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Forum:  GA3 (Sustainable Development Committee) 

Issue: The question of promoting sustainable urban development  

Student Officer: Levi Hepp, Alva Nadermann, Emal Zemmar 

 

Introduction  

“We recognize that, if they are well planned and developed, including through planning and 

management approaches, cities can promote economically, socially and environmentally sustaina-

ble societies.” 

— The Future We Want, Rio +20 Outcome Document 

Cities are differing all over the world but they all have something in common – they serve as 

hubs for ideas, productivity, business, science, culture and much more, along with helping their citi-

zens to advance. Consequently, our world is increasingly shaped by cities and, despite the fact that 

urban areas only occupy 2% of the world’s total land, more than half of humanity is currently living 

in urban areas, with an upward trend.  

However, this development causes cities to face complex and serious environmental, eco-

nomic and social challenges that affect all living organisms on earth. For instance, poverty and in-

sufficient fundamental basic services are one of those problems but also environmental pollution as 

well as inadequate infrastructure are serious concerns.  

Since the future will be urban we want to discuss how global efforts for sustainable urbani-

zation can be further expanded and implemented effectively and how our cities can become a desir-

able place to live in for everyone, with respect to social, economic and environmental aspects. 

 

Definition of Key Terms  

Sustainable Urban Development 

Government policy (city planning) and building-practices that strive to expand and transform 

our cities with special consideration of its economic, social and environmental consequences. Such 

urban development would allow for, among other things, humane living conditions and universal 

access to basic services, social equality and welfare and the promotion of business and enterprise 

while protecting the environment. In this sustainable urban development allow for the best possible 

living conditions for current populations without depriving future generations of the same privileges. 
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Social Sustainability 

A community (or city) is socially sustainable if it ensures the well-being and prosperity of all 

its members with respect to the the ability of future generations to also maintain a healthy community. 

Such a community would promote, among other things, diversity, democracy, social well-being and 

quality of life.  

Ecological Sustainability 

The preservation of the environment through the reduction of harmful production methods 

and pollution. 

Economic Sustainability 

Employing economic resources responsibly in order to satisfy present consumption levels 

without compromising future needs. 

 

Background Information  

 Due to steep population growth, the change of the job environment and a general shift in 

culture, urbanisation of society has been increasing and is expected to grow even further. Currently 

half of humanity, about 3.5 billion people live in cities all over the globe and the number will be 

continuously rising with 95% of urban expansion supposedly taking place in developing countries 

within the next decades.  

More and more people living in a very dense space brings challenges for governments and 

the overall human population. While cities only cover 2% of the globe`s landmass, they make up 60-

80% of the world’s energy consumption. Furthermore, the landscape of many cities (especially in 

developing countries) is marked by slums, in total more than 800 million people are living in slums 

in inhumane circumstances.  

Specific challenges include poverty and inequality, environmental pollution (air and water), 

high exposure to the elements, significant power consumption, insufficient access to infrastructure, 

public space and governmental service etc. Even developed countries struggle to deal with many of 

these issues, so the developing countries who are expected to see most of the future urbanisation 

and in which problems such as slums are significantly more prevalent, will be even more unequipped 

and overwhelmed when trying to solve these challenges. 

The United Nations have recognized urbanization and the need for sustainable development. 

Many papers have already been written about this topic and scientists at universities all around the 

globe have started to research this issue. The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) has 
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published a report in 2016 titled “Sustainable Urbanization Strategy”. This 60-page report is sup-

posed to deliver a guideline for the United Nations and governmental officials to have a dialog and 

find a solution for many of the problems facing the cities. The different approaches of the UNDP rely 

on two core goals: 

1. Supporting cities’ municipal officials 

2. Developing programs based on the UNDP’s expertise, which help tackle specific problems 

in the different cities 

Looking at the ten fastest growing cities in the world it becomes apparent that the United 

Nations should focus predominantly on Asia and Africa. Indian cities are almost one third of the 

fastest growing cities and thus should be a top priority for the UN. 

 

Researching sustainable development is relatively new and encompasses a very broad sub-

ject matter. Looking at the future growth predictions, however, it becomes clear that this research is 

majorly important and needs to be progressed as quickly as possible in order to minimize problems 

that arise from poor urban development. 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved  

India 

India’s population and economy has been growing significantly in the past decades and is 

supposed to continue on this path in upcoming years. The high economic growth has led to a shift 

in the country’s industry sectors thus providing many jobs within cities. In 2008 India’s urban popu-

lation counted 340 million, by 2030 this number is predicted to reach 590 million. 
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China 

Over 50% of China’s population is living in cities. With the country’s role and history as the 

world’s workbench and a lack in environmental regulations environmental pollution in this country is 

already critical. Furthermore, there are almost continuous reports of critical human rights and prob-

lematic living situations. 

Tanzania 

By 2030 more than 50% of Tanzania’s population will be living in cities. Additionally, its work-

force is supposed to double within the next 15 years leading to a huge need for new jobs to avoid 

unemployment and poverty. 

