“Way	of	Life”	
(Wirth	1938).	This	perspective	could	then	ask	about	the	particularities	of	urban	life	compared	to	rural	life	and	for	instance,	
interrogate	 the	 urbanites’	 potential	 to	 contribute	 to	 sustainable	 development	 (cf.	 e.g.	 Moser	 2006;	 Thøgersen	 2005).	
Finally,	instead	of	approaching	urban	policy	from	a	rather	state-centered	perspective	on	the	global	as	it	is	the	case	when	I	
choose	 to	 interrogate	 the	 institutional	 frame	 of	 UN-initiatives,	 one	 could	 as	 well	 focus	 on	 the	 potential	 of	 demands	
towards	city	politics	by	recent	global	urban	protest	movements	(cf.	e.g.	Hamel/Lustiger-Thaler/Mayer	2000;	Köhler/Wissen	
2003;	Mayer	2009).	Especially	through	my	focus	on	the	UN,	I	did	not	identify	any	of	these	angles	as	primarily	useful	for	my	
questions,	even	when	parts	of	their	focal	points	will	find	some	consideration	throughout	the	thesis.	This	is	not	to	disregard	
their	general	potential	to	contribute	to	a	discussion	on	global	urban	policy.	
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Urbanization	is	a	complex	term	that	finds	versatile	definitions.	Usually	it	describes	the	increase,	

spread	and	enlargement	of	 cities	 concerning	 their	 quantity,	 area	and	population	 in	 absolute	

numbers,	but	as	well	 in	comparison	to	rural	populations	and	their	habitation	(cf.	Schwentker	

2006:	8ff).	The	distinction	of	the	urban	and	the	rural	is	most	of	the	times	used	to	describe	their	

different	qualitative	and	quantitative	qualities.	Whereas	in	pre-industrial	times,	the	urban	and	

the	rural	were	also	tied	to	different	lifestyles	and	forms	of	economy,	it	is	nowadays	–	especially	

in	highly	developed	countries	–	a	lot	more	ambiguous	to	make	these	clear	distinctions.	Many	

times,	 speaking	 about	 a	 rural-urban-continuum	 can	 grasp	 both	 the	 economy	 and	 lifestyles	

more	accurately	as	the	qualitative	aspects	of	urbanization	have	for	a	long	time	reached	outside	

their	administrative	boundaries.	The	continuum	though	also	runs	in	the	opposite	direction	with	

rural	lifestyles	and	economic	systems	finding	their	path	into	urban	areas.	This	is	especially,	but	

not	only	true	in	less-developed	countries	and	their	megacities.	One	example	is	the	significance	

of	urban	agriculture	in	some	African	cities	(cf.	Cardama	2018:	1f).	

Quantitatively,	 urbanization	 is	 usually	 expressed	 in	 four	 dimensions:2	first,	 as	 a	 demographic	

condition	describing	the	share	of	urban	citizens	in	a	region;	second,	as	a	demographic	process	

describing	the	growth	of	urban	citizens	of	a	region;	third,	as	a	process	of	densification	of	a	city	

network	in	terms	of	the	increase	of	the	amount	of	cities	in	a	region;	fourth,	as	spatial	growth	

and	redistribution	of	citizens	between	a	city	and	its	hinterlands	in	a	region	(cf.	Baehr	2018:	1f).		

Having	broadened	our	understanding	about	how	to	define	urbanization,	let	us	try	to	grasp	its	

impressive	pace	 in	a	next	 step.	By	 this	brief	historical	 review	 I	want	 to	underline	 that	 it	was	

high	time	for	a	first	global	urban	policy	commitment	to	be	adopted	in	2016.	To	begin	with,	this	

review	 takes	 us	 back	 to	 the	 four	 historical	 dynamics	 that	 are	 usually	 named	 to	 explain	 the	

celerity	 of	 urbanization.	 Not	 appearing	 simultaneously	 this	 is	 first,	 the	 process	 of	

industrialization	 going	 hand	 in	 hand	 with	 second,	 a	 following	 de-industrialization	 that	 is	

connected	 to	 an	 expansion	 of	 service	 industries.	 Third,	 a	 revolution	 in	mobility	 is	 listed	 and	

fourth,	 the	advent	of	 telecommunications	and	 information	technology	at	 the	end	of	 the	20th	

century	(cf.	World	Commission	Urban	21:	11f).	

                                                        
2	When	underlining	the	importance	of	cities	as	human	habitat	and	the	need	for	global	urban	policy-discussions	in	this	thesis,	I	

mostly	state	a	quantitative	argument,	highlighting	the	globally	increasing	urbanization	as	in	amount	of	cities,	their	size	and	
enlargement.	This	is	simply	due	to	the	fact	that	first,	I	perceive	of	this	argument	as	strong	enough	and	second,	as	unfolding	
the	manifold	qualitative	aspects	of	urbanization	as	a	“way	of	life”	(urbanization	in	its	social	and	functional	components,	cf.	
Wirth	1938)	would	 go	beyond	 the	 scope	of	 a	 sincere	discussion	possible	 in	 this	 thesis.	When	 I	will	 later	on	 turn	 to	 the	
interplay	of	urbanization	and	Global	Governance	in	the	light	of	the	United	Nations,	qualitative	aspects	of	urbanization	will	
of	course	find	consideration.		
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The	 historical	 numbers	 of	 the	 progressing	 agglomeration	 of	 human	 habitat	 are	 striking.	 The	

world’s	 first	 metropolis	 of	 modern	 times	 was	 London.	 As	 capital	 of	 the	 British	 Empire	 it	

counted	 almost	 one	 million	 inhabitants	 already	 in	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 19th	 century.	 Most	

metropolises	 historically	 arose	 within	 the	 most	 industrialized	 world	 regions,	 the	 centers	 of	

European	 colonial	 Empires	 and	 the	 New	World.	 Throughout	 the	 19th	 century,	 cities	 as	 New	

York,	Paris,	Berlin	or	Vienna	reached	the	mark	of	one	million	citizens	or	more.	And	the	celerity	

of	their	growth	increased	throughout	the	20th	century.	It	was	C.B.	Fawcett,	one	of	the	pioneers	

of	Social	Geography	who	–	 from	 today’s	perspective	–	made	a	 remarkable	 comment	on	 this	

process	already	in	the	beginning	of	the	1920s:		

One	 of	 the	 most	 important	 and	 striking	 developments	 in	 the	 growth	 of	 the	 urban	
population	of	the	more	advanced	peoples	of	the	world	during	the	last	few	decades	has	
been	the	appearance	of	a	number	of	vast	urban	aggregates	or	conurbations,	far	larger	
and	more	numerous	than	the	great	cities	of	any	preceding	age.	(Fawcett	1922:	111)	

Whereas	 around	 1900	 the	world	 counted	 only	 around	 20	 cities	with	more	 than	 one	million	

citizens,	 it	was	 already	 70	 cities	 in	 the	 1950s.	 In	 2000,	 it	was	 300,	 a	 third	 of	 it	 in	 China	 (cf.	

Schwentker	2006:	8).	And	 in	2016,	512	cities	have	been	 registered	as	having	more	 than	one	

million	 inhabitants,	31	of	 them	even	are	home	 to	10	million	or	more	 (cf.	UN	Department	of	

Economic	and	Social	Affairs,	Population	Division	2016:	3).		To	process	these	numbers	might	be	

overwhelming	 at	 first,	 but	 it	 can	 assist	 to	 subtly	 highlight	 a	 central	 historical	 shift.	When	 in	

1900,	all	of	the	cities	counting	more	than	one	million	people	were	located	in	the	industrialized	

centers	of	the	global	North	(cf.	Schwentker	2006:	8),	it	is	now	24	out	of	31	megacities	(that	is,	

cities	 with	 10	 million	 inhabitants	 or	 more)	 that	 are	 located	 in	 the	 global	 South	 (cf.	 UN	

Department	of	Economic	and	Social	Affairs,	Population	Division	2016:	6).		

My	already	ventilated	criticism	on	delayed	global	urban	policy-debates	naturally	cannot	target	

the	 first	 substantial	 stages	 of	 urbanization	 in	 the	 19th	 century	 as	 quite	 generally,	within	 this	

timeframe	there	was	no	such	thing	as	global	policy-discussions.	 I	 therefore	point	at	 the	time	

period	after	the	second	half	of	 the	20th	century	as	 in	a	simplified	way,	the	foundation	of	the	

United	Nations	 in	 1945	 could	be	 set	 as	 one	main	 framework	 for	 global	 policy-discussions	 to	

evolve	(cf.	Gareis/Varwick	2014:	5).	I	will	deepen	this	aspect	in	the	upcoming	section.	
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1.2			A	brief	introduction	to	International	&	Global	Governance		

This	 chapter	 aims	 at	 introducing	 aspects	 of	 International	 and	 Global	 Governance	 as	 in	 the	

upcoming	 chapters	we	will	 look	 into	 concrete	 examples	 of	 global	 urban	 policy	 debates	 that	

happened	in	this	political	setting	and	framework.		

The	 increasing	 global	 (inter-)dependence	 in	 between	 governments	 and	markets	 became	 the	

driving	force	to	seek	new	possibilities	for	international	cooperation	and	governance	in	the	20th	

century.	It	was	especially	the	United	States	that	took	a	leading	role	to	create	this	international	

framework	 to	 cooperate	 and	 discuss	 political	 challenges.	With	 the	 primary	 goal	 to	maintain	

peace	 and	 security	 after	 the	 experience	 of	World	War	 II,	 this	 led	 to	 the	 foundation	 of	 the	

United	Nations	in	1945	(cf.	Ruggie	2003:	1ff).3	Since	then,	the	United	Nations	has	become	the	

setting	of	manifold	 reactions	and	debates	on	political	 challenges	and	 remains	 to	be	 the	only	

organization	with	at	 least	 formal	universal	acceptance	to	stage	them.	Even	 in	the	ambiguous	

light	of	a	big	share	of	its	members	that	until	today	have	not	found	democratic	legitimation	by	

their	citizens	(cf.	Freedom	House	2018),	challenges	as	decolonization,	the	end	of	the	Cold	War,	

global	 security,	 human	 rights,	women’s	 rights,	 environmental	 threats	 or	 poverty,	 to	 name	 a	

few,	have	been	jointly	discussed	in	the	UN-framework	(cf.	Bradford/Linn	2007).	When	trying	to	

define	 this	 first	 phase	 of	 international	 cooperation	 after	 World	 War	 II,	 I	 follow	 Rittberger	

(2000)	 who	 arrives	 at	 labeling	 it	 with	 the	 term	 “International	 Governance”.4	International	

Governance	shall	describe	the	output	when	a	network	of	 interlocking	 international	–	mostly,	

but	not	exclusively,	governmental	–	institutions	(try	to)	regulate	states’	and	other	international	

actors’	actions	in	different	areas	of	world	politics	(cf.	Rittberger	2000:	198).	

Starting	 in	 the	 1980s	 and	 especially	 1990s	 and	 advancing	 in	 more	 recent	 years,	 this	

international	cooperation	has	increasingly	transnationalized.	It	was	especially	the	decay	of	the	

Soviet	Union	in	1991	that	ended	an	era	of	“balance	of	powers”	and	marked	the	beginning	of	

increasing	 “collective”	 conscience	 (cf.	 Blin/Marin	 2007:	 1).	 As	 further	 drivers	 of	 this	

development,	 the	 accelerating	 economic	 globalization,	 technological	 advancement	 and	 new	

                                                        
3	With	the	creation	of	the	Bretton	Woods-system	in	1944,	the	World	Bank	and	the	International	Monetary	Fund	were	as	well	

established	as	key	institutions	of	this	International	Governance	system	(cf.	Ruggie	2003:	1).		
4	Other	scholars	e.g.	Keohane	(1990)	prefer	the	term	“multilateralism”	and	carve	out	its	importance	after	World	War	II	while	

on	the	one	hand	referring	to	the	growing	amount	of	multinational	conferences	held	on	an	increasing	amount	of	topics	and	
on	the	other	hand	to	the	amount	of	multilateral	 intergovernmental	organizations	established	(100	 in	1945,	200	by	1960	
and	600	by	1980)	(cf.	Keohane	1990:	1).		
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concepts	 in	 governance,	 but	 also	 demands	 towards	 it	 can	 be	 named.5	When	 International	

Governance	described	mostly	 interlocking	governmental	 institutions,	this	transnationalization	

led	 to	 involving	 a	 growing	 number	 actors	 operating	 at	 different	 levels	 (cf.	 Rittberger/Bruehl	

2001:	2).	Global	Governance	has	become	a	popular	term	to	describe	theses	changes.			

Still	in	the	absence	of	a	global	government,	the	term	Global	Governance	can	be	pictured	with	a	

multitude	of	actors	within	manifold	and	unclear	structures	getting	involved	in	an	international	

political	process.	This	process	 ideally	aims	at	arriving	at	a	consensus	 that	eventually	 leads	 to	

guidelines	 and	 agreements	 that	 affect	 national	 governments	 or	 corporations	 in	 different	

manners	 (even	 when	 many	 times	 with	 very	 little	 or	 no	 possibilities	 to	 sanction	 if	 they	 are	

discounted).	 This	multitude	 of	 actors	 participates	 additionally	 to	 the	 state	 in	 structures	 that	

states	 have	 provided,	 examples	 being	 Public	 Private	 Partnerships,	 science,	 NGOs	 (cf.	 Heere	

2004:	 5ff)	 –	 or	 cities.6	Within	 this	 scholarly	 debate	 on	 International	 and	Global	 Governance,	

there	are	various	contesting	approaches.	Let	me	give	you	a	brief	overview	about	some	of	the	

highly	recurrent	topics:	

The	 first	 recurrent	 topic	 concerns	 the	 theoretical	 approaches.	 Very	 generally,	 no	 single	

paradigm	 in	 the	 studies	 of	 International	 Relations	 has	 yet	 succeeded	 to	 comprise	 the	

complexity	 of	 Global	 Governance.7	Instead,	 each	 focuses	 on	 specific	 aspects.	 This	 is	 why	

discussing	 Global	 Governance	 will	 usually	 lead	 to	 combining	 facets	 of	 these	 paradigms	 to	

describe	power,	norms	and	change	in	the	current	world	order	(cf.	Lennox	2008).	

The	 second	 recurrent	 topic	 concerns	 the	 role	 of	 states.	 Some	 scholars	 have	 described	 the	

“governance	 turn”	 as	 a	 loss	 of	 the	 importance	 of	 states.	 This	 view	 remains	 to	 be	 highly	

contested.	 Instead,	 we	 should	 perceive	 of	 the	 role	 of	 the	 state	 as	 transforming	 and	 not	

declining	 (cf.	 Hysing/Olsson	 2018:	 3),	 also	 because	 additional	 actors	 joining	 decision-making	

processes	are	not	necessarily	equipped	with	any	 formal	 competences	 (cf.	Nehme	2014).	We	

will	recognize	this	last	named	dimension	in	the	following	chapters	on	the	Habitat-conferences.		
                                                        
5	Some	examples	on	these	listed	areas	are	first,	concerning	economic	globalization:	Imagine	states	mostly	building	on	national	

regulation	mechanisms,	but	aiming	to	“globalize”	them	in	a	way	that	trades	and	markets	have	already	already.	Regulation	
and	 trade	 are	 quickly	 tied	 to	 questions	 of	 standards	 that	 illustrate	 another	 example.	 Eventually,	 these	 discussions	 on	
standards	 in	 trade	also	expanded	on	global	conflicts	about	property	rights,	environment,	health	etc.	Second,	concerning	
new	 concepts	 in	 governance,	 take	 the	 example	 of	 developing	 countries	 that	 start	 to	 use	 Global	 Governance	 to	 push	
negotiations	on	power	imbalances	in	the	global	economy	(cf.	Karns/Mingst	2004:	4ff).		

6	That	 states	 provide	 the	 structures	 of	 Global	 Governance	 highlights	 their	 qualities	 as	 global	 regulative	 factor	 until	 today,	
setting	out	the	rules	of	Global	Governance	(cf.	Mense	2016:	39ff)	–	despite	more	than	half	of	the	world’s	population	living	
in	urban	settlements	today	(cf.	United	Nations	World	Cities	2016).		

7	The	following	can	serve	as	examples	of	these	single	theoretical	approaches	on	Global	Governance	in	International	Relations:	
realism	 (cf.	e.g.	Waltz	2000;	McNeil	1994),	 constructivism	 (cf.	e.g.	Wendt	1992,	1999;	Ruggie	1998),	 institutionalism	 (cf.	
e.g.	Keohane/Nye	2000;	Rosenau	1992),	and	pluralism	(cf.	e.g.	Turner	1998;	Strange	1996).	
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The	 third	 recurrent	 topic	 is	 to	approach	Global	Governance	within	 its	discursive	appeal.	 Like	

democracy,	 globalization,	 freedom	or	 sustainable	development,	 the	 term	Global	Governance	

finds	its	success	in	its	ambiguity.	It	is	referred	to	in	diverging	and	even	contrary	manners	and	is	

used	to	follow	the	most	different	goals	and	interests.	Global	Governance	can	therefore	not	be	

understood	 as	 a	 precise	 term,	 but	 rather	 a	 discourse	 or	 a	 discursive	 field	 and	 the	 relations	

within	 this	 field	 can	 only	 be	 understood	 in	 their	 concrete	 analysis	 (cf.	 Brand	 2015:	 13).	 The	

term	“discourse”	thereby	does	not	mean	the	act	of	speaking	or	discussing,	but	instead	the	way	

something	 is	 spoken	or	not	 spoken	about	and	how	 this	way	 links	and	becomes	a	 system	 (in	

example	 the	 discourse	 about	 psychiatry,	 used	 by	 Foucault	 to	 introduce	 discourse	 in	 the	

academic	debate,	cf.	Foucault	1977).	How	something	is	spoken	about	defines	problems	and	if	a	

discourse	becomes	hegemonic,	other	discourses	can	be	excluded.	Adopting	these	thoughts	on	

Global	Governance,	it	can	be	understood	as	a	quest	to	look	for	alternatives.	The	own	criticism	

towards	the	current	paths	this	quest	is	taking	can	therewith	become	the	concern.	In	this	thesis,	

I	follow	this	perception	of	Global	Governance	by	Brand	(2015),	just	as	I	follow	his	analysis	that	

the	quest	to	solve	global	challenges	is	mislead.	The	hegemonic	discourse	in	Global	Governance	

perceives	of	global	challenges	in	a	way	that	if	only	targeted	effectively,	they	can	be	solved	or	

eradicated	 –	 the	 key	 is	 therefore	 regulation.	 I	 share	 Brand’s	 objection	 that	 this	 focus	 on	

steering	and	governance	will	not	be	able	to	tackle	the	roots	of	global	challenges	(cf.	ibid:	155ff)	

and	they	will	consequently	sustain,	even	when	parts	of	their	effects	can	be	improved.			