 

Timeline of Events  

Date Description of event 
31st May – 11th June 1976 Habitat I - Conference in Vancouver, Canada; the first United 

Nations conference on human settlement and housing 

3rd June – 14th June 1992  United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 

(UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

3rd June – 14th June 1996 Habitat II - Conference in Istanbul, Turkey; the second United 

Nations conference on human settlement and housing 

25th September 2015 The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted; 

see Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities  

30th November –  

12th December 2015 

United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP21) in Paris, 

France 

1st January 2016 The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development entered into 

force; see Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities  

17th October –  

20th October 2016 

Habitat III - Conference in Quito, Ecuador; the third United 

Nations conference on human settlement and housing 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

• Vancouver Declaration on Human Settlements, 11th June 1976 (RES/31/109 and 
RES/36/162) 

• Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, June 1992 (A/CONF/151/26) 

• Istanbul Declaration on Human Settlement, 14th June 1996 (A/RES/47/180) 
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• Habitat Agenda, 14th June 1996 (A/CONF/165/14) 

• Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, 14th March – 18th March 2015 

(A/RES/72/259) 

• International Guidelines on Urban and Territorial Planning, April 2015 (RES/24/3) 

• Paris Climate Agreement, 12th December 2015 (FCCC/CP/2015/9) 

• 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 1st January 2016 (Goal 11: Sustainable Cities 
and Communities) 

• New Urban Agenda, 20th October 2016 (A/RES/71/256) 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

 While not legally binding, the “2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” and an almost 

universal participation in the Habitat III conference show global commitment to a sustainable future. 

Yet not all member states have equally invested in achieving the sustainable development goals. 

Furthermore, the actions taken to advance sustainable urban development highly vary from city to 

city, just like the respective needs of their different communities. Highly industrialised and developed 

nations may implement other policies to promote sustainable urban development than less-devel-

oped nations, each according to the specific challenges they face. But what these challenges may 

be, sustainable urban development can only be brought forward through government policy and 

regulations, planning and redirecting funds. Many cities have introduced additional funding for hous-

ing, infrastructure and public transport. Pollution and poverty were tackled by new regulations on 

emission as well as energy and by providing basic services and social welfare. Cities were restruc-

tured with mixed-use developments, community spaces and public parks as well as greenhouse gas 

emission reduced through alternative energy sources and urban farming.  

 

Possible Solutions 

 Further efforts to promote sustainable urban development might be based on the key com-

mitments of the “New Urban Agenda” (http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelop-

ment/blog/2016/10/newurbanagenda/). It will be your task to find innovative and creative implemen-

tations that are suitable to your own and other nations’ needs. But they should not end there. Ideas 

such as the right for social housing, co-working spaces, community gardens and vertical farming 

could radically transform our cities. In places where public spending is low, public land could be lent 

to privately-led initiatives for them to reshape our public spaces. This is an idea pioneered by Paris. 
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In 2016, the French capital gave away discarded public buildings in their “reinventer.paris” competi-

tion to private initiatives transforming old office buildings, train stations and bus termini into commu-

nity leisure centres, youth hostels, public swimming pools, gyms and social and student housing. 

Public transport could be reinvented with the introduction of bicycle high ways and car sharing. In 

other places more pressing issues might be a legislation for environmental protection and workers’ 

rights, only to name a few. 

 

Bibliography 

The Vancouver Declaration on Human Settlements - A/CONF.70/15 Chapter I - UN Docu-

ments: Gathering a Body of Global Agreements, www.un-documents.net/van-dec.htm. 

“Cities - United Nations Sustainable Development Action 2015.” United Nations, United Na-

tions, http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/cities/. 

“GC26 Resolutions – UN-Habitat.” UN-Habitat, http://www.unhabitat.org/gc26-

documents/gc26-resolutions/. 

  “Habitat I.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 17 Feb. 2018, https://en.m.wikipe-

dia.org/wiki/Habitat_I. 

 “Habitat II.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 17 Feb. 2018, https://en.m.wikipe-

dia.org/wiki/Habitat_II.  

  “Professional Practice.” Sustainable Urban Development, http://www.asla.org/sustaina-

bleurbandevelopment.aspx.  

  “Rio Declaration on Environment and Development.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 31 

Mar. 2018, https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rio_Declaration_on_Environment_and_Development.  

Robin, Enora. “Paris Is Leading the World in Progressive Urbanism – Here's How.” The Con-

versation, 2 Apr. 2018, http://www.theconversation.com/paris-is-leading-the-world-in-progressive-

urbanism-heres-how-54792.  

 “Sustainable Urban Development - NTNU Sustainability.” Go to Start Page, 

http://www.ntnu.edu/sustainability/sustainable-urban-development.  

  “Sustainable Urbanism.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 3 Feb. 2018, https://en.wikipe-

dia.org/wiki/Sustainable_urbanism - Examples_of_sustainable_urbanism.  

  “The New Urban Agenda.” Habitat III, http://www.habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/. 



Elephant Model United Nations 2018 | 6th – 8th of June 2018	

 Research Report | Page 7 of 7	

  “The New Urban Agenda: Key Commitments - United Nations Sustainable Develop-

ment.” United Nations, United Nations, http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelop-

ment/blog/2016/10/newurbanagenda/.  

Woo, Fiona. “Sustainable Urban Development: It's Time Cities Give Back.” The Guardian, 

Guardian News and Media, 13 Aug. 2013, https://amp.theguardian.com/global-development-profes-

sionals-network/2013/aug/13/sustainable-urban-development-regeneration. 

 

 

	

	