Following	this	 last	approach	towards	Global	Governance,	a	methodological	question	 imposes	

on	 the	 thesis.	 It	 is	whether	 I	will	 emphasize	 to	 discuss	 the	 “roots”	 or	 instead	 the	 proposed	

regulation	within	 the	 hegemonic	 discourse	when	 looking	 at	 global	 urban	policy-proposals.	 It	

will	be	the	 latter.	As	 I	chose	to	work	with	the	outcomes	of	UN	conferences	as	my	sources,	a	

focus	on	 their	 inner	 logics	will	 enable	 an	understanding	of	 the	hegemonic	discourses.	 These	

hegemonic	 discourses	 revealed	 will	 then	 be	 contrasted	 through	 their	 problematization	

throughout	 the	 paper.8	Additionally,	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	 structural	 features	 of	 international	

cooperation	for	each	Habitat-conference.	I	will	carve	out	in	which	ways	a	multitude	of	actors	

participated	additionally	to	states	in	the	decision-making	process.	Trying	to	shape	global	urban	

policy,	this	will	be	done	with	recognizing	specifically	local	authorities	and	urban	actors.	

                                                        
8	In	 this	 approach,	 I	 will	 follow	 Brand	 (2015)	 inspired	 by	 Foucault	 (1977),	 but	 not	 implement	 a	 specific	 procedure	 as	 in	

sectioning	the	discourse	it	in	strands,	fragments,	levels	in	the	analysis	and	regive	the	procedure	in	the	thesis.		
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2				A	retrospect	on	global	urban	policy	in	the	United	Nations			

In	the	light	of	the	increasing	importance	cities	have	had	as	human	habitat	in	the	last	century,	it	

astounds	 that	 the	United	Nations	 only	 committed	 in	 the	 year	 2016	 to	 tackle	 cities	 in	 policy	

frameworks.	The	objective	of	 the	 following	 chapter	 is	 therefore	 to	untangle	 the	 interplay	 of	

urbanization	and	Global	Governance	–	described	in	their	importance	separately	in	the	previous	

chapter	 –	by	 taking	 a	 step	back	 in	history.	 I	want	 to	 follow	 the	question	of	 how	 cities	were	

tackled	in	Global	and	International	Governance	previous	to	this	paradigmatic	shift	in	2016.	And	

as	my	thesis’	focus	lays	on	global	urban	policy	within	the	UN-system,	I	chose	to	delimit	myself	

to	discussions	held	in	its	very	framework.	I	will	start	with	interrogating	the	first	UN-conference	

ever	 to	 be	 held	 on	 human	 settlements	 (2.1).	 Called	Habitat	 I,	 this	 conference	 took	 place	 in	

1976	and	can	be	considered	the	first	impellent	on	global	urban	policy	within	the	UN.	I	will	then	

turn	to	its	follow-up-conference	Habitat	II,	taking	place	in	1996	(2.2).		

Before	processing	these	steps,	 I	want	to	address	a	gap	that	results	from	narrowing	down	my	

focus	 on	 the	 UN-system:	 I	 thereby	 decide	 to	 skip	 reviewing	 supranational	 urban	 policy-

conversations	that	happened	prior	to	the	existence	of	the	United	Nations.	To	at	least	provide	

you	 with	 a	 very	 few	 notes	 to	 consider,	 let	 me	 finish	 this	 chapter	 introduction	 with	 some	

cursory	background	on	the	matter.	Before	the	United	Nations	were	established	and	therefore	

prior	to	what	I	referred	to	as	International	Governance	after	World	War	II,	no	institutionalized	

political	 arena	 existed	 to	 reach	 global	 consensus	 on	 urban	 matters.	 Yet,	 supranational	

discussions	 on	 it	 did	 happen.	 This	 is	 especially	 true	 for	 the	 colonial	 empires	 in	 the	 interwar	

period	between	World	War	I	and	World	War	II.	By	establishing	international	committees	with	

the	 purpose	 to	 exchange	 on	 technical	 details	 of	 colonial	 policy,	 also	 some	 of	 the	 first	

supranational	 urban	 policy	 conversations	 were	 held.	 Even	 when	 this	 exchange	 served	 the	

cause	of	 reinforcing	colonial	 interests,	 strengthening	colonial	powers	and	protecting	 imperial	

assets	and	 investments	 in	an	urban	context,	some	of	the	functionalities	of	these	committees	

outlived	the	final	downfall	of	the	main	colonial	empires	after	World	War	II.	This	is	because	the	

colonial	international	committees	became	the	platform	to	first	comprehensively	introduce	the	

use	of	research	for	policymaking.	Especially	the	way	modern	science	impacted	colonial	policy,	

but	 also	 the	 general	 exchange	 on	 policy	within	 these	 colonial	 committees	 is	 today	 by	many	

considered	as	foreshadowing	the	to	be	formulated	UN	development	agenda	(cf.	Parnell	2016:	



2				A	retrospect	on	global	urban	policy	in	the	United	Nations	 18	
 

	

530ff).	 If	 you	 refer	 to	 Parnell	 (2016),	 Cooper/Packard	 (1997),	 Eckert/Wirt	 (2002)	 or	 Tilley	

(2011),	 you	 will	 find	 a	more	 in-depth	 discussion	 on	 global	 urban	 policy	 prior	 to	 the	 United	

Nations,	the	role	of	the	colonial	empires	and	the	discussion	in	which	ways	the	use	of	science	in	

colonial	committees	foreshadowed	the	UN	development	agenda.	

2.1 			Habitat	I	–	the	“moral	imperative”		

After	the	United	Nations	was	established	in	1945,	it	was	in	1976	that	a	first	UN-impel	on	global	

urban	 policy	 found	 its	 form	 in	 a	 conference	 in	 Vancouver:	 Habitat	 I.	 Entitled	 fully	 United	

Nations	 Conference	 on	 Human	 Settlements,	 but	 commonly	 referred	 to	 as	 Habitat	 I,	 this	

conference	 was	 a	 first	 impellent	 to	 discuss	 development	 and	 human	 habitat.	 With	 the	

Vancouver	Declaration	on	Human	Settlements,	the	conference	directed	64	recommendations	

at	national	 level	 that	the	UN	General	Assembly	urged	their	member	states	to	consider	when	

passing	policies	pertaining	human	settlements	(cf.	Busch	2016).		

2.1.1 Urbanization	in	the	first	cycle	of	sustainable	development	discourse	

What	 characterized	 the	 political	 period,	 urbanization	 and	 the	 global	 development	 discourse	

when	Habitat	I	took	place?	It	was	the	end	of	Les	Trentes	Glorieuses,	the	30	post-war	years	of	

experienced	economic	growth	in	OECD-countries.	At	that	time,	urbanization	levels	had	yet	to	

increase.	 Despite	 urbanization	 trends	 during	 the	 1960s	 and	 early	 1970s	 pulled	 by	 economic	

prospects	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 and	 poverty	 in	 rural	 areas	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 world	 was	

predominantly	 rural,	 also	 because	 both	 China’s	 and	 India’s	 enormous	 growth	 had	 yet	 to	 be	

reached	 (cf.	 Buckley/Simet	 2015:	 65).	 If	 we	 take	 a	 look	 at	 urbanization	 patterns,	 a	 shift	

occurred.	 In	 the	 poorest	 countries	 around	 1960,	 it	 was	 the	 first	 time	 in	 history	 that	

urbanization	 was	 observed	 without	 economic	 growth.	 The	 size	 of	 a	 city	 was	 eventually	 no	

longer	tied	to	a	higher	standard	of	living	–	a	pattern	we	have	prior	to	that	seen	over	450	years.	

Instead,	it	was	a	time	when	the	conclusion	imposed	itself	that	whether	urbanization	is	good	or	

bad	for	growth	depends	on	local	circumstances	(cf.	ibid.	68).		

If	we	turn	to	the	current	point	of	time	in	development	discourse,	the	1970s	were	a	formative	

decade	for	highlighting	the	need	for	sustainable	development,	even	when	the	term	itself	only	

became	more	prominent	later.	First	contours	of	its	consensus	principles	were	given	at	the	UN	

Conference	 on	 the	 Human	 Environment	 1972	 in	 Stockholm	 that	 eventually	 also	 initiated	
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Habitat	I.	Both	conferences	were	inspired	by	Barbara	Ward’s	and	Rene	Dubos’	book	Only	One	

Earth:	Care	and	Maintenance	of	a	Small	Planet	 (1972).	By	carving	out	 to	consider	all	human	

settlements,	 it	 strengthened	 the	 mandate	 to	 hold	 the	 Habitat	 I-conference.	 While	 this	

Stockholm	 Conference	 on	 the	 Human	 Environment	 –	 Wheeler	 calls	 it	 the	 “original	 Earth	

Summit”	 (Wheeler	 2013:	 227)	 –	 started	 a	 first	 cycle	 of	 intergovernmental	 attempts	 on	

sustainability	within	the	United	Nations	(with	two	more	to	follow),	the	Habitat	I	conference	in	

Vancouver	can	be	perceived	as	this	first	cycle’s	termination	(cf.	Arikan	2017).		

When	many	times	sustainable	development	is	defined	as	influencing	the	spheres	of	the	Three	

E’s	 –	 environment,	 economy,	 equity	 (cf.	 Wheeler	 2013:	 33)	 –	 the	 discourse	 on	 cities	 and	

development	in	this	first	period	of	the	Habitat	process	was	highly	coined	by	focusing	on	equity,	

the	dimension	of	social	sustainability	(cf.	Parnell	2016:	531).	As	I	will	sketch	in	the	forthcoming	

chapters,	 it	will	 be	 criticized	 that	exactly	 these	 social	dimensions	of	human	 settlement	were	

not	given	enough	attention	at	Habitat	 II	and	Habitat	 III	 in	 the	next	 two	cycles	of	sustainable	

development	discourse	in	the	UN.	

2.1.2 Accomplishments	and	political	debates	

The	three	main	conference’s	achievements	of	Habitat	I	were	first	to	agree	upon	founding	a	UN	

Centre	for	Human	Settlements	in	Nairobi,	Kenya	that	started	its	work	in	1978	and	later	changed	

its	name	 in	 the	 today-known	UN	Habitat	 (UN	Human	Settlements	Programme)-agency.	With	

this	 agency’s	 foundation,	 global	 policy-conversations	 on	 human	 settlement	 –	 and	 cities	 –	

became	 institutionalized,	also	because	of	deciding	upon	Habitat	 I-follow-ups	 in	 line	with	 the	

usual	 UN	 bi-decennial	 cycle	 for	 conferences	 (cf.	 UN	Habitat	 III	 2016).	 Second,	 it	 was	 to	 call	

upon	all	governments	to	factor	in	human	geography	in	development	policies	also	by	allocating	

the	 topic	 to	 then	 little	 institutionalized	 ministries	 and	 agencies	 responsible	 for	 territorial	

planning	and	management.	Third,	it	was	to	promote	establishing	civil	society	organizations	that	

focus	on	urban	issues	(cf.	Cohen	2015:	37).	Even	when	urbanization	levels	had	yet	to	increase,	

it	was	 indeed	already	a	distinct	development	phenomenon	that	generally	remained	of	rather	

scarce	importance	at	the	conference	(cf.	Busch	2016).	

Habitat	 I	 was	 a	 hard-fought	 and	 politicized	 conference	 on	 social	 dimensions	 of	 human	

settlement.	 Incidentally,	 the	 course	 of	 the	 conference	was	 held	 under	 the	 impression	 of	 an	

increasing	 polarization	 of	 the	 political	 debate,	 mostly	 driven	 by	 groups	 of	 the	 global	 South	
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affirming	 the	 Palestine	 Liberation	 Organisation	 (PLO). 9 	Critical	 observers	 of	 the	 double	

standards	 applied	 on	 Israel	 by	 the	 global	 community	 will	 not	 be	 surprised	 that	 they	 were	

powerful	enough	 to	 shape	 this	 first	general	discussion	on	urban	policy,	as	 they	have	 shaped	

many	 other	 global	 policy	 conversations	 in	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 United	 Nations. 10 	The	

Vancouver	Declaration	 becoming	 yet	 a	 highly	 one-dimensional	 and	deplorable	 arena	 for	 the	

mobilization	 against	 Israel,	 specific	 outcomes	 of	 this	 debate	 must	 be	 highlighted	 in	 their	

importance	for	the	way	human	settlements	were	discussed	in	different	contexts.		

A	first	important	outcome	was	to	emphasize	the	national	sphere.	Instead	of	focusing	on	local	

authorities	 or	 rather	 technical	 policy-details	 to	 improve	 human	 settlement,	 the	 Vancouver	

Declaration	 highlighted	 “that	 the	 problems	 of	 human	 settlements	 are	 not	 isolated	 from	 the	

social	and	economic	development	of	countries	and	that	they	cannot	be	set	apart	from	existing	

unjust	 international	 economic	 relations”	 (United	Nations	 Conference	 on	Human	 Settlements	

1976:	 2).	 With	 this	 focus	 on	 the	 national,	 an	 idea	 of	 “development	 in	 cities”	 is	 resembled	

during	 Habitat	 I,	 demanding	 states	 to	 fulfill	 their	 duties	 to	 achieve	 this	 development.	 This	

stands	in	contrast	to	an	idea	of	“cities	in	development”	that	will	be	introduced	during	Habitat	

III	and	discussed	later	in	this	thesis.		

A	second	 important	aspect	addressed	 in	 the	Vancouver	Declaration	 is	 to	 recognize	adequate	

shelter	 and	 services	 as	 basic	 human	 right	 including	 a	 right	 to	 housing	 (United	 Nations	

                                                        
9	The	PLO’s	observer	status	 in	 the	UN	was	given	 in	1974,	 two	years	before	 the	Vancouver	Habitat	 conference	and	only	 two	

years	after	the	Munich	massacre	in	1972.	As	it	is	neither	the	topic	of	the	thesis	nor	essential	to	the	further	understanding	
of	the	urban	global	governance	development,	I	am	only	pointing	out	one	incident	to	highlight	the	questionable	dull	and	in	
many	 places	 undiscussed	 support	 for	 PLO	 that	 unfolded	 not	 only	 in	 Vancouver,	 but	 at	many	UN	 gatherings.	 The	Black	
September	 Organization,	 the	 Palestinian	 terrorist	 organization	 executing	 the	 hostage-taking	 leading	 to	 the	 killing	 of	 11	
Jewish,	Israeli	athletes	at	the	Olympic	Games	in	Munich	–	with	the	support	of	German	Nazi	groups	–	was	a	faction	of	PLO.	
Highest	 representatives	of	PLO	distanced	 themselves	partly	 from	 the	hostage-taking	 that	also	 involved	 torture,	but	PLO	
always	 insisted	 that	 one	 needs	 to	 understand	 the	 act	 (cf.	 Der	 Spiegel	 1981).	 Mahmoud	 Abbas,	 current	 Palestinian	
Authority	President	and	head	of	Fatah,	called	 the	Munich	massacre	 in	 the	 light	of	a	2016	Olympics	memorial	 for	 the	11	
Israeli	 athletes	 a	 "heroic	 operation"	 and	“one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 actions	 in	 modern	 history”	 (cf.	 Oren	 2016),	 the	
attack’s	mastermind	Oudeh	is	buried	at	a	martyrs	cemetery	(cf.	BBC	2010).		

10	It	has	been	historically	and	politically	normalized	within	the	United	Nations	that	biased	politics	at	the	expense	of	the	right	of	
safety	for	Jews	lead	to	constant	attempts	of	challenging	their	legitimate	right	of	shelter	–	that	 is	 Israel.	As	this	argument	
again	implies	too	many	aspects	that	lead	away	from	the	actual	topic,	I	will	try	to	sketch	very	few	points	on	the	situation.	In	
1975	there	were	several	anti-Israel	declarations	(International	Women's	Year	Conference,	Mexico;	Organization	of	African	
Unity,	the	General	Assembly	adopted	the	"Zionism	is	Racism"-resolution	that	was	repealed	in	1991).	Zionism	is	the	belief	
that	Jews	have	a	right	to	a	nation	state.	In	it,	there	are	currently	1.2	Million	Arab	citizens	and	Arab	parties	in	the	Knesset.	
Only	to	put	it	in	proportion,	on	the	other	hand,	there	are	50	Muslim	countries	(cf.	Pew	Research	Center	2001)	and	22	Arab	
countries	in	the	world	(cf.	American-Arab	Anti-Discrimination	Committee	2009),	besides	Europe	being	e.g.	a	continent	with	
strong	roots	(and	partly	presence)	in	Christianity.	The	UN-focus	on	Anti-Zionism	in	the	light	of	this	global	context	reveals	its	
drive	in	double	standards.	One	further	aspect	to	briefly	underline	my	argument	of	UN-double	standards	is	the	existence	of	
UNRWA	(United	Nations	Relief	and	Works	Agency	for	Palestine	Refugees	in	the	Near	East).	Palestinians	are	the	only	group	
with	their	own	agency	within	the	UN,	all	other	refugees	in	the	world	(whether	from	Western	Sahara,	Syria,	the	Balkans	in	
the	 1990s	 etc.)	 are	 taken	 care	 of	 by	 UNHCR.	Within	 the	 UN,	 also	 the	 status	 of	 refugees	 is	 legally	 hierarchized	 as	 only	
Palestinians	inherit	the	refugee	statues	of	their	parents	from	1946-1948	(cf.	Bundestag	2006).		
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Conference	 on	 Human	 Settlements	 1976:	 2).	 This	 accentuation	 of	 a	 human	 rights-approach	

built	upon	the	UN’s	International	Covenant	on	Economic,	Social	and	Cultural	Rights	of	1966	(cf.	

United	Nations	Human	Rights	1966)	that	continued	to	frame	the	claims	of	civil	society-actors	

also	during	Habitat	II	and	Habitat	III.		

The	third	normative	aspect	 I	want	to	highlight	 in	the	Vancouver	Declaration	 is	that	 it	aims	at	

developing	 human	 settlement	 by	 giving	 most	 attention	 to	 rural	 development	 as	 disparities	

between	 the	 urban	 and	 the	 rural	 shall	 be	 lowered.	 It	 understands	 urbanization	 on	 the	 one	

hand	 as	 highly	 interlinked	 with	 economic	 changes	 that	 pull	 people	 into	 cities	 and	 thereby	

affect	 rural	 areas.	On	 the	 other	 hand,	when	 speaking	 about	 cities,	 it	 is	 especially	 the	 urban	

poor’s	 vulnerability	 to	 environmental	 risks	 that	 is	 highlighted	 (cf.	 Busch	 2016).	 There	 is	 no	

general	analysis	yet	on	functionalities	of	cities	or	urbanization	itself.		

2.1.3 Surveying	International	Governance:	non-state	actors	at	Habitat	I	

Held	 in	 1976,	 the	 conference	 took	 place	 in	 an	 era	 of	 cooperation	 that	 I	 described	 as	

International	 Governance,	 but	Habitat	 I	 already	 anticipated	 qualities	 of	 Global	 Governance.	

When	 International	 Governance	mostly	 describes	 interlocking	 governmental	 institutions,	 we	

see	 at	 Habitat	 I	 –	 compared	 to	 other	 UN	 conferences	 in	 this	 decade	 –	 already	 a	 growing	

number	 of	 actors	 operating	 at	 different	 levels	 (cf.	 Rittberger/Bruehl	 2001:	 2),	 but	 rather	

parallel	to	than	within	the	official	conference	setting.	I	will	therefore	now	shift	the	focus	from	

the	states’	agreed	outcomes	and	interrogate	non-state	actors’	participation	in	Vancouver.	

This	discussion	leads	us	to	the	so-called	Habitat	Forum.	With	mostly	architects	and	advocates	

of	low-cost	housing	participating,	this	civil	society	forum	happened	parallel	to	the	meeting	of	

governments.	It	was	organized	by	an	officially	responsible	UN-NGO,	the	Committee	on	Human	

Settlements.	It	founded	itself	a	couple	years	prior	to	Habitat	I	during	the	Stockholm	Conference	

on	 the	 Human	 Environment	 (cf.	 Cohen	 2015:	 38).	 It	 might	 appear	 unexpected	 that	

dissatisfactions	with	the	Habitat	Forum	were	still	high	within	civil	society-actors,	even	though	it	

was	in	their	own	hands.	As	the	directing	NGO	Committee	for	Habitat	was	appointed	by	the	UN,	

critiques	argued	 that	 its	organization	was	 controlled	by	 the	United	Nations	directly	 and	 that	

specific	 groups,	 affirmative	 towards	 the	 official	 conference’s	 debates,	 got	 preferential	

treatment.	As	a	“site	for	controlled	dissent	away	from	the	honorable	delegates”	(Busch	2016),	

influence	 of	 more	 political	 and	 activist	 leaning	 actors	 aimed	 to	 be	 minimized.	 Despite	 this	
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criticism,	the	advocacy	in	the	Forum	 led	to	additions	to	the	Vancouver	Declaration:	the	hard-

fought	insistence	that	technical	solutions	could	not	replace	political	actions,	the	importance	of	

planning	for	the	(urban)	poor	and	the	condemnation	of	land	speculations	found	consideration	

(Wheeler	2013:	227).		

At	the	same	time,	the	actors	involved	developed	new	strategies	whereby	the	Forum	became	a	

starting	point	for	new	political	associations.	The	(by	now	called)	Habitat	International	Coalition	

is	 one	 example	 of	 these	 new	 associations.	 It	 succeeded	 the	UN-NGO	 Committee	 on	 Human	

Settlements	 in	 charge	 of	 the	 Habitat	 Forum	and	 became	 one	 of	 the	most	 influential	 groups	

opposing	evictions	and	campaigning	effectively	in	favor	of	the	highly	contested	human	rights-

approach	to	urban	and	rural	settlement	also	in	future	conferences	(cf.	Cohen	2015:	38f).	Just	

as	 the	 official	 conference,	 also	 the	 Forum	 remained	 to	 target	 national	 governments	 for	

proposals.	At	both	sites,	also	participation	of	local-level	authorities	was	underwhelming.		

2.1.4 The	impact	of	Habitat	I	and	the	Vancouver	Declaration		

The	Vancouver	 Declaration	 became	 an	 important	 point	 of	 reference	when	 discussing	 global	

urban	policy	–	especially	for	civil	society	groups.	Habitat	I	represents	a	“moral	imperative”	that	

no	succeeding	conference	has	reached	(Wheeler	2013:	227).	At	the	same	time,	 it	 is	apparent	

that	it	has	never	become	a	powerful	policy	foundation	for	states	to	follow,	neither	has	it	found	

a	serious	follow-up	by	the	responsible	UN	bodies	(cf.	Cohen	2015:	38f).	Considering	the	rise	of	

neoliberal	 policies	 in	 the	 1990s	 and	 the	 preparatory	 deregulations	 before,	 it	 is	 obvious	 that	

Habitat	I	did	not	affect	member	states’	macro-economic	or	sector	policies.	If	anything	changed	

with	the	follow-up	conference	Habitat	II,	will	be	discussed	in	the	next	chapter.	

2.2			Habitat	II	–	heeding	the	city	and	chances	for	local	actors		

In	1996,	the	second	Habitat	conference	took	place	in	Istanbul,	many	times	referred	to	as	City	

Summit	 or	Habitat	 II.	 Two	main	documents	were	agreed	upon.	A	191-pages	Habitat	Agenda	

with	 hundreds	 of	 commitments	 by	 governments	 and	 a	 therewith-connected	 Istanbul	

Declaration	of	Human	Settlements,	a	short	version	of	the	former	(cf.	UN	Conference	on	Human	

Settlements	1996).	One	of	the	key	qualities	of	Habitat	II	was	its	extensive	preparation	process	

through	hosting	meetings	 around	 the	 globe	during	 1991-1992,	 perceiving	 of	 urbanization	 as	

opportunity	and	first	spotting	the	importance	of	cities	in	global	policy	(cf.	Cohen	2015:	39).		
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2.2.1 Urbanization	in	the	second	cycle	of	sustainable	development	discourse	

In	 between	Habitat	 I	 in	 1976	 and	Habitat	 II	 in	 1996,	 the	world	witnessed	many	 changes	 in	

urbanization	trends	and	patterns.	The	global	urbanization	level	had	risen	to	39	percent	in	the	

1980s	 and	 its	 accelerating	 speed	 could	 not	 go	 without	 notice	 anymore.	 The	 amount	 of	

megacities	was	growing	and	 from	the	1980s	ongoing,	China	can	exemplify	 the	global	 shift	 in	

urban	 populations	 from	 developed	 to	 developing	 countries	 that	 until	 today	 remains	 a	

characteristic	urbanization	pattern.11	And	whereas	on	the	one	hand,	in	1980	it	is	globally	three-

quarters	 of	 urban	 dwellers	 that	 belong	 to	 high-income	 groups	 (cf.	 Chwistek	 et.	 al.	 2014),	 in	

sub-Saharan	Africa	 the	phenomenon	of	 “urbanization	without	 growth”	becomes	 increasingly	

obvious	(cf.	Fox	2012:	1).		

If	 we	 now	 turn	 to	 locating	 Habitat	 II	 in	 the	 dynamics	 of	 the	 international	 discourse	 on	

sustainable	 development,	 its	 official	 “hour	 of	 birth”	 is	 commonly	 dated	 to	 the	 1992	 UN	

milestone	Earth	Summit	(Conference	on	Environment	and	Development)	in	Rio	de	Janeiro	that	

therefore	took	place	only	four	years	before	Habitat	II.	Habitat	II	was	the	last	of	a	series	of	UN-

conferences	 starting	 both	 to	 address	 and	 define	 fundamental	 pillars	 of	 sustainable	

development.	12	We	have	now	arrived	in	the	second	cycle	of	sustainability	discourse.	 It	 is	the	

Earth	Summit	that	started	it	in	1992,	it	is	numerous	conferences	enriching	it	and	Habitat	II	that	

terminated	it	in	1996	(cf.	Arikan	2017).13		

Furthermore,	 this	 is	 the	 era	 that	 led	 to	 international	 unity	 for	 development	 goals.	Only	 five	

years	 after	Habitat	 II,	 the	 UN	Millennium	 Development	 Goals	 were	 agreed	 upon	 as	 guiding	

development	 vision	 in	 the	UN	 framework.	 If	 we	 try	 to	 classify	 the	Millennium	Development	

Goals’	 paradigm	within	 the	 sustainable	 development’s	Three	 E’s,	 they	mostly	 tackled	 equity	

and	economy.	As	I	will	show,	this	state	of	mind	within	the	then	current	development	paradigm	

reflects	in	Habitat	II	(cf.	Wheeler	2013:	228).		

                                                        
11	China’s	speed	in	urbanization	led	a	26	percent-level	in	1990	to	57	percent	in	2016.	Developing	countries’	cities	outgrow	the	

developed	by	doubling	their	share	of	global	urban	populations	from	40	percent	in	1950	to	80	percent	by	2030	(cf.	Chen	et.	
al.	2014).			

12	The	 following	UN	conferences	addressed	sustainable	development	 in	 this	era,	with	 the	City	Summit	 in	 Istanbul	 lining	 in	a	
yank	of	mutual	effort:	the	World	Conference	on	Human	Rights	in	Vienna	(1993),	the	International	Conference	on	Population	
and	 Development	 in	 Cairo	 (1994),	 the	 World	 Summit	 for	 Social	 Development	 in	 Copenhagen	 (1995)	 and	 the	 World	
Conference	on	Women	in	Beijing	(1995)	(cf.	Wheeler	2013:	227).	

13	To	recapitulate,	in	the	previous	subchapter	I	outlined	the	first	cycle	of	efforts	on	sustainable	development	to	the	Stockholm	
Conference	on	the	Human	Environment	1972	and	concluded	it	with	the	Habitat	I	conference	in	1976.		
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2.2.2 Accomplishments	and	political	debates	

The	 two	main	 goals	 of	 the	Habitat	 Agenda	 were	 to	 ensure	 adequate	 shelter	 for	 all	 and	 to	

guarantee	 the	 resonate	 development	 of	 human	 settlements	 in	 an	 urbanizing	 world.	 With	

Habitat	II’s	link	to	the	Earth	Summit,	environmental	issues	gained	comparably	more	attention	

than	during	Habitat	I	with	intentions	on	tackling	“unsustainable	consumption	and	production	

patterns,	 particularly	 in	 industrialized	 countries”	 (United	 Nations	 Conference	 on	 Human	

Settlements	1996),	an	intent	to	protect	open	and	green	spaces,	to	reduce	transport	demands	

and	to	save	energy	(cf.	ibid).	Nevertheless,	they	remained	to	be	of	minor	importance.	Whereas	

the	general	course	of	the	conference	was	not	of	conflictual	character,	this	did	not	apply	to	the	

discussion	on	the	“right	to	housing”,	a	social	dimension	of	sustainable	development.	As	already	

during	Habitat	I,	it	was	disapproved	by	the	US	and	attuning	countries	(cf.	Cohen	2015:	39),	but	

eventually	retrieved	in	the	 Istanbul	Declaration	as	“ensuring	adequate	shelter	for	all”	(United	

Nations	Conference	on	Human	Settlements	1996).14	

While	I	have	described	that	Habitat	I	focused	on	housing,	the	national	scale	and	human	rights-

approaches,	the	urban	as	specifically	important	topic	of	human	habitat	was	mostly	overlooked.	

Habitat	 II	 instead	 was	 the	 first	 conference	 of	 its	 kind	 that	 gathered	 the	 international	

community	 to	 address	 urban	 development	 strategies	 and	 exchange	 on	 best	 practices	 (cf.	

Wheeler	2013:	228).	The	participants	agreed	that	the	earth’s	future	will	depend	on	the	quality	

of	life	provided	in	cities	just	as	our	social,	economic	and	political	future	will	depend	on	the	way	

urban	issues	get	tackled.	They	called	upon	better	urban	planning	and	more	resources	for	the	

urban	 poor.	 Eventually,	 most	 of	 the	 focus	 was	 again	 put	 on	 housing	 rather	 than	 on	 urban	

issues	 and	 environmental	 concerns	 were	 mostly	 excluded.	 The	 debates	 reflected	 a	 lack	 of	

cross-sectional	and	interdisciplinary	perspectives,	not	grasping	cities’	functionalities	(cf.	Cohen	

1996:	430f).	

2.2.3 Surveying	Global	Governance:	non-state	actors	at	Habitat	II	

Habitat	 II	 took	place	after	the	downfall	of	the	Soviet	Union,	bringing	 	–	as	 I	described	Global	

Governance	 in	 a	 previous	 chapter	 –	 international	 cooperation	 and	 an	 awareness	 about	

globalization	in	a	new	phase.	The	conference	in	Istanbul	certainly	captures	the	idea	of	a	wide	

                                                        
14	The	US	was	supported	by	Saudi	Arabia,	the	Vatican	and	Colombia	that	hoped	to	therewith	achieve	a	deal	about	reversing	

adopted	 women’s	 rights	 and	 family	 planning	 at	 the	 UN	 World	 Conference	 on	 Women	 in	 Beijing	 and	 International	
Conference	on	Population	and	Development	in	Cairo	(cf.	Cohen	2015:	39).		
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range	 of	 actors	 engaging	 in	 governance	 in	 manifold	 structures.	 The	 official	 conference	 had	

3.000	delegates	from	171	countries,	thereof	more	than	300	members	of	parliaments	579	local	

authorities,	2.400	NGO-	and	341	representatives	of	intergovernmental	organizations.	In	the	16	

days	 long	 NGO	 Forum,	 8.000	 people	 participated.	 I	 have	 discussed	 in	 the	 chapter	 on	

International	and	Global	Governance	that	participation	of	new	actors	in	governance-processes	

does	 not	 necessarily	 imply	 a	 stake	 in	 decision-making.	 This	 is	why	Habitat	 II	 is	momentous:	

even	when	they	had	no	right	to	vote,	it	was	the	first	UN	conference	that	let	NGOs	speak	and	

influence	the	drafting	process	of	the	agenda	(cf.	Cohen	2015:	39f).		

As	 the	 state	of	 global	 urban	 governance	 is	 discussed	 in	 this	 thesis,	 the	participation	of	 local	

authorities	needs	 to	particularly	 attract	our	 special	 attention.	When	Habitat	 I	 excluded	 local	

authorities	mostly	–	negotiations	happened	mainly	 in	between	governments	–	 the	UN	broke	

new	 grounds	 at	Habitat	 II	 with	 explicitly	 inviting	 local	 governments	 to	 attend	 (cf.	 Citiscope	

2017).	 This	opened	new	possibilities	 for	 local	 actors.	 If	 this	became	a	 trend	 to	be	 continued	

also	in	the	Habitat	III	conference	in	2016	will	be	examined	later.		

2.2.4 The	impact	of	Habitat	II	and	the	Istanbul	Declaration		

Compared	to	the	“moral	imperative”	Habitat	I	represented,	Habitat	II	was	a	rather	defensively-	

instead	 of	 actively-minded	 conference.	 It	 did	 not	 dare	 to	 pose	 the	 crucial	 questions	 to	 the	

challenges	of	human	habitat	at	the	time	(cf.	Wheeler	2013:	228)	that	especially	originated	from	

neoliberal	policies	causing	a	rise	of	social	segregation.	At	the	same	time,	it	broke	new	grounds	

through	its	open	conference	design,	impacting	many	UN-conferences	to	come.	Alike	Habitat	I	

its	 policy-follow-up	 was	 underwhelming.	 This	 was	 due	 to	 a	 lack	 of	 mechanisms	 to	 monitor	

commitments.	 Finally,	 considering	 global	urban	policy,	Habitat	 II	 definitely	became	an	arena	

for	 taking	 steps	 forward	 in	 recognizing	 the	pace	and	 importance	of	urbanization.	Whereas	 it	

perceived	of	 it	 as	 opportunity,	 it	 still	 lacked	 in	 becoming	 the	 fuel	 of	 change	 to	 urban	policy	

discourse	(cf.	Cohen	2015:	40ff	
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3				The	roadmap	to	Habitat	III	

The	shift	in	discourse	we	have	related	to	in	the	previous	chapters	on	Habitat	I	and	II	revealed	

that	“the	times	they	are	a	changin’”,	as	Bob	Dylan	put	it	in	one	song	in	1964.	With	increasing	

urbanization	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 city	 gained	more	 attention	 during	Habitat	 II	 than	 during	

Habitat	 I,	 but	 remained	 to	 be	 deficiently	 discussed.	 With	 advancing	 awareness	 about	

globalization	on	 the	other	hand,	Global	Governance	evolved	 in	 the	 steps	 towards	Habitat	 II,	

giving	 more	 actors,	 also	 local	 authorities,	 more	 possibilities	 to	 impact	 the	 course	 of	 the	

conference.	We	have	also	seen	how	both	Habitat	I	and	Habitat	II	interplayed	with	their	then-

current	 discourse	 on	 development.	 The	 sustainable	 development	 discourse	 was	 at	 its	 first	

setout	 during	 Habitat	 I	 and	 had	 gained	 more	 influence	 during	 Habitat	 II	 whereas	 at	 both	

conferences,	the	E’s	for	equity	and	economics	still	overshadowed	the	third	E	for	environment.		

Comprehending	 some	 of	 the	 dynamics	 of	 these	 shifts	 shall	 help	 us	 to	 approach	 the	 latest	

Habitat	 conference	 and	 its	 significance	 for	 global	 urban	 policy.	We	have	 now	 arrived	 at	 the	

discussion	 of	Habitat	 III,	 the	 United	 Nations	 Conference	 on	 Housing	 and	 Sustainable	 Urban	

Development	that	took	place	in	Quito,	Ecuador	from	17-20	October	2016.	Its	specific	mandate	

was	 to	 agree	 on	 a	 New	 Urban	 Agenda.	 This	 document	 shall	 serve	 the	 purpose	 to	 lay	 a	

foundation	for	nation	states	to	pass	policies	and	guide	the	efforts	on	cities	of	manifold	actors	

for	the	upcoming	20	years	(cf.	Buckley/Simet	2015:	65).	That	this	is	an	ambitious	goal	in	itself	is	

disclosed	quickly,	considering	the	already	existing	difficulties	with	implementing	urban	agendas	

only	at	national	levels.	The	New	Urban	Agenda	is	intended	to	present	a	global	consensus	about	

both	the	importance	and	the	challenges	of	cities	(cf.	Cohen	2016:	36).		

The	 complexity	 of	Habitat	 I	 and	Habitat	 II	 was	 greatly	 simplified	 in	 previous	 chapters,	 but	

needed	 to	 comprehend	 the	 undertaken	 shifts	 in	 global	 urban	 policy.	 Also	 the	 discussion	 of	

Habitat	III	will	have	to	narrow	down	aspects,	I	will	however	aim	at	approaching	its	complexity	

more	 thoroughly.	 For	 reasons	 of	 a	 sounder	 structuring,	 this	 is	 why	 I	 will	 proceed	 in	 the	

following	 steps:	 this	 chapter	 will	 focus	 on	 the	 conference	 Habitat	 III	 and	 its	 preparatory	

process.	The	final	outcome	of	Habitat	III,	the	New	Urban	Agenda,	will	later	be	discussed	in	the	

ensuing	chapter	4.		
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3.1			Urbanization	in	the	third	cycle	of	sustainable	development	discourse	

Alike	the	brief	determination	of	urbanization	trends	that	we	have	started	both	the	discussion	

of	Habitat	I	and	Habitat	II,	what	were	the	major	trends	in	urbanization	patterns	in	the	decades	

after	Habitat	II?	With	the	World	Cities	Report	2016,	an	extensive	analysis	of	urbanization	was	

released	to	provide	this	needed	information	for	Habitat	III	(cf.	UN	Habitat	World	Cities	Report	

2016).	Let	me	highlight	some	of	its	central	aspects	cursorily.	 It	was	almost	55	per	cent	of	the	

global	population	living	in	urban	settlements	 in	2016	and	the	trend	continues	to	 increase.	By	

2030,	it	is	estimated	to	reach	60	per	cent.	Alike	previous	decades,	the	rate	of	current	increase	

continues	 to	 differ	 in	 between	 regions.	 It	 is	 currently	 Africa	 leading	 the	way	 as	 the	world’s	

most	rapidly	urbanizing	region	while	in	Europe,	cities	grew	the	least.	Megacities	exceeding	ten	

million	 inhabitants	 have	 become	 a	 major	 trend	 in	 urbanization	 patterns,	 tripling	 since	 the	

1990s	to	29	in	2015.	It	 is	yet	small	and	medium	cities	that	are	growing	at	the	fastest	rates.	If	

we	consider	qualitative	aspects	in	urbanization	trends,	the	income	gap	between	rich	and	poor	

has	 reached	 its	 highest	 levels	 both	 in	 developing	 and	developed	 countries	 in	 the	 past	 three	

decades.	In	the	built	environment,	this	is	in	example	visible	through	informal	settlements	that	

have	 continued	 to	 grow,	 fueled	 by	 rural-urban	 migration	 and	 advancing	 numbers	 of	 gated	

communities.	 Together	with	emerging	urban	 risks	 in	 the	 last	decades	–	 take	 the	example	of	

terrorist	attacks	–	we	have	also	witnessed	mass	urban	surveillance	that	go	hand	in	hand	with	

an	increasing	digitalized	world.	Turning	to	environmental	urbanization	patterns,	cities	are	now	

responsible	 for	 60-80	 percent	 of	 global	 energy	 consumption,	highlighting	 the	 need	 of	 new	

strategies	 for	 sustainability.	 And	 finally	 if	 we	 consider	 demography,	 with	 the	 exception	 of	

Africa	it	is	expected	that	a	quarter	of	the	population	in	every	world	regions	will	be	60	years	and	

older	by	the	middle	of	the	century	(cf.	ibid.:	3ff).	

In	 accordance	 with	 the	 previous	 classification	 of	 each	 Habitat	 conference	 in	 the	 current	

development	discourse,	it	shall	now	be	disclosed	in	which	ways	Habitat	III	interworks	with	its	

changes	since	1996.	Following	Arikan	(2017),	I	previously	referred	to	two	cycles	of	sustainable	

development-discussions	 within	 the	 UN.	 Habitat	 I	 took	 place	 in	 the	 first,	 Habitat	 II	 in	 the	

second	cycle.	Habitat	III	can	now	be	allocated	in	the	third	cycle	of	intergovernmental	efforts	on	

sustainable	development.	It	started	with	the	Rio	+20-conference	in	2012	(the	follow-up	of	the	

Earth	 Summit	 1992)	 and	 was	 concluded	 by	 the	 here-discussed	 conference:	 Habitat	 III	 (cf.	

Arikan	2017).		
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Habitat	 III	was	the	first	United	Nations	global	summit	to	take	place	after	the	adoption	of	the	

2030	Agenda	 for	Sustainable	Development	 and	 the	Sustainable	Development	Goals	 (SDGs)	 in	

2015,	the	very	heart	of	this	third	and	current	cycle	of	development	discourse.	In	contrast	to	the	

former	 framework	 of	 the	 Millennium	 Development	 Goals	 (MDGs)	 that	 addressed	 the	

developing	world,	the	SDGs	apply	universally	across	the	globe	and	present	„a	single	normative	

base	 for	all	 nations“	 (Huchzemeyer	2017:	3).	 From	a	perspective	on	global	urban	policy,	 the	

greatest	 deficiency	 of	 the	Millennium	 Development	 Goals	 was	 that	 they	 did	 not	 tackle	 the	

altering	urban	realities.	They	applied	on	rural	just	as	on	urban	settings.	The	only	“urban”	MDG	

aimed	 at	 improving	 the	 lives	 of	 ten	 percent	 of	 the	 global	 „slum“	 population	 by	 2020	 (cf.	

Huchzemeyer	2017:	2).15 As	a	 result	of	a	broad	and	 fluid	alliance	 that	promoted	a	pro-urban	

discourse	 highlighting	 the	 importance	 of	 cities	 in	 future	 policy	 agendas,	 a	 stand-alone	

development	goal	on	cities	passed	for	the	first	time	(cf.	Caprotti	et.	al.	2017:	367).	Sustainable	

Development	Goal	 11	 aims	 at	making	 cities	 and	human	 settlements	 inclusive,	 safe,	 resilient,	

and	sustainable.	Its	targets	deal	with	housing,	basic	services,	transport,	urbanization,	heritage,	

risk	 of	 disasters,	 environmental	 impacts	 of	 urban	 development,	 needs	 of	 people	 disabled,	

urban-rural	 linkages,	urban	policy	and	planning,	sustainable	building	and	–	extending	the	just	

addressed	MDG	–	“slum”	upgrading	(cf.	Huchzemeyer	2017:	3f).	This	Sustainable	Development	

Goal	11	must	be	considered	a	cornerstone	for	Habitat	III	(cf.	Arikan	2017).16	

Besides	 the	 2030	 Agenda	 for	 Sustainable	 Development	 and	 the	 SDGs,	 various	 further	

agreements	 influenced	Habitat	 III	 in	 the	context	of	Global	Governance.	The	Paris	Agreement	

on	 climate	 change	 ratified	 only	 six	 months	 prior	 needs	 to	 be	 especially	 highlighted	 (cf.	 UN	

Habitat	 III	2016:	5f).17	The	strength	of	Habitat	 III	 though	does	not	 lie	 in	only	absorbing	other	

conferences’	 outcomes	 in	 its	 own	 course.	 Anticipating	 briefly	 paragraph	 9	 of	 the	 to	 be	

discussed	New	Urban	Agenda	can	vocalize	my	argument	where	it	says	that	it	aims	to	

                                                        
15	As	Huchzemeyer	points	out,	this	 led	to	an	increasing	attention	to	the	condition	“slums”	represent,	but	without	taking	into	

account	 the	ways	 they	 represent	 spatial	manifestation	of	urban	 inequalities.	This	 is	why	 this	MDG	 led	mostly	 to	 reduce	
slum	populations	and	an	increase	in	mass	slum	demolition	(cf.	Huchzemeyer	2017:	2).	

16	The	three	cycles	of	intergovernmental	sustainable	development-efforts	cannot	be	perceived	as	separate	projects	but	instead	
must	be	regarded	in	their	interlinks.	This	can	be	demonstrated	very	well	with	the	here-discussed:	Sustainable	Development	
Goal	11	(adopted	in	the	third	cycle)	is	almost	of	the	same	content	as	paragraph	1	in	the	Habitat	II	conference-resolution	
(adopted	 in	 the	 second	 cycle	 in	 1996)	 (cf.	 Arikan	 2017;	 cf.	 United	 Nations	 Conference	 on	 Human	 Settlements	 1996).	
Whereas	Habitat	 II	 therefore	 anticipated	 Sustainable	 Development	 Goal	 11,	 it	 is	 this	Goal	 11	 that	 can	 be	 perceived	 as	
crucial	cornerstone	for	Habitat	III.		

17	As	for	2014	and	2015	marking	yielding	years	in	Global	Governance,	I	want	to	highlight	these	further	conferences:	the	Addis	
Ababa	Action	Agenda	on	Financing	 for	Development,	 the	Sendai	 Framework	 for	Disaster	Risk	Reduction	 2015–2030,	 the	
Vienna	Programme	of	Action	for	Landlocked	Developing	Countries	 for	2014–2024	and	the	Small	 Island	Developing	States	
Accelerated	Modalities	of	Action	(or	SAMOA)	can	be	mentioned	(cf.	Cardama	2017).	
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[…]	 contribute	 to	 the	 implementation	 and	 localization	 of	 the	 2030	 Agenda	 for	
Sustainable	 Development	 in	 an	 integrated	 manner,	 and	 to	 the	 achievement	 of	 the	
Sustainable	 Development	 Goals	 (SDGs)	 and	 targets,	 including	 SDG	 11.	 (UN	 Habitat	 III	
2016:	2)	

Habitat	III	therefore	corresponds	to	and	affiliates	with	other	agreements	which	makes	it	to	one	

of	the	core	elements	in	the	current	efforts	towards	sustainable	development.	Habitat	III	aims	

at	localizing	the	common	efforts	(cf.	Arikan	2017).		

3.2			The	“zero	draft”:	governance	in	the	preparatory	process		

We	will	now	look	into	the	Habitat	III	preparatory	process.	This	is	important	as	this	is	the	phase	

in	 which	 a	 first	 draft	 of	 the	New	 Urban	 Agenda	 was	 published.	 Called	 “zero	 draft”,	 it	 was	

released	in	April	2016,	several	months	prior	to	the	Habitat	III	conference	in	Quito.		

It	 was	 in	 2012	 that	 the	 UN	 General	 Assembly	 officially	 approved	 to	 follow	 the	 bi-decennial	

cycle	for	Habitat	III	to	be	realized.	It	was	then	decided	that	the	conference’s	emphasis	will	be	

on	 cities	 and	 the	 final	 outcome	 will	 be	 named	New	 Urban	 Agenda.	 In	 accordance	 to	 past	

conferences,	at	 first	 a	 traditional	 governance	 structure	was	given:	a	Bureau	 composed	of	10	

member	state-representatives,	assisted	by	a	Habitat	III	Secretariat.	The	latter	being	headed	by	

Joan	Clos,	the	UN	Habitat	Executive	Director,	his	task	was	to	manage	the	conference	and	the	

production	 of	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda.	 Regarding	 the	 Bureau	 recalling	 the	 current	 global	

urbanization	trends	that	are	especially	witnessed	in	the	global	South,	it	is	a	rather	striking	fact	

that	 4	 out	 of	 its	 10	members	were	 sent	 from	 European	 countries,	 leaving	 only	 one	 seat	 to	

countries	 of	 the	Middle	 East	 (United	 Arab	 Emirates),	 one	 to	whole	 Asia	 (Indonesia),	 two	 to	

Africa	 (Chad	and	Senegal)	 and	one	 to	 the	Americas	 (Ecuador	as	 the	hosting	 country)	 (cf.	UN	

Habitat	III	2016:	10).	

This	traditional	governance	structure	was	given	rework	in	2015,	while	both	the	Bureau	and	the	

Secretariat	 remained.	 Additionally	 to	 the	 initially	 planned	 preparatory	 meetings18,	 national	

reports	 and	 national	 engagement,	 the	 aim	 of	 the	 rework	 was	 to	 improve	 stakeholder	

                                                        
18	There	were	 three	PrepCom	 (sessions)	prior	 to	 the	conference	 in	2014,	2015,	2016,	open	 to	all	member	states,	accredited	

stakeholders	(from	fields	as	science,	business,	NGOs,	lobbies),	the	International	Atomic	Energy	Agency	and	all	members	of	
specialized	 UN	 agencies	 (among	 them	 agencies	 as	 Food	 and	 Agriculture	 Organization	 (FAO),	 International	 Labour	
Organization	 (ILO),	 International	Monetary	 Fund	 (IMF),	 United	Nations	 Educational,	 Scientific	 and	 Cultural	 Organization	
(UNESCO),	United	Nations	Industrial	Development	Organization	(UNIDO),	World	Bank	Group	(WBG),	International	Bank	for	
Reconstruction	and	Development	(IBRD),	International	Development	Association	(IDA),	World	Health	Organization	(WHO),	
World	Intellectual	Property	Organization	(WIPO))	(cf.	Gareis/Varwick	2014:	42f)	
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contributions	–	a	process	quite	challenging	 to	UN	procedures.	When	 in	 the	past,	 the	Bureau	

and	Secretariat	had	the	task	to	draft	conferences’	outcome	documents,	 the	new	governance	

structure	 had	 the	 Bureau	 and	 Secretariat	 reach	 out	 to	 „evidence-based“	 contributions	 and	

stakeholders	as	civil	society	actors	and	local	authorities	(cf.	Birch	2016:	406).		

This	is	why	for	drafting	process,	the	Bureau	and	Secretariat	had	to	draw	from	11	regional	and	

thematic	conferences	held	around	the	world	from	fall	 to	spring	201619.	The	outcomes	of	the	

thematic	forums	–	involving	many	additional	stakeholders	to	member	states	–	turned	out	as	no	

to	be	significant	for	the	negotiation	phases	as	in	the	end,	the	world	regions	decided	to	lobby	in	

each	 block	 (e.g.,	 the	 African	 block,	 cf.	 Huchzemeyer	 2017:	 4).	 Disappointed	 by	 this	

disparagement	of	the	thematic	forums,	the	rework	of	the	traditional	governance	structures	on	

the	 other	 hand	 foresaw	 financial	 and	 administrative	 assistance	 for	 civil	 society-actors	

throughout	 the	 whole	 preparatory	 process	 (cf.	 Birch	 2016:	 406).	 Additionally,	 five	 days	 of	

feedback-	 and	 consultation-meetings	 prior	 to	 the	 publication	 of	 the	 first	 draft	 of	 the	 New	

Urban	Agenda	were	held.	These	meetings	 focused	mostly	on	negotiations	and	were	open	to	

local	and	governmental	authorities	as	well	as	the	mentioned	various	stakeholders	involved	in	

the	process.	In	addition,	the	first	draft	was	also	discussed	in	a	format	called	Urban	Dialogues,	a	

series	of	e-discussions	with	the	aspiration	to	gather	views	from	manifold	actors	to	eventually	

include	in	the	final	paper,	but	with	no	formal	liabilities	to	do	so	(cf.	UN	Habitat	III	2016:	16).		

Finally,	 the	„evidence-based“	contributions	 that	 the	governance	 rework	aimed	at	came	 from	

10	established	Policy	Units,	publishing	22	Issue	Papers	within	6	different	areas.	Let	me	illustrate	

this	structure	with	an	example	and	a	figure:	The	Policy	Unit	called	Urban	Ecology	and	Resilience	

(orange)	 published	 three	 Issue	 Papers	 (not	 named	 in	 the	 figure).	 The	 first	 paper	 is	 Urban	

Resilience,	 the	second	is	Urban	Ecosystems	and	Resource	Management	and	the	third	 is	Cities	

and	Climate	Change	and	Disaster	Risk	Management.	The	Issue	Papers	served	the	Policy	Unit	to	

gain	an	overview	of	pressing	objections	to	sustainable	urbanization	in	one	of	six	areas,	 in	my	

example	 the	 area	 of	Urban	 Ecology	 and	 Environment,	 and	 phrase	 suggestions	 for	 the	New	

Urban	 Agenda	 ensuing	 them	 (cf.	 UN	 Habitat	 III	 2016:	 12).	20	Written	 by	 200	 experts	 mostly	

                                                        
19	Thematic	meetings	were	 held	 in	 Tel	 Aviv	 on	Civic	 Engagement,	 in	Montreal	 on	Metropolitan	Areas,	 in	Cuenca	 (Spain)	 on	

Intermediate	Cities,	 in	Abu	Dhabi	on	Sustainable	Energy	and	Cities,	 in	Mexico	City	on	Financing	Urban	Development,	 in	
Barcelona	on	Public	Spaces	and	 in	Pretoria	on	 Informal	Settlements.	Out	of	7	meetings,	4	of	 them	were	 situated	 in	 the	
highest-developed	countries	in	the	world.	(cf.	UN	Habitat	III	2016:	10).	

20	Examples	for	Issue	Papers	in	additional	areas	are	(1)	Social	Cohesion	and	Equity	–	Liveable	Cities	(e.g.	Issue	Papers	as	Safer	
Cities,	Migration	and	Refugees);	(2)	Urban	Frameworks	(e.g.	Urban	Governance,	Municipal	Finance);	(3)	Spatial	Dimensions	
(e.g.	 Urban	 and	 Spatial	 Planning	 and	 Design,	 Public	 Space);	 (4)	 Urban	 Economy	 (e.g.	 Informal	 Sector,	 Local	 Economic	
Development);	(5)	Urban	Housing	and	Basic	Services	(e.g.	Smart	Cities,	Housing)	(cf.	UN	Habitat	III	2016:	12).		
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from	 the	 fields	 of	 academia,	 government	 and	 civil	 society	who	were	 appointed	 by	member	

states,	 these	papers	aimed	at	giving	recommendations	and	 identifying	pressing	problems	(cf.	

UN	 Habitat	 III	 2016:	 13).	 The	 composition	 of	 the	 200	 experts	 has	 repeatedly	 stretched	 the	

initial	 deadline	 as	 the	Policy	Units	 turned	out	 to	 be	much	more	powerful	 in	 the	New	Urban	

Agenda’s	 drafting	 process	 than	 the	 regional	 meetings	 (summarizing,	 Policy	 Units	 trumped	

regional	 meetings,	 regional	 meetings	 trumped	 thematic	 meetings).	 Consequently,	 their	

personnel	became	hard-fought	(cf.	Scruggs	2015).	

	

	

3.3			Locating	Habitat	III	in	the	state	of	Global	Governance	

With	 2014	 and	 2015	 marking	 yielding	 years	 in	 Global	 Governance	 with	 the	 range	 of	

conferences	already	highlighted,	the	bars	were	set	high	for	Habitat	III.	We	have	already	gotten	

to	know	its	preparatory	governance	architecture.	I	will	in	the	following	outline	the	conference	

in	October	 2016	 itself.	 I	will	 sketch	 in	which	ways	 a	multitude	 of	 actors	 got	 involved	within	

Each	of	the10	policy	units	was	composed	of	20	experts.	They	prepared	papers	on	the	topics	listed	in	the	boxes	above	
for	inclusion	in	the	NUA	(figure	by	Birch	2016:	407).	
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what	kind	of	structures	to	grasp	the	state	and	changes	in	Global	Governance	we	have	seen	in	

previous	Habitat	conferences.		

The	conference	from	17-20	October	2016	did	not	only	consist	of	one	big	plenary	as	one	might	

imagine	 it,	 but	 additionally	 staged	 formats	 as	 high-level	 roundtables,	 network	 events,	

dialogues,	training	events,	stakeholder	roundtables,	several	urban	talks,	assemblies	and	even	

hosted	 an	 exhibition,	 a	 library	 and	 an	 urban	 journalism	 academy	 (cf.	 UN	 Habitat	 III	 2017).	

Habitat	 III	 is	 communicated	 to	 be	 the	 most	 participatory	 event	 in	 UN	 history.	 Generally	

permitted	to	be	one	of	the	35.0000	participants	at	the	conference	were	all	UN	member	states	

(with	over	140	out	of	193	attending,	but	with	the	low	figure	of	only	three	heads	of	state)	and	

relevant	 stakeholders 21 ,	 UN	 organizations,	 intergovernmental	 organizations	 and	 financial	

institutions,	making	it	the	biggest	Habitat	conference	in	history	(cf.	UN	Habitat	III	2016:	17)	

For	a	New	Urban	Agenda	to	be	formulated,	it	is	especially	the	participation	of	local	authorities	

and	 actors	 that	 attracted	 my	 attention.	 When	Habitat	 III	 approached,	 local	 governments	 –	

from	megacities,	metropolitan	regions	down	to	provinces	–	aimed	at	securing	their	influence.	

After	being	explicitly	invited	to	Habitat	II	 in	1996,	local	authorities	now	expected	their	formal	

participation	rights	to	be	extended	(cf.	Scruggs	2016b).	Their	main	goal	was	not	to	be	included	

to	 the	“non-government	organizations”	as	any	NGO	(UN	Habitat	 III	2016:	17),	but	 instead	 to	

receive	more	competences.	They	demanded	to	get	“a	seat	at	the	global	table”	(cf.	Birch	2016:	

402ff).	Eventually,	this	goal	was	not	achieved	and	local	authorities	remained	in	their	status	as	

“non-government	organizations”.	Therefore,	 it	was	 the	member	states	 that	decided	whether	

cities	and	their	representatives	are	allowed	to	join	the	negotiation	tables	and	formally	impact	

their	 own	 20-year-roadmap.	 However,	 large	 local	 government	 networks	 were	 active	 in	 and	

influenced	the	preparatory	process	 (in	example	 in	Policy	Units)	and	 formed	–	even	 in	 lack	of	

formal	competences	–	a	concerted	delegation	also	at	the	conference.	

Parallel	 to	 and	 locally	 close	 by	 the	 official	Habitat	 III-venue,	 alternative	Habitat	 conferences	

and	 forums	were	 organized	 in	Quito	 to	 challenge	 the	 official	 conference	 and	 its	 consensus-

based	narratives.	The	range	and	outline	of	these	events	was	broad.	Some	universities	used	the	

chance	to	engage	 in	academic	debates	on	urbanity	and	Global	Governance,	others	sought	to	

                                                        
21	Stakeholders	 that	 are	 perceived	 “relevant”	 are	 actors	 identified	 as	 “major	 groups”.	 At	 the	 Earth	 Summit,	 nine	 sectors	 of	

society	were	formalized	to	ensure	their	participation	in	UN	activities	related	to	sustainable	development.	These	sectors	are	
officially	 called	 "Major	 Groups"	 and	 include	 Women,	 Children	 and	 Youth,	 Indigenous	 Peoples,	 Non-Governmental	
Organizations,	 Local	 Authorities,	 Workers	 and	 Trade	 Unions,	 Business	 and	 Industry,	 Scientific	 and	 Technological	
Community,	Farmers	(cf.	UN	Sustainable	Development	Knowledge	Platform	2017).		
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give	urban	activism	a	platform	and	anon	others	directly	reflected	upon	the	New	Urban	Agenda,	

many	criticizing	it	as	neoliberal	document	(cf.	Scruggs	2016b).22		

The	 interesting	 case	 of	 a	 report	 and	 short	 film	both	 called	 Quito	 Papers:	 Towards	 the	Open	

City	alternates	 between	 the	 official	 Habitat	 III	 conference	 and	 the	 dissenting	 alternative	

conferences.	 This	 report	 and	 short	 film	were	 unveiled	 by	 a	 group	 of	 leading	 academics	 and	

practitioners	one	day	before	the	Habitat	III-conference	started.	Their	aim	was	to	present	a	new	

manifesto	and	vision	for	urban	planning	 in	the	21st	century.	 Intended	as	counterdraft	 to	the	

Charter	of	Athens	—	a	manifesto	of	modernist	architecture	of	the	1930s	–	they	claim	cities	to	

be	“porous”,	“complex”,	“synchronous”	and	“incomplete”	(cf.	Sennett	2018:	3).	The	project	is	

led	 by	 London	 School	 of	 Economics	 Cities’	 Director	 Ricky	 Burdett	 and	 the	 leading	 urban	

sociologists	 Richard	 Sennett	 and	 Saskia	 Sassen	 (cf.	 Scruggs	 2016b).	 This	 project	 can	 be	

perceived	 as	 dialogue	 of	 political	 arenas:	 The	Quito	 Papers	 were	 initially	 a	 brainchild	 of	 UN	

Habitat	Executive	Director	Joan	Clos	and	will	be	published	as	full	version	by	UN	Habitat	itself.	

At	the	same	time,	its	ideas	released	so	far	dissent	mostly	with	the	New	Urban	Agenda	and	its	

publishers	were	welcomed	guests	at	the	alternative	Habitat	conference	(cf.	Sennett	2018).23			

We	have	seen	criticism	and	alternative	events	during	all	Habitat	conferences,	with	the	events	

in	Quito	 reaching	 a	 climax	 in	 organized	dissent.	 This	 is	 not	 necessarily	 a	 bias	 to	Habitat	 III’s	

claims	 to	 be	 the	most	 participatory	 conference	 in	 UN	 history.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 this	 could	

explained	with	outcomes	of	a	widespread	discussion	on	participatory	governance,	 leading	 to	

demands	 of	 new	 ways	 of	 democratic	 engagement	 and	 deliberation	 (cf.	 Fischer	 2016:	 348).	

Therefore,	 the	bars	of	 requirements	 to	organize	a	conference	 inclusively	are	 set	a	 lot	higher	

than	they	used	to	be	when	Habitat	I	and	II	were	staged.	On	the	other	hand,	the	way	a	range	of	

explicit	 political	 topics	 are	 answered	 in	 the	New	Urban	Agenda	were	 causing	 frustration	 for	

especially	 non-governmental	 actors.	 Together	with	 a	 general	 loss	 of	 UN	Habitat’s	 credibility	

among	 a	 lot	 of	 organizations,	 this	 might	 have	 fueled	 the	 big	 amount	 of	 alternative	 events	

opposing	Habitat	III	(cf.	Scruggs	2016b).	

                                                        
22	A	 first	example	 is	 the	People’s	Social	Forum	Resistance	to	Habitat	 III	as	an	especially	activist-tending	event.	They	not	only	

organized	a	demonstration	with	5000	people,	they	also	published	an	alternative	manifesto,	the	New	Inhabitants	Agenda.	
As	second	example,	I	want	to	emphasize	Flasco	as	Latin	America’s	leading	university	within	the	social	sciences,	hosting	one	
of	 the	 academic	 alternative	 events	 called	Hacia	 Un	 Habitat	 3	 Alternativo	 (Toward	 an	 Alternative	 Habitat	 3).	 Gathering	
international	social	scientists	working	on	urbanity,	the	New	Urban	Agenda	was	critically	reflected	(cf.	Scruggs	2016b).	

23	I	would	have	aimed	at	discussing	the	Quito	Papers	in	more	detail.	Unfortunately,	there	is	only	a	brief	draft	published.	Its	full	
version	has	been	delayed	 for	many	months.	Originally	announced	 for	 spring	and	 then	 summer	2017,	 it	will	be	available	
after	March	2018.	The	short	film	is	accessible	here:	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B4sJzJxXmNw		
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4				The	New	Urban	Agenda		

When	 the	 so-called	 Earth	 Summit	 took	 place	 in	 Rio	 de	 Janeiro	 in	 1992,	 the	 concept	 of	

sustainable	 development	 was	 officially	 affirmed.	 Countries	 have	 started	 to	 introduce	

sustainable	 development	 into	 their	 core	 policy	 goals,	 just	 as	 it	 affected	 international	

institutions,	 the	 civil	 society-sector	 and	 business.	 This	 seemingly	 broad	 consensus	 shall	

however	 not	 deceive	 that	 sustainable	 development	 remains	 to	 be	 an	 essentially	 contested	

concept.	 It	 absorbs	 fundamental	 disagreements	 within	 the	 same	 discourse,	 whether	 in	 its	

definition,	its	importance	or	the	perceptions	of	reforms	needed	to	achieve	it	(cf.	Hysing/Olsson	

2018:	2).	This	remains	to	be	true	when	the	New	Urban	Agenda	aims	at	localizing	the	concept.		

A	brief	overview	of	topics	and	problems	by	the	New	Urban	Agenda’s	own	account	will	be	given	

hereafter	 (section	 4.1).	 The	New	 Urban	 Agenda	 premises	 for	 urbanization	 to	 be	 perceived	

positive	that	it	must	be	“well-planned	and	well-managed“	(United	Nations	2017:	iv	and	7),	only	

then	 it	 can	 become	 „a	 powerful	 tool	 for	 sustainable	 development	 for	 both	 developing	 and	

developed	countries“	 (ibid.:	 iv).	Recalling	my	discussion	of	Global	Governance	 in	chapter	1,	 I	

argued	 that	 its	 hegemonic	 discourse	 perceives	 of	 global	 challenges	 in	 a	 way	 that	 if	 only	

targeted	effectively	–	or	become	“well-planned	and	well-managed“	as	the	NUA	 states	–	they	

can	be	solved	or	eradicated	(cf.	e.g.	Brand	2005:	155ff).	The	final	agreement	on	the	New	Urban	

Agenda	therewith	operates	within	this	hegemonic	discourse	and	its	following	discussion	will	be	

tied	 to	 its	 resulting	 boundaries.	 In	 the	 conviction	 that	 this	 reproduced	 logic	 of	 steering	 and	

governance	will	not	be	able	to	tackle	the	roots	of	urban	challenges,	I	will	in	section	4.2	aim	at	

both	 revealing	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda’s	 global	 urban	 policy-proposals	 and	 contrast	 them	

through	 their	 problematization.	 Finally,	 I	will	 discuss	 in	 section	4.3	why	 the	discourse	 in	 the	

New	Urban	Agenda	still	can	be	perceived	as	paradigm-shift	in	global	urban	policy.		

4.1			Overviewing	the	New	Urban	Agenda	in	its	own	account		

When	I	first	stumbled	across	the	New	Urban	Agenda,	I	had	a	false	imagination	of	its	character.	

This	is	why	I	will	briefly	illustrate	its	text	structure.	Initially,	I	expected	a	lengthy	paper	or	rather	

a	booklet	supplementing	a	short	summary	for	public	communication.	 I	was	surprised	when	it	

turned	out	to	be	only	32	pages	long.	It	is	not	binding	and	as	an	outcome	of	a	UN	conference,	it	
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is	 a	 consensual	 paper.	 The	Agenda	 is	 arranged	 in	 175	numbered,	 short	 paragraphs	 and	 two	

parts.	 It	 begins	 with	 the	 first	 part	 that	 discusses	 the	 paper’s	 vision,	 commitments,	 guiding	

principles	and	a	call	for	action	in	22	points	on	six	pages	(the	„Quito	declaration	on	sustainable	

cities	 and	 human	 settlements	 for	 all“)	 (cf.	 United	 Nations	 2017:	 3ff).	 The	 following,	 vastly	

longer	 second	 part	 focuses	 on	 the	 Implementation	 plan	 for	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda	 and	

describes	the	voluntary	commitments	by	national	governments	(cf.	ibid.:	11ff).	Topics	such	as	

urban	governance	structures,	 spatial	development	and	means	of	 implementation	are	 tackled	

(cf.	 ibid.	 22ff).	 Finally,	 the	 third	 part	 with	 three	 pages	 discusses	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda’s	

“Follow-Up	and	Review”	(cf.	ibid.:	40ff).		

The	 keynote	 of	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda	 is	 to	 make	 cities	 inclusive,	 safe,	 resilient	 and	

sustainable	 (cf.	 United	Nations	 2017:	 4).	 Emerging	 challenges	 in	 respect	 to	 urbanization	 are	

aimed	 to	 be	 identified	 by	 securing	 political	 commitment	 for	 sustainable	 urban	 development	

(cf.	 ibid.).	 It	 identifies	 national	 urban	 policies,	 urban	 legislation,	 urban	 planning	 and	 design,	

financing	urbanization	and	local	implementation	as	key	pillars	to	achieve	this	sustainable	urban	

development,	 in	which	way	will	be	discussed	exemplarily	hereafter.	Concerning	the	scales	of	

policy-making,	 it	 recalls	 to	 the	UN	Habitat’s	Guidelines	 for	Urban	and	Territorial	Planning	 (cf.	

United	Nations	2017:	24).	In	these	guidelines	the	following	scales	of	government	are	identified:	

the	 national	 (e.g.	 to	 connect	 and	balance	 the	 system	of	 towns	 and	 cities),	 the	metropolitan	

(e.g.	 regional	 economic	 development,	 rural-urban	 linkages),	 the	 municipal	 (e.g.	 design	 and	

protection	 of	 citywide	 systems	 of	 public	 space,	 capital	 goods	 investments	 in	 basic	

infrastructure,	 connectivity),	 and	 the	 neighborhood	 (e.g.	 site	 specific	 design	 and	 local	 urban	

commons)	(cf.	UN	Habitat	2015	HS/059/15E).	Within	these	scales,	it	calls	UN	member	states	to	

pass	 national	 urban	 policies	 that	 frame	 the	 spatial	 development	 in	 their	 countries.	

Furthermore,	with	the	New	Urban	Agenda	a	specific	model	of	city-planning	is	promoted	in	an	

internationally	negotiated	document	for	the	first	time	(cf.	Scruggs	2016a).	It	follows	the	ideal	

of	compact	cities	and	appropriate	density	with	polycentric	growth,	mixed-use	streetscapes,	the	

prevention	of	urban	sprawl	and	transit-oriented	development	(cf.	United	Nations	2017:	25).		

In	its	self-understanding,	it	follows	a	human	rights-approach	that	we	will	see	in	the	following,	is	

a	 highly	 contested	 perception.	 Throughout	 the	 paper,	 the	 importance	 of	 environmentally	

sustainable	cities	that	adapt	to	consequences	of	climate	change	and	contribute	to	curtail	 it	 is	

highlighted	(cf.	United	Nations	2017:	11).	Just	as	within	UN	Habitat’s	general	work,	also	within	

the	NUA	 the	cross-cutting	 issues	of	climate	change,	gender	equality,	human	rights	and	youth	
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are	especially	highlighted	in	all	aspects	(cf.	UN	Habitat	2016).	Compared	to	Habitat	I	and	II,	it	is	

now	all	three	E‘s	of	sustainable	development	finding	their	way	into	the	outcome	document.	As	

already	 indicated,	 it	 recognizes	 the	 correlation	between	urbanization	and	development.	 This	

also	 involves	 underlining	 linkages	 between	 “good	 urbanization”	 and	 job	 creation,	 livelihood	

opportunities,	 and	 improved	quality	 of	 life.	 These	dimensions	 should,	 following	 the	Agenda,	

find	recognition	in	every	urban	renewal	policy	and	strategy	(cf.	United	Nations	2017:	14).		

4.2			Normative	dimensions	of	discourse	in	the	New	Urban	Agenda	

In	contrast	to	this	final	consensual	outcome,	the	preparatory	process	inhered	a	lot	of	conflict	

that	 was	 either	 dissolved,	 traded-off	 in	 negotiations	 or	 remained	 in	 the	 document,	

encountering	us	through	contradictive	claims.	The	main	conflict	 lines	were:	the	inclusion	of	a	

right	to	the	city,	the	relationship	of	economic	growth	and	sustainability,	conflicts	tackling	the	

North-South-divide	and	the	boundaries	to	participation	(cf.	Huchzemeyer	2017:	3).	I	will	in	the	

following	outline	these	conflict	lines	by	adding	the	smart	city	to	exemplify	contradictions	in	the	

discourses	on	economic	growth	and	sustainability.	This	 chapter	 shall	both	 introduce	parts	of	

the	New	Urban	Agenda	more	in-depth	and	reveal	the	conflicting	discourses	it	absorbs.		

4.2.1	The	right	to	the	city	causing	a	stir	

One	of	the	main	conflicts	in	the	preparatory	process	was	whether	to	include	the	Right	to	the	

City.	The	Global	Platform	for	the	Right	to	the	City	(GPR2C)	most	prominently	advocated	in	favor	

of	 it,	 also	 within	 its	 mandate	 in	 Policy	 Unit	 1.24	Eventually,	 it	 is	 found	 in	 the	 New	 Urban	

Agenda’s	opening	statement	“Our	shared	vision”	 (cf.	United	Nations	2017:	5),	being	 the	 first	

time	 that	 the	 concept	 is	 covered	by	 an	 international	 agenda	at	 the	United	Nations-level	 (cf.	

Zárate	2017):	

[E]qual	 use	 and	 enjoyment	 of	 cities	 and	 human	 settlements,	 seeking	 to	 promote	
inclusivity	 and	 ensure	 that	 all	 inhabitants,	 of	 present	 and	 future	 generations,	without	
discrimination	of	any	kind,	are	able	to	inhabit	and	produce	just,	safe,	healthy,	accessible,	
affordable,	 resilient	and	sustainable	cities	and	human	settlements,	 to	 foster	prosperity	
and	quality	of	life	for	all.	(United	Nations	2017:	5)	

                                                        
24	Policy	 Unit	 1	 was	 formed	 by	 20	 experts	 (cf.	 UN	 Habitat	 2015:	 2).	Most	 of	 the	 involved	 experts	who	were	 on	 NGO-	 and	

governance	tickets	belonged	to	the	Global	Platform	for	the	Right	to	the	City	(ActionAid,	Women	in	Informal	Employment:	
Globalizing	and	Organizing,	Pólis	Institute).	Additionally,	three	scholars	who	were	members	of	Policy	Unit	1	were	affiliated	
with	GPR2C.	The	prominent	 inclusion	of	GPR2C	was	not	planned	 initially,	but	 followed	their	public	 letter	to	UN	Habitat,	
highlighting	their	importance	within	the	global	discussion	on	the	Right	to	the	City	(cf.	Right	to	the	City	Platform	2017).		
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Whereas	the	Policy	Unit	and	GPR2C	advocated	for	the	right	to	the	city	to	be	the	“heart”	of	the	

Agenda,	throughout	the	paper	it	became	mostly	replaced	with	the	phrase	“cities	for	all”.	What	

made	the	Right	to	the	City	so	contested?		

Following	 the	 Global	 Platform	 for	 the	 Right	 to	 the	 City	 (2017),	 a	 Right	 to	 the	 City	 implies	

grounding	cities	on	the	rights	of	its	inhabitants:	“Cities	for	people,	not	for	profit”. The	slogan	
itself	originates	 in	a	concept	developed	by	 the	non-dogmatic	Marxist	 thinker	Henri	Lefebvre,	

publishing	 a	 book	 of	 the	 same	 title	 in	 1968	 (Le	 droit	 à	 la	 ville,	 cf.	 Lefebvre	 1996	 [1968]).25	

Especially	 in	 the	 recent	 decennium,	 the	 Right	 to	 the	 City	 became	 a	 rallying	 cry	 for	 urban	

activists.	 Throughout	 the	 big	 uprisings	 against	 the	 consequences	 of	 the	 financial	 crisis	 or	

authoritarian	regimes	around	2011,	we	have	seen	many	public	spaces	prominently	squatted	in	

different	 continents	 (cf.	 Lebuhn	 2014:	 478).26	The	 Right	 to	 the	 City	 therefore	 developed	 a	

momentum	of	its	own,	even	making	its	way	to	the	United	Nations.	When	using	it,	it	must	not	

imply	 any	 positive	 reference	 to	Marxism,	 however	 one	 joins	 the	 rank	 of	 a	 somehow	 blurry	

dissent	to	current	exclusions	in	urban	life.		

With	GPR2C	leading	the	way,	the	groups	lobbying	for	the	inclusion	clustered	around	issues	as	

gentrification,	evictions,	 the	criminalization	of	homelessness,	 refugees	or	 the	privatization	of	

public	 space.	Their	aim	was	 to	call	 the	attention	of	governments	 to	 the	most	vulnerable	city	

dwellers	and	underline	the	positive	effects	 it	had	in	places	once	adopted,	 in	example	a	more	

positive	 interaction	 between	 authorities	 and	 inhabitants.	 To	 them,	 the	 right	 to	 the	 city	 is	 a	

synthesis	 of	 already	 existing	 human	 rights.	 The	 “zero-draft”	 of	May	 2016	 drew	 very	 near	 to	

their	maximum	expectations	(cf.	Global	Platform	for	the	Right	to	the	City	2017).	Instead	of	the	

above	cited,	the	following	was	used	in	the	section	of	“Our	shared	vision”:	

We	commit	to	the	realization	of	the	concept	of	cities	for	all,	which	in	some	countries	is	defined	
as	 the	Right	 to	 the	 City	 and	 compiles	 the	 shared	 systemization	 of	 existing	 rights,	 seeking	 to	
ensure	 that	 all	 inhabitants,	 of	 present	 and	 future	 generations,	 are	 able	 to	 inhabit,	 use,	 and	
produce	just,	inclusive,	and	sustainable	cities,	which	exist	as	a	common	good	essential	to	a	high	
quality	of	life.	(United	Nations	2016:	2)	[emphasis	added]	

                                                        
25		What	Lefebvre	initially	tries	to	describe	is	not	only	meeting	basic	needs	or	human	rights	 in	the	city.	 It	 is	rather	something	

more,	 something	 that	could	be	understood	as	 specific	urban	quality.	 It	 is	 the	access	 to	 resources	of	 the	city	 for	anyone	
living	in	it	and	based	on	this,	experimenting	and	realizing	a	way	of	life	with	them.	He	calls	it	a	right	to	“centrality”.	A	key	
paragraph:	 “They	would	 change	 reality	 if	 they	 entered	 into	 social	 practice:	 right	 to		work,	 to	 training	 and	 education,	 to	
health,	housing,	leisure,	to	life.	Among	these	rights	in	the	making	features	the	right	to	the	city,	not	to	the	ancient	city,	but	
to	urban	life,	to	renewed	centrality,	to	places	of	encounter	and	exchange,	to	life	rhythms	and	time	uses,	enabling	the	full	
and	complete	usage	of	these	moments	and	places,	etc.).”(Lefebvre	1996	[1968]:	178)	

26	Some	examples	 could	be	 Tahrir	 Square	 in	Cairo,	 Rothschild	Boulevard	 in	 Tel	Aviv,	 	 Puerta	del	 Sol	 in	Madrid,	Gezi	 Park	 in	
Istanbul,	 Oranienplatz	 in	 Berlin,	 Occupy	Wall	 Street	 at	 the	Wall	 Street	 and	 the	 Zuccotti	 Park	 in	 New	 York	 and	 various	
protest	camps	at	public	squares	against	austerity	or	authoritarianism	(cf.	Lebuhn	2014:	478).		
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This	section	was	then	immediately	flagged	as	controversial	by	governments	spanning	manifold	

political	 spectrums.	 These	 opponents	 countered	 that	 a	 right	 to	 the	 city	might	 have	 entered	

laws	at	national	level	 in	Brazil	or	Ecuador,	but	is	currently	not	recognized	under	international	

human	rights	law.	Several	countries	such	as	India	argued	that	an	admission	of	this	right	would	

mean	 to	 concede	 social	 justice	 to	 all	 urban	 inhabitants	 and	 not	 only	 the	 legally-recognized.	

Furthermore,	 speaking	 about	 a	 “common	 good”	 is	 beyond	 any	 feasible	 reality.	 Besides	 the	

non-state	lobbying	groups,	it	was	only	due	to	the	insistence	of	Latin	American	governments	as	

Brazil,	Mexico,	 Chile,	 Argentinia	 and	 Ecuador	 that	 the	 right	 to	 the	 city	 remained	 in	 the	 final	

version.	They	enforced	it	against	the	United	States,	Canada,	the	European	Union,	India,	Japan	

and	Russia	(cf.	Scruggs	2016c).	Also,	the	overwhelming	amount	of	conservative	governments	in	

Africa	 opposed	 it	 and	 some	 countries	 as	 the	 United	 Arab	 Emirates	 favored	 a	 language	

exchange	to	“cities	for	all”,	thinning	out	the	former	rights-approach	(cf.	Huchzemeyer	2017).		

The	trade-off	to	the	rights-approach	in	the	“zero-draft”	was	to	finally	maintain	it	in	parts	in	the	

New	 Urban	 Agenda,	 but	 additionally	 emphasize	 “cities	 for	 all”	 throughout	 the	 rest	 of	 the	

paper.	 Its	main	principle	entered	 in	 the	New	Urban	Agenda	 as	 “inclusivity”	and	 to	“leave	no	

one	 behind”.	 As	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda	 remained	 to	 state	 its	 dependence	 on	 rights	 and	

freedoms	 in	 international	 law	and	human	 rights	 and	emphasizes	both	 individual	 (housing	or	

services)	and	collective	rights	(as	public	goods),	the	section	remains	to	be	a	strong	part	from	a	

rights-persepctive	(cf.	United	Nations	2017:	2ff).		

Tied	to	this	discussion	on	whether	to	follow	a	rights-approach	or	aim	for	inclusive	cities,	I	want	

to	highlight	two	more	debates	that	led	to	changes	in	the	“zero-draft”.	

First,	all	mentions	of	“democracy”	have	been	deleted	after	the	agenda’s	first	draft	(cf.	United	

Nations	 2016:	 6,	 7,	 13).	 Democratic	 values	 are	 now	 retyped	 in	 “strengthening	 social	

participation	and	the	exercise	of	citizenship“	(United	Nations	2017:	13).	This	is	not	surprising	in	

a	 UN	 framework	whose	members	 in	 a	 great	 number	 do	 not	 have	 freely	 and	 democratically	

elected	heads	of	states,	but	weakens	the	significance	of	a	right	to	the	city	that	was	lobbied	for.		

Another	 setback	 for	 the	 rights-approach,	 but	 as	 well	 for	 its	 thinner	 version	 aiming	 for	

“inclusive”	 cities	 concerns	 LGBTIQ-rights.	 Eventually,	 not	 everyone	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 part	 of	

“all”.	In	the	beginning	of	the	preparatory	process,	it	seemed	as	if	the	LGBTIQ-community	could	

find	its	first	recognition	in	an	internationally	agreed	document.	But	hopes	were	balked	by	the	

small	 country	 Belarus.	 Having	 Canada,	 the	 European	 Union,	 Mexico	 and	 the	 United	 States	
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promoting	LGBTIQ-rights’-inclusion,	Belarus	insisted	on	including	“the	family	as	the	basic	unit	

of	 society”	 (cf.	 Scruggs	 2016a).	 Threatening	 to	withdraw	 from	 the	negotiated	 agreement	 on	

including	the	right	to	the	city,	the	final	compromise	swapped	“family-friendly”	for	“friendly	for	

families”	(United	Nations	2017:	5)	and	deleted	any	mention	of	the	rights	of	LGBTIQ	(cf.	Scruggs	

2016a).	This	can	serve	as	example	for	trade-offs	in	negotiation	phases.		

But	 in	 respect	 to	 widespread	 diplomatic	 rules	 of	 game	 struggling	 for	 guiding,	 visionary	 and	

political	directions	 (e.g.	market	belief,	mentions	of	specific	groups	as	women,	youth	or	here:	

the	 right	 to	 the	city)	 instead	of	one	concrete	policy,	 to	 introduce	 the	 right	 to	 the	city	 in	 the	

New	 Urban	 Agenda	 can	 for	 sure	 be	 recognized	 as	 success	 (cf.	 Zárate	 2017).	 However,	 the	

GPR2C	was	not	the	only	group	advocating	successfully.	 In	the	following	I	want	to	introduce	a	

tacit	consensus	within	the	New	Urban	Agenda	that	contradicts	the	success	just	discussed.	

4.2.2	Economic	growth	and	sustainability		

Despite	many	contradicting	claims,	if	we	had	to	spot	one	“heart”	of	the	New	Urban	Agenda,	it	

would	be	the	dedication	to	economic	growth	met	throughout	the	declaration.	The	New	Urban	

Agenda	will	help	to	“meet	the	challenges	and	opportunities	of	present	and	future	sustained,	

inclusive,	 and	 sustainable	 economic	 growth“	 (United	 Nations	 2017:	 2)	 and	 urbanization	

conversely	is	„as	an	engine	of	sustained	and	inclusive	economic	growth“	(ibid.).	The	growth	is	

to	be	inclusive	and	while	“taking	note	of	the	contribution	of	the	informal	economy“	it	aims	at	

„supporting	a	sustainable	transition	to	the	formal	economy“	(ibid.).		

I	described	that	when	perceiving	of	Global	Governance	as	a	discourse,	it	is	not	only	insightful	to	

look	at	what	 is	 said	 and	how,	but	 also	what	 is	 excluded.	 Let	me	highlight	one	aspect	of	 the	

unsaid	 in	 this	example.	 For	many	cities,	economic	growth	 is	by	no	means	a	given	normality.	

When	considering	this	reality	of	uneven	patterns	of	growth	and	recession	globally	and	locally,	

it	becomes	a	severe	deficiency	when	the	New	Urban	Agenda	omits	 to	phrase	proposals	how	

cities	are	expected	to	deal	with	stagnation	or	even	decline.	The	additional	aim	of	transitioning	

the	informal	to	the	formal	economy	is	then	a	well-nigh	impossible	aim.	This	 is	especially,	but	

not	 solely	 true	 for	an	African	context	and	 furthermore	 true	 in	 the	 light	of	 increasing	 income	

gaps	between	urban	dwellers,	impartial	of	general	growth	(cf.	Huchzemeyer	2017:	5).		

With	this	second	point	I	want	to	highlight	some	down	sides	of	the	hegemonic	discourse	about	

economic	 growth.	What	 are	eventually	 „sustainable	 and	 inclusive	urban	economies“	 (United	
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Nations	 2017:	 3)?	What	means	 are	 foreseen	 to	 achieve	 them?	While	 the	NUA	 calls	 for	 the	

promotion	of	decent	work	for	all	and	full	employment,	the	means	to	achieve	this	“sustainable	

and	inclusive	urban	economy”	are	among	others	well-planned	urbanization,	high	productivity,	

competitiveness	 and	 private	 investment,	 particularly	 foreign	 direct	 investment	 (cf.	 United	

Nations	2017:	3).	The	contradictions	within	this	hegemonic	discourse	let	it	collapse	like	a	house	

of	 cards	 once	matched	 against	 urban	 realities	 around	 the	 globe.	Market-based	mechanisms	

have	 led	 and	 must	 inherently	 leave	 to	 spatial	 displacement	 or	 peripheralisation	 of	

economically	weak	households	as	they	are	rolled	over	by	demands	and	interests	of	capital	(cf.	

Huchzemeyer	 2017:	 5).	 It	 is	 their	 very	 nature	 in	 a	 descriptive	 way.	 Evidentially,	 this	 can	 be	

influenced	 in	 its	speed	and	range	by	public	 interventions,	but	the	market’s	 impact	cannot	be	

blandished	by	prefixing	“sustainable“	 to	 the	word	economy.	What	could	 then	 realistically	be	

expected	from	a	New	Urban	Agenda,	within	its	discursive	field	of	growth	and	a	market-based	

economy?	First,	it	could	be	expected	to	acknowledge	some	of	its	mechanisms.	It	has	been	only	

several	years	since	the	world	has	witnessed	a	financial	crises	that	was	tightly	connected	to	real	

estate	and	led	to	a	housing	crisis	in	its	aftermath	(cf.	Schmid	2012:	58).	It	is	first	and	foremost	

truly	 worrisome	 that	 a	 global	 urban	 policy	 agenda	 ignores	 this	 very	 frequent	 experience.	

Furthermore,	 there	 is	 no	 mention	 of	 goals	 to	 tackle	 the	 distribution	 of	 economic	 growth,	

whether	 in	between	 levels	 of	 populations	or	world	 regions.	 Second,	 it	 could	be	expected	 to	

turn	to	the	role	of	states	and	local	authorities.	The	New	Urban	Agenda	aims	at	“promoting	the	

role	 of	 affordable	 and	 sustainable	 housing	 and	 housing	 finance,	 including	 social	 habitat	

production“	 (cf.	United	Nations	2017:	14).	At	 the	 same	 time,	 there	 is	no	 indication	how	and	

who	would	be	in	charge	of	it.	One	concrete	and	often	demanded	example	would	be	to	include	

a	commitment	of	nation	states	to	provide	land	property	in	cities.		

4.2.3	The	smart	city	or:	Technology	is	the	answer	but	what	was	the	question?		

The	synchronicity	of	committing	to	economic	growth	in	the	way	I	illustrated	and	a	right	to	the	

city	has	exemplified	contradictions	in	the	New	Urban	Agenda.	Before	I	will	continue	to	follow	

the	main	conflict	 lines	 in	negotiations	 in	 the	preparatory	process,	 I	want	 to	discuss	 the	New	

Urban	 Agenda’s	 commitment	 to	 the	 smart	 city-approach.	 With	 this	 example	 of	 a	 techno-

managerial	solution,	I	want	to	refine	my	arguments	stated	on	economic	growth	and	exemplify	

the	path-dependency	the	New	Urban	Agenda	remains	in.	It	states:	
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We	 commit	 ourselves	 to	 adopting	 a	 smart-city	 approach	 that	 makes	 use	 of	
opportunities	 from	digitalization,	 clean	energy	and	 technologies,	 as	well	 as	 innovative	
transport	 technologies,	 thus	 providing	 options	 for	 inhabitants	 to	 make	 more	
environmentally	 friendly	choices	and	boost	 sustainable	economic	growth	and	enabling	
cities	to	improve	their	service	delivery.	(United	Nations	2017:	19)		

Quite	influential	countries	as	Germany	presented	themselves	in	Quito	with	the	core	theme	of	

promoting	smart	cities	(cf.	Federal	Ministry	for	the	Environment,	Nature	Conservation,	Building	

and	Nuclear	Safety	Germany	2016).	When	discussing	smart	 technology,	critical	questions	are	

quickly	risen	upon	consumer	protection	and	data	privacy	in	the	light	of	its	use	of	Big	Data.	This	

reflection	 is	 overlooked	 in	 the	New	Urban	 Agenda	 and	will	 also	 not	 be	 the	 objective	 of	my	

argument.	Instead	of	asking	how	to	use	the	data	decently,	I	want	to	highlight	the	smart	city	in	a	

discourse	of	techno-managerial	solution	that	dismisses	a	contribution	to	sustainability.		

What	 are	 the	 reasons	 for	 my	 harsh	 judgment,	 if	 not	 simply	 technophobia?	 Within	 the	

sustainability	 discourse,	 smart	 techno-managerial	 solutions	 have	 become	more	 and	more	 a	

universal	remedy	to	the	global	socio-environmental	problems	humanity	faces.	It	assumes	a	co-

dependency	 between	 aspiring	 sustainability	 and	 aspiring	 the	 smart	 city.	Maria	 Kaika	 (2017),	

Professor	 at	 the	 Universities	 of	 Amsterdam	 and	 Manchester,	 compares	 its	 inner	 logics	 to	

vaccines.	 Smart	 technology	 shall	 be	 injected	 into	 cities	 and	 miraculously	 lead	 to	 increasing	

sustainability.	Smart	has	become	the	exchangeable	equivalent	 to	sustainable	 (cf.	Kaika	2017:	

90f).	 The	 shortsighted	 core	 of	 these	 claims	 can	 be	 proven	wrong	 by	 only	 one	 example:	 the	

social-environmental	 cycle	 of	 smart	 technologies.	 Any	 mobile	 communication	 circuit	 board	

cannot	be	built	without	the	metallic	ore	Coltan.	This	vast	global	demand	relies	heavily	on	the	

supplies	of	the	Democratic	Republic	of	Congo	where	it	is	mined	by	hand	(cf.	ibid.),	repeatedly	

condemned	by	the	UN	as	highly	organized	and	systematic	exploitation	of	both	people	and	the	

environment	 (cf.	 United	 Nations	 2001).	 This	 is	 one	 example	 of	 two	 sides	 of	 the	 same	 coin:	

international	efforts	in	support	of	smart	technology	(mostly	in	the	“developed”	world)	rely	on	

vitiating	environment	and	human	dignity	(mostly	 in	the	global	South).	 In	the	believe	that	the	

outlined	criticism	on	smart	technology	weighs	much	more	than	 its	benefits,	 I	would	consider	

smart	cities	rather	part	of	the	problem	than	the	solution	to	achieve	more	sustainable	cities.		

4.2.4	Same-same	but	different:	the	North-South	divide		

The	conflict	lines	between	“developing”	countries	on	the	one	hand	and	the	“developed”	world	

on	the	other	hand,	shaped	many	negotiations	towards	a	consensus	on	the	New	Urban	Agenda.	
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Observers	of	UN	conferences	will	 likely	recognize	many	of	these	conflict	 lines	as	they	usually	

repeat	 themselves	as	guiding	principles	around	any	 topic.	 In	 the	 following	 section,	 I	want	 to	

comprehend	the	results	of	these	conflicts	depicted	in	the	New	Urban	Agenda.		

One	of	the	main	disputes	arose	on	UN	Habitat	itself.	Generally,	member	states	did	not	engage	

in	 place-based	 issues	 until	 Habitat	 I	 and	 it	 took	 even	 until	 the	 late	 1970s	 that	 human	

settlement	policy	began	to	be	seen	as	“an	instrument	of	socio-economic	development”	(Birch	

2016:	399).	UN	Habitat	became	its	focal	point,	but	has	had	a	reputation	as	a	housing	agency	for	

the	global	South.	Even	in	the	light	of	efforts	made	to	overcome	this	reputation	and	gain	more	

global	 support,	 voices	 have	 been	 raised	 to	 question	 whether	 UN	 Habitat	 remains	 the	 right	

agency	to	tackle	global	urban	policy	after	the	New	Urban	Agenda.	With	the	African	negotiation	

block	being	its	loudest	defender,	demands	heavily	weaken	UN	Habitat	in	the	course	of	the	New	

Urban	Agenda	were	dismissed	while	it	was	finally	agreed	upon	that	UN	Habitat	will	have	to	go	

through	a	reform	process	–	with	its	remote	future	to	remain	unclear	(cf.	ibid:	399ff).	

The	further	disputes	between	North	and	South	arose	mostly	on	known	conflict	lines.	Readers	

of	the	New	Urban	Agenda	sensitive	to	discussions	on	the	North-South-divide	within	the	UN	will	

find	an	important	reference	in	 it.	 It	 is	to	“reaffirm	all	the	principles	of	the	Rio	Declaration	on	

Environment	 and	 Development,	 including,	 inter	 alia,	 the	 principle	 of	 common	 but	

differentiated	responsibilities“	 (United	Nations	2016:	9).	First	 formalized	at	 the	Earth	Summit	

in	Rio	de	Janeiro	(1992),	the	principle	of	“common	but	differentiated	responsibilities”	(CBDR)	

affects	negotiations	alongside	all	the	Three	E’s	(Wheeler	2013:	33)	of	sustainable	development	

and	 currently	most	 prominently	 unfold	 on	 discussions	 on	 the	 environment.	 It	 describes	 the	

principle	 to	 recognize	 the	 historical	 differences	 of	 contributions	 to	 global	 environmental	

problems	 between	 developed	 and	 developing	 states.	 Based	 on	 this,	 it	 distinguishes	 their	

respective	economic	and	technical	capacity	to	tackle	these	problems.	Consequently,	developed	

and	developing	countries	indeed	have	common	responsibilities,	but	within	them,	differences	in	

capacities	to	tackle	them	are	recognized.	Similar	language	exists	in	the	Kyoto	Protocol	and	has	

prominently	caused	major	controversy	in	the	negotiations	for	the	Paris	Climate	Accord	in	2016	

(cf.	Smith	2016).	 In	the	perspective	of	developing	countries	acting	as	G77,	the	 importance	of	

“common	but	differentiated	responsibilities”	is	fundamentally	tied	to	its	ensuing	possibility	to	

claim	more	financial	support	for	sustainable	development	efforts.	This	is	why	the	course	of	the	

New	Urban	Agenda’s	negotiations	is	especially	interesting.		
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Met	with	major	resistance	(cf.	Scruggs	2016b),	the	G77	succeeded	to	secure	the	principle	in	the	

Agenda	(cf.	United	Nations	2016:	9),	but	instead	traded	it	off	with	a	UN	fund	that	would	have	

actually	 ensured	 financial	 support	 for	 countries	 in	 the	 global	 South.	 As	 there	 is	 no	 reliable	

information	 to	 be	 found	 on	 the	 reasons,	 I	 must	 assume	 that	 defending	 ”common	 but	

differentiated	 responsibilities”	 became	 a	 matter	 of	 principle	 –	 a	 matter	 of	 discourse	

sovereignty		for	the	G77	–	not	wanting	to	risk	to	forlese	it	for	good	also	for	future	agreements.	

The	sobriety	of	actual	 financial	 support	 through	 in	 the	New	Urban	Agenda	 thus	casts	doubt.	

Let’s	look	into	one	example:		

We	 invite	 international	multilateral	 financial	 institutions,	 regional	development	banks,	
development	finance	institutions	and	cooperation	agencies	to	provide	financial	support,	
including	 through	 innovative	 financial	 mechanisms,	 to	 programmes	 and	 projects	 for	
implementing	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda,	 particularly	 in	 developing	 countries.	 (United	
Nations	2017:	36).	[emphasis	added]	

It	 is	 easy	 to	 see	 that	 the	 wording	 is	 extremely	 vague,	 contradicting	 the	 often	 mentioned	

support	 for	 developing	 countries	 and	 their	 very	 high	 rates	 of	 urbanization	 throughout	 the	

paper.	On	top	of	 that,	efforts	made	by	especially	by	the	European	Union	 led	the	New	Urban	

Agenda	to	refer	to	the	latest	climate	conference	as	the	“Paris	Agreement	on	climate	change”	

instead	of	 “Paris	Agreement	under	 the	UN	Framework	Convention	on	Climate	Change”	–	 the	

first	wording	implying	more	financial	promises	towards	the	G77	(cf.	Scruggs	2016b).		

Overviewing,	path-dependencies	 reveal	 themselves	 in	 the	way	 the	conflict	between	 the	G77	

and	the	most	developed	countries	evolved.	In	the	seemingly	symbolic	character	of	insisting	on	

the	principle	of	“common	but	differentiated	responsibilities”,	trade-offs	were	high	and	at	the	

expense	of	agreements	that	would	have	secured	actual	support.	How	serious	the	deadlock	is	

concerning	 sound	 negotiations	 actually	 tackling	 the	 North-South-divide	 –	 seen	 in	Habitat	 III	

and	at	many	other	conferences	–	is	illustrated	by	the	way	the	G77	celebrate	their	performance	

on	 the	 New	 Urban	 Agenda	 (cf.	 Scruggs	 2016b).	 They	 proudly	 communicate	 having	

implemented	 the	 “right	 to	 development”	 (United	 Nations	 2016:	 5)	 that	 especially	 the	 USA	

regarded	sceptically.	Also,	a	reference	to	“countries	and	territories	under	foreign	occupation”	

(United	Nations	2016:	9)	found	its	way	into	an	agreement,	just	as	the	demand	to	“refrain	from	

promulgating	 and	 applying	 any	 unilateral	 economic,	 financial,	 or	 trade	 measures”	 (United	

Nations	2016:	23),	a	reference	to	the	US	embargo	of	Cuba	(cf.	Scruggs	2016b).	In	my	point	of	
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view,	this	is	a	celebration	of	general	symbolic	character	within	a	situation	of	global	deadlock	–	

and	not	a	celebration	in	token	of	anticipated	progress	towards	sustainable	urban	development.		

4.2.5	The	boundaries	to	participation		

I	have	already	described	the	general	conflict	on	the	boundaries	of	participation	in	Habitat	III	in	

chapter	3.3	(Locating	the	Habitat	III-conference	in	the	state	of	Global	Governance).	I	illustrated	

that	 whereas	 several	 global	 networks	 of	 majors	 and	 cities	 demanded	 to	 get	 “a	 seat	 at	 the	

global	table”,	local	authorities	were	not	given	the	right	to	vote	and	remained	in	a	status	equal	

to	NGOs	and	civil	society-actors.	As	this	chapter	focuses	on	the	New	Urban	Agenda,	I	will	try	to	

carve	out	in	which	ways	this	discussion	found	its	way	into	the	final	document.	It	is	the	section	

on	 “Building	 the	 urban	 governance	 structure:	 establishing	 a	 supportive	 framework“	 that	

sketches	the	way	the	relationship	of	national	and	local	governments	is	striven	for	normatively:	

We	will,	in	line	with	countries’	national	legislation,	support	strengthening	the	capacity	of	
subnational	 and	 local	 governments	 to	 implement	 effective	 local	 and	 metropolitan	
multilevel	 governance,	 across	 administrative	 borders,	 and	 based	 on	 functional	
territories,	ensuring	the	 involvement	of	subnational	and	local	governments	 in	decision-
making	(United	Nations	2017:	23).	

And	 finally,	 the	 Agenda	 claims	 to	 „support	 local	 governments	 in	 determining	 their	 own	

administrative	 and	management	 structures,	 in	 line	 with	 national	 legislation	 and	 policies,	 as	

appropriate,	in	order	to	adapt	to	local	needs“	(ibid.:	24).	The	reference	to	“local	governments”	

found	its	way	35	times	in	the	New	Urban	Agenda,	“local	authorities”	four	times.	However,	all	

references	 to	 substantial	 competences	 included	 in	 the	 “zero-draft”	were	deleted	 in	 the	 final	

version	(Scruggs	2016b).		

In	the	20	years	since	Habitat	II,	the	self-confidence	of	local	government	grew.	One	piece	of	this	

confidence	 is	 the	UN	Advisory	Committee	of	 Local	Authorities	 (UNACLA)	 (2017)	brought	 into	

being	after	Habitat	II.	UNACLA	was	established	as	advisory	body	for	the	implementation	of	the	

Habitat	agreements	and	seeks	 to	strengthen	 the	dialogue	between	 the	UN	System	and	 local	

authorities	 (cf.	 ibid.).	While	 this	 role	was	confirmed	 in	 the	New	Urban	Agenda’s	 “zero	draft”	

(cf.	United	Nations	2016:	21),	every	mention	of	UNACLA	was	deleted	in	the	final	version.		
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4.3			The	New	Urban	Agenda	as	paradigm-shift	in	Global	Governance?		

The	aim	of	 the	previous	chapter	was	 to	understand	 the	guiding	principles	of	 the	New	Urban	

Agenda	and	carve	out	the	difficulties	to	come	to	a	final	consensus.	At	the	same	time,	I	aimed	

to	 illustrate	 that	 the	 consensual	 outcome	 is	 finally	 highly	 contradictory.	 Commitments	 to	 a	

right	 to	 the	city	are	presented	 to	go	hand	 in	hand	with	a	 commitment	 to	economic	growth,	

sparing	 to	 address	 its	 contribution	 and	 instead	 highlighting	 the	 importance	 of	 foreign	 direct	

investments.	 Sustainable	 cities	 are	 presented	 to	 be	 smart,	 sparing	 the	 social	 and	 ecological	

backdrop	 of	 the	 resources	 needed	 to	 build	 them.	 Commitments	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 local	

authorities	are	mentioned	manifold	times,	though	the	document	spares	any	register	to	involve	

them	formally.	And	finally,	it	phrases	support	for	developing	countries	to	deal	with	their	high	

rates	 of	 urbanization	while	 sparing	 any	 concrete	 commitment	 to	 facilitate	 financial	 support.	

This	 overview	 is	 far	 from	 covering	 all	 the	 contradictions	 in	 the	New	 Urban	 Agenda,	 but	 it	

exemplified	 my	 general	 hesitation	 towards	 the	 normative	 core	 of	 the	 discourses	 the	 New	

Urban	Agenda	builds	on.	At	the	same	time,	I	argued	before	that	the	New	Urban	Agenda	can	be	

perceived	 as	 paradigm-shift	 in	 global	 urban	 policy.	 How	 can	 this	 statement	 be	 in	 any	

conformity	 with	 my	 harsh	 judgment	 on	 its	 content?	 This	 is	 what	 I	 want	 to	 argue	 in	 the	

following.		

4.3.1	The	adoption	as	a	success	in	itself		

Having	already	described	the	difficulties	of	arriving	at	a	consensus,	the	fact	that	in	the	end,	a	

New	Urban	Agenda	was	passed	could	humbly-minded	already	be	considered	a	success	in	itself.	

Apart	from	the	disagreements,	UN	member	states	promised	to	commit	themselves	to	“working	

towards	an	urban	paradigm	shift	for	a	New	Urban	Agenda”	(United	Nations	2017:	8).	When	we	

turn	back	to	Habitat	 I	and	 II,	 it	needs	to	be	highlighted	for	both	conferences	that	their	 initial	

starting	point	was	not	to	have	a	global	policy	conversation	about	urbanization	or	cities,	it	was	

“human	 habitat”	 –	 mostly	 carving	 out	 either	 rural	 areas	 (Habitat	 I)	 or	 urban-rural-linkages	

(Habitat	II).	They	city	itself	did	not	get	the	attention	it	has	in	the	New	Urban	Agenda.		

However,	whether	 this	 given	 importance	will	 prevail	Habitat	 III	 in	 its	 aftermath	 is	 yet	 to	 be	

examined.	For	both	Habitat	I	and	II	it	can	be	stated	that	the	joint	declarations	have	not	gotten	

a	 serious	 follow-up	 (cf.	 Wheeler	 2013:	 228).	 Additionally,	 not	 even	 the	 official	 UN	 sources	



4				The	New	Urban	Agenda	 46	
 

	

underpin	 them	 to	 be	 among	 the	main	 steps	 towards	 sustainable	 development.27	Also	when	

turning	 to	 the	 echo	 of	 sciences,	 the	 reasonable	 amount	 of	 publications	 is	 rather	

underwhelming.			

4.3.2	Functional	interactions	of	cities	and	sustainable	development	

When	speaking	about	the	discourse	on	global	urban	policy,	the	New	Urban	Agenda	can	indeed	

be	perceived	as	paradigm-shift	in	the	way	it	recognizes	the	functional	interaction	of	cities	and	

development.	To	reveal	how	and	why,	I	will	contrast	it	to	past	approaches	in	global	policy.			

Let	 me	 begin	 with	 a	 continuity	 between	 colonial	 policy	 and	 the	 first	 decades	 of	 the	 UN	

development	discourse.	Colonial	powers	mostly	tackled	rural	areas	for	what	they	perceived	as	

“development”	gains.	Likewise,	cities	 remained	to	be	mostly	overlooked	and	excluded	 in	 the	

UN	 development	 discourse	 throughout	 the	 twentieth	 century.	 Development	 efforts,	 even	

when	they	were	 linked	to	cities,	concentrated	mostly	on	the	poor	(cf.	Parnell	2016:	531)	but	

did	not	include	a	more	coherent	discussion	on	cities	themselves	(cf.	Wheeler	2013:	228).28	This	

is	also	true	for	Habitat	I	and	II.	Instead	of	a	deeper	reflection	on	urbanity	and	the	ways	urban	

qualities	 could	 become	 a	 driver	 of	 development,	 policies	 stressed	 specific	 aspects	 of	 urban	

settlements	 in	 an	 isolated	way	 (e.g.	 infrastructures	 as	water	or	housing	and	public	health	 in	

order	to	control	spreading	diseases).	There	was	no	attempt	of	a	more	universal	global	urban	

policy	beneficial	 to	all	 (cf.	Parnell	2016:	531).	Ultimately,	cities	were	handled	only	as	sites	of	

development.		

It	 is	 not	until	 the	SDGs	 and	 the	New	Urban	Agenda	 that	 this	has	 changed.	 In	 respect	 to	 the	

relevance	given	to	cities	to	achieve	sustainable	development,	the	New	Urban	Agenda	is	indeed	

a	paradigm-shift.	As	stated,	it	shall		

[…]	 contribute	 to	 the	 implementation	 and	 localization	 of	 the	 2030	 Agenda	 for	 Sustainable	
Development	in	an	integrated	manner,	and	to	the	achievement	of	the	Sustainable	Development	
Goals	and	targets,	including	Goal	11.	(United	Nations	2017:	4)		

                                                        
27	Even	 though	 they	 simultaneously	 explicitly	 name	 25	 documents	 and	 conventions	 plus	 numerous	 UN	 General	 Assembly-

resolutions	 (cf.	 UN	 Sustainable	 Development	 Knowledge	 Platform	 2017).	 Besides	 the	 rather	 obvious	 United	 Nations	
Conference	 on	 Sustainable	 Development,	 Rio+20	 (2012)	 it	 is	 for	 example	 conferences	 and	 agreements	 as	 the	 UNESCO	
Convention	Concerning	the	Protection	of	the	World	Cultural	and	Natural	Heritage	(1972),	the	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	
the	 Child	 (1989),	 documents	 related	 to	 United	 Nations	 Special	 Session	 on	 Children,	 the	 Convention	 on	 Environmental	
Impact	Assessment	 in	a	Transboundary	Context	 (1991)	or	 the	Bejjing	Declaration	and	Platform	of	Action	 (1995)	 that	are	
considered	to	have	had	a	great	impact	on	shaping	the	paradigm	of	sustainable	development	(cf.	ibid.).	

28	But	already	before	that,	a	conversation	on	sustainability,	cities	and	development	has	started.	E.g.,	the	Rio	Earth	Summit	 in	
1992	did	nor	address	urban	development	as	a	topic	itself,	but	still	led	to	steps	towards	sustainability	planning	in	different	
communities	(cf.	Wheeler	2013:	228).		
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This	happens	based	on	the	core	belief		

[…]	 to	 leverage	 the	 key	 role	 of	 cities	 and	 human	 settlements	 as	 drivers	 of	 sustainable	
development	in	an	increasingly	urbanized	world.	(United	Nations	2017:	9)	

In	an	increasingly	urbanized	world,	this	newly	found	relevance	of	cities	contrasts	the	previous	

development	discourse	 in	the	MDGs	 that	failed	at	tackling	altering	urban	realities.	We	can	 in	

contrast	now	observe	that	both	defining,	discussing	and	finally	agreeing	to	an	urban	agenda	is	

greatly	 accepted.	With	Habitat	 III	 being	 the	 first	 conference	 after	 the	 adoption	 of	 the	Post-

2015	Development	Agenda,	this	finds	also	symbolic	recognition.		

Hence,	whether	cities	are	important	or	not	to	achieve	sustainable	development	is	no	longer	a	

question.	We	witness	global	urban	policy	evolving	and	its	importance	carved	out	compared	to	

the	past	decades	(cf.	Parnell	2016:	529f).	The	focus	lays	on	interrogating	why	and	how	urban	

space	 will	 affect	 our	 future.	 And	 this	 interrogation	 is	 framed	 in	 a	 pro-urban	 discourse	 that	

perceives	of	cities	to	become	“drivers	of	sustainable	development”	 	(United	Nations	2017:	9).	

To	resume,	we	are	witnessing	a	city-centric	shift	in	global	policy	(cf.	Parnell	2016:	529f):	from	

“development	in	cities”	to	“cities	in	development”	(cf.	ibid.:	532).		

4.3.3	Urbanization	as	endogenous	source	of	sustainable	development		

Within	this	pro-urban	discourse	of	the	New	Urban	Agenda,	there	is	one	more	detail	that	should	

fetch	 our	 attention.	 Whereas	 already	 at	 Habitat	 II,	 urbanization	 was	 conceived	 as	 an	

opportunity	(cf.	United	Nations	2017:	50),	Habitat	III	turned	the	general	sense	of	urbanization	

to	 “an	 endogenous	 source	 of	 sustainable	 development“	 (United	Nations	 2017:	 50).	 In	 other	

words,	urbanization	is	perceived	as	means	of	achieving	overall	global	development.		

If	we	 can	 –	 just	 for	 this	 argument	 –	 agree	 to	 focus	mostly	 on	only	 one	 the	Three	 E’s	 in	 the	

widespread	 perception	 of	 sustainable	 development,	 namely	 the	 environment	 (while	 sparing	

economy	and	equity,	cf.	Wheeler	2013:	33),	“urbanization	as	endogenous	source	of	sustainable	

development”	can	highlight	an	important	shift	that	has	been	made	in	the	social	sciences.	This	

shift	stands	 in	the	context	of	 long-running	discussions	on	the	relationship	between	cities	and	

nature.	 For	 a	 long	 time,	 the	 interdependence	of	 cities	 and	nature	 has	 been	 a	 focal	 point	 of	

dispute	 for	both	environmentally	minded	 social	 theorists	 and	 socially	minded	environmental	

theorists.	 Within	 this	 dispute,	 urbanization	 has	 popularly	 been	 understood	 as	 “natural”	

environment	being	traded	or	even	taken	over	by	a	“built”	environment.	Over	the	last	decades,	
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this	 argument	 has	 shifted	 towards	 dissolving	 a	 binary	 understanding	 of	 the	 human-

environment-relationship,	consequently	the	city	and	the	environment.	Scholars	following	this	

shift	argue	to	perceive	socio-natural	conditions	as	results	of	highly	complex	transformations	of	

pre-existing	 structures.	 These	 structures	 are	 eventually	 themselves	 inherently	 social	 and	

natural	(cf.	Swyngedouw/Heynen	2010:	81).	Whereas	in	the	sciences	this	tradition	mostly	links	

to	an	approach	called	Urban	Political	Ecology	that	draws	upon	Marx	(cf.	Swyngedouw/Heynen	

2010:	81),	the	UN	itself	is	–	needless	to	say	–	far	away	of	being	affiliated	to	ideas	of	Marxism.29	

And	 still:	 its	 belief	 in	 “urbanization	 as	 endogenous	 source	 of	 sustainable	 development”	 (in	

contrast	 to	perceiving	 it	as	beyond,	outside	or	even	conflicting)	expressed	 in	 the	New	Urban	

Agenda	can	be	read	as	unwittingly	sharing	one	core	belief	of	this	discussion.	It	can	be	read	as	

affirmative	 recognition	 of	 the	 city	 as	 entity	 while	 recognizing	 simultaneously	 a	 city’s	

functionalities,	encompassing	social,	economic,	and	environmental	dimensions	of	it.		

	

                                                        
29	Urban	Political	Ecology	mostly	asks	about	uneven	contributions	of	environmental	benefits	on	the	one	side	and	damages	to	
the	socially,	politically,	economically	marginalized	on	the	other	side	(cf.	Swyngedouw/Heynen	2010:	82f).		
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5				Conclusions		

The	 impact	 Habitat	 I	 and	 Habitat	 II	 had	 is	 disquieting.	 Both	 conferences	 showed	 major	

international	 endeavors	 to	 raise	 attention	 to	 the	 challenges	 in	 human	 settlements.	

Nonetheless,	 they	did	not	succeed	to	noticeable	 impact	 their	 inclusive	development,	nor	did	

they	 succeed	 to	 raise	 the	 question	 of	 increasing	 urbanization.	 In	 the	 global	 efforts	 towards	

sustainable	 development,	 neither	 of	 the	 conferences	 is	 perceived	 as	 representing	 a	 crucial	

role.	In	the	light	of	increasing	levels	of	inequalities	in	cities,	this	lack	is	at	cost	of	the	poorest.		

The	New	Urban	Agenda	is	not	legally	binding.	Only	three	heads	of	state	attended	Habitat	III,	an	

underwhelming	 figure	 compared	 to	 other	 recent	 UN	 conferences.	 Its	 section	 on	 voluntary	

commitments	 includes	 only	 five	 aiming	 at	 national	 governments,	 the	 most	 powerful	

governance-level	 for	 implementation.	 The	 „invitation“	 to	 developed	 countries	 to	 support	

developing	countries	in	their	high	urbanization	rates	has	currently	been	followed	by	very	few.	

So	 far,	 the	 largest	 promise	 linked	 to	 the	New	 Urban	 Agenda	 has	 been	 made	 by	 Germany,	

planning	to	spend	1	billion	Euros	on	urban	mobility	projects	in	developing	countries.	And	even	

in	the	discourse	within	the	United	Nations,	the	New	Urban	Agenda	has	found	little	attention.	

Former	UN	Secretary	General	Ban	Ki-moon	mentioned	it	only	twice	publicly.	On	the	contrary,	

he	 gave	 countless	 speeches	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 the	SDGs	 or	 the	 Paris	 climate	 accord	 (cf.	

Scruggs	2017).		

The	significance	of	the	New	Urban	Agenda	will	be	measured	by	the	way	it	affects	the	lives	of	

3.5	 billion	 urban	 dwellers	 (cf.	 UN	 Habitat	 World	 Cities	 Report	 2016).	 The	 urban	 poor	 will	

measure	it	by	the	fact	whether	their	living	conditions	improve.	Mayors	will	measure	it	by	the	

way	it	can	improve	their	stake	in	national	and	global	decision-making.	Investors	will	measure	it	

by	the	way	it	simplifies	their	work.	The	technology	industry	will	measure	it	by	the	way	it	boosts	

its	business	 in	 smart	 technology.	And	many	civil	 society-groups	will	measure	 it	by	 the	way	 it	

balances	its	contradictions:	to	what	extent	will	the	smart	city	and	the	growth-paradigm	trump	

the	right	to	city?		

We	can	perceive	of	 the	New	Urban	Agenda	 as	 seismograph	 for	current	global	 stands	on	 the	

debate	of	cities.	It	is	full	of	targets	and	little	information	who,	how	and	when	these	targets	are	

to	be	reached.	It	will	most	likely	not	affect	the	lives	of	urban	dwellers	directly.	The	impact	will	
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instead	be	primarily	based	on	how	nation	states	will	refer	to	its	contents	and	how	and	if	local	

authorities	will	 find	 their	 latitudes	within	 these	 references.	And	 furthermore,	 if	 and	 to	what	

extent	 it	 becomes	 a	 point	 of	 reference	 for	 other	 stakeholders,	 such	 as	 civil	 society-groups,	

when	they	phrase	their	demands.		

Do	I	hope	for	the	overall	demands	in	the	New	Urban	Agenda	to	be	put	 in	practice?	Certainly	

not.	Do	 I	 hope	 for	 the	paradigm-shift	we	have	 seen	with	 the	New	Urban	Agenda	 to	 set	 the	

basis	 for	new	reflections	on	the	functionalities	of	cities	and	development?	 Indeed.	The	 latter	

will	be	the	key	to	comprehend	how	the	complexities	of	urbanity	can	interplay	with	sustainable	

development.	

Within	this	key,	a	different	normative	direction	is	needed.	The	contradictions	displayed	in	the	

Agenda	 are	 no	 surprise,	 taking	 into	 account	 the	 hegemonic	 discourses	 on	 sustainable	

development	 in	Global	Governance	and	the	political	state	of	governments	around	the	world.	

But	 despite	 this	 hegemonic	 discourse	 not	 finding	 sound	 answers	 to	 it,	 the	 most	 pressing	

question	of	today’s	generation	remains	to	be	inequality	in	respect	to	all	three	E’s	of	sustainable	

development	 (cf.	Buckley/Simet	2015:	65).	 In	cities,	 it	 is	visible	spatialized	with	people	being	

displaced	 from	 their	 homes	 in	 every	 continent,	 whether	 slowly	 through	 gentrification	 or	

quickly	in	slum	upgrades.	It	is	visible	with	every	natural	disaster	that	hits	the	poor	a	lot	worse,	

living	 in	 non-resilient	 houses.	 And	 it	 is	 visible	 with	 every	 rising	 GDP	 while	 the	 lack	 of	 its	

distribution	still	 leads	to	growing	numbers	of	homeless	people.	 If	sustainable	development	 is	

an	essentially	contested	concept,	 this	means	that	 I	have	a	share	 in	 its	definition	as	well.	The	

indifference	 towards	 the	ever-growing	 inequalities	 in	 cities	 is	 shameful.	 In	 this	 struggle	 for	a	

shift	in	discourse,	I	hope	for	many	voices	to	join	the	quest	to	recognize	this	shameful	condition	

and	 find	 answers	 to	 this	 pressing	 problem.	 Eventually,	 the	 path-dependencies	 exposed	 in	 a	

document	like	the	New	Urban	Agenda	will	then	have	a	chance	to	be	overcome.	And	finally,	the	

inequalities	within	all	three	E’s	–	environment,	equity	and	economy		will	be	tackled.			

Finally,	when	 it	comes	to	global	urban	policy,	 I	have	 focused	not	only	on	discourse	 in	Global	

Governance.	I	have	also	tried	to	illustrate	the	changes	in	its	inner	architecture	and	unfold	the	

multitude	of	actors	that	engage	with	one	another	in	manifold	structures	in	order	to	influence	

policy.	This	was	also	done	with	directed	attention	to	local	authorities.	We	can	conclude	that	in	

contrast	to	their	involvement	and	influence	in	the	preparatory	process,	there	is	no	significant	

change	 towards	 their	 integration	 in	 formal	 decision-making	 processes	 in	 UN-Global	
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Governance,	 even	 in	 the	 light	 of	 their	 rising	 self-consciousness	 claiming	 a	 new	urban	 age.	A	

New	 Urban	 Agenda,	 notionally	 setting	 the	 global	 framework	 of	 how	 to	 arrange	 the	

interdependences	between	national	 and	 local	 governments	 for	 the	 succeeding	 two	decades,	

was	formally	negotiated	and	exclusively	adopted	by	nation	states.	

Simultaneously	 to	 this	 deficiency,	 there	 is	 indeed	 no	 simple	 answer	 on	 how	 to	 generally	

include	affected	groups	that	specific	Global	Governance	processes	aim	at	in	its	processes	–	at	

Habitat	 III,	 it	 is	 cities	 while	 decisions	 are	 taken	 by	 member	 states.	 I	 have	 so	 far	 spared	 to	

discuss	the	problems	and	opportunities	of	local	authorities’	participation	in	Global	Governance	

from	 a	 broader	 perspective	 that	 first	 and	 foremost	 raises	 two	 questions	 for	 further	 critical	

research.	This	further	focus	would	on	the	one	hand	have	to	concentrate	on	mechanisms	that	

can	open	decision-making	processes	for	local	authorities	while	coping	with	a	world	order	based	

on	(more	and	less	centralized)	states.	On	the	other	hand,	it	would	have	to	attentively	focus	on	

the	 enlarging	 importance	 of	 coalitions	 in	 city	 networks	 and	 other	 non-elected	 groups	 that	

claim	to	represent	“the	city”	(cf.	Caprotti	et.	al.	2017:	368).	Finally,	if	prospecting	implications	

for	 further	 research	 at	 the	 end	 of	 this	 thesis	 in	 a	 general	 sense,	 they	 of	 course	 affect	 the	

supervision	of	further	steps	in	the	framework	of	the	New	Urban	Agenda	and	the	future	of	UN	

Habitat	itself.	Scholars	will	be	called	to	critically	assess	the	follow-up	of	global	urban	policy	and	

expose	the	directions	of	shift	in	weights.	Will	in	the	assessment	of	a	highly	contradicting	New	

Urban	Agenda	eventually	gain	the	right	to	city	more	influence	than	expected?		
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