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Pathways for Urban Development: 
Key Issues for Low-carbon Cities

Urbanisation is increasing rapidly, particularly in 
developing and emerging economies, which cre-
ates great opportunities, but also poses signifi-
cant challenges. Cities currently account for about 
70 percent of energy consumption and about 80 
percent of energy related Greenhouse Gas Emis-
sions, while only covering 2 percent of the earth´s 
land. The integration of urban energy, transport and 
resources sectors is vital for the success of global 
climate change mitigation efforts (UN 2016a). 

The New Urban Agenda provides a great opportu-
nity to delivering on the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Agreement. Urban ba-
sic services such as urban energy, mobility and re-
source management can make a vital contribution 
to achieving sustainable development objectives 
and reducing urban Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
(UN 2016b).     

The New Urban Agenda closes the gap between 
the overarching frameworks and their concrete 
reference to a dimension for implementation: It 
provides the physical and geographical reference 
to these frameworks – urban areas which stretch 
far beyond municipal boundaries and constitute 
an urban-rural nexus. It also provides the social, 
economic and environmental rationale – access, 
equality and the provision of development oppor-
tunities to all urban beneficiaries. These are the 
city dwellers and all other “users” of urban areas, 
regardless of the varying purposes of their stay in 
urban areas, like economic exchange, administra-
tion, education, health, visits and tourism.

The New Urban Agenda is now an integral part of 
the success of global climate change and sus-
tainable development agendas, which recognises 
cities role as powerhouses of the global economy, 
drivers of innovation and centres of social interac-
tion. The Conference of the Parties in 2015 (COP 

21) achieved a remarkable consensus on climate 
action and emphasized the role of cities in imple-
menting climate action measures. The target of 
limiting global warming to 1.5 C above pre-industri-
al levels will not be feasible without decisive action 
at the local level. 

As part of the effort to show implementation action 
a number of initiatives were launched such as the 
Urban Electric Mobility Initiative (UEMI), the Global 
Fuel Economy Initiative, Global Energy Efficiency 
Accelerator Platform, Business Alliance for Wa-
ter and Climate. There are great opportunities for 
towns and cities to participate in these and similar 
initiatives to boost local climate action.  

Critical preconditions for the delivery of urban ser-
vices are a human-centred, inclusive and multi-lev-
el governance approach, integrated urban devel-
opment, applying the principle of subsidiarity and 
appropriate legislative frameworks and enforce-
ment mechanisms and ensure coordinated action. 
To support this, intra- and inter-city learning and 
capacity building can help to leap-frog to sustain-
able solutions. 

International efforts to implement the New Urban 
Agenda need to focus on all levels of governance 
and decision-making, to ensure that all multilat-
eral and bilateral organisations, local authorities 
as well as national governments conform to and 
adopt the Urban Agenda. The New Urban Agenda 
stressed the point that access for everyone to all 
urban basic services is an essential precondition 
to enable the achievement of the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals. Delivering appropriate water, 
energy and mobility as well as access to jobs, so-
cial opportunities, health and education to every-
one requires concerted action from the national, 
regional and local levels. The principle of subsid-
iarity was emphasised by the New Urban Agenda 
considering that local infrastructure and policy 
decisions need to be enabled by the provision of 
sufficient funds from the national level.

Urban services, such as water, electricity and heat, 
waste treatment and transport are vital enablers 
for social and economic development and with 
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that the key to achieve the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. Access to these services should be 
regarded as basic human right. 

The New Urban Agenda showed that the human 
right to adequate housing and water, and the cor-
responding obligations of states and governments 
are vital to achieve core human development ob-
jectives. Mobility plays a particularly important role 
in this context as it provides access to jobs, social 
activity, health services and education. Implemen-
tation strategies for urban services need to con-
sider different regional and socio-economic con-
ditions and applicability of technological solutions.  
Policy and governance at all levels of government 
play a critical role in supporting and promoting ef-
forts to deliver on the New Urban Agenda.   

Delivering on the New Urban Agenda: 
co-benefits and coalitions 

Energy, climate and urban development policies 
generally require a consensus on the need for 
policy intervention and a strategic, coherent, and 
stable operating environment. Policy interventions 
that help delivering on the New Urban Agenda, 
such as taxation of fuel and electricity use, are 
highly visible and politically sensitive. They require 
a strong political commitment to appear on the 
policy agenda and to remain in place as they rely 
on investments that are only cost-effective over 
the medium to long-term (IPCC, 2014). 

Developing consensus can be difficult because 
urban development is complex and multifaceted 
and policy interventions can have unintended con-
sequences.  Linking and packaging policies is vital 
to generate synergies and co-benefits between 
measures can help aligning objectives of different 
political, institutional and societal actors.  An inte-
grated policy approach that creates consensus 
and coalitions among diverse stakeholders and 
interests can help to overcome implementation 
barriers, minimize rebound effects, and motivate 
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people, businesses, and communities. This type 
of integrated policy approach is especially critical 
because current GHG reduction measures alone 
can make important contributions but cannot 
achieve the levels of reduction needed to shift to a 
1.5 C pathway (IPCC 2014). 

Decision making on urban development and in-
frastructure investments is as complex as cities 
themselves. Rarely ever will a single measure 
achieve comprehensive climate change impacts 
and also generate economic, social and environ-
mental benefits. Many policy and planning deci-
sions have synergistic effects, meaning that their 
impacts are larger if implemented together. It is 
therefore generally best to implement and eval-
uate integrated programs rather than individual 
strategies. For example, by itself a public transport 
improvement may cause minimal reductions in in-
dividual motorized travel, and associated benefits 
such as congestion reductions, consumer savings 
and reduced pollution emissions. 

However, the same measure may prove very ef-
fective and beneficial if implemented with com-
plementary incentives, such as efficient road and 
parking pricing, so travellers have an incentive to 
shift away from individual car travel (Lah, 2015). In 
fact, the most effective programs tend to include 
a combination of qualitative improvements to al-
ternative modes (walking, cycling, ridesharing and 
public transit services), incentives to discourage 
carbon-intensive modes (e.g. by efficient road, 
parking and fuel pricing; marketing programs for 
mobility management and the reduction of com-
muting trips ; road space reallocation to favour re-
source-efficient modes), plus integrated transport 
planning and land use development, which creates 
more compact, mixed and better connected com-
munities with less need to travel.  Hence, a vital 
benefit of the combination of measures is the abil-
ity of integrated packages to deliver synergies and 
minimise rebound effects. 

A number of studies emphasize that an integrated 
approach is vital to reduce greenhouse gas emis-

sions cost-effectively in urban areas (IPCC 2014). 
While emissions reductions can be achieved 
through several means, such as modal shift, effi-
ciency gains and a shift to renewable energies, it 
is apparent that the combination of measures is a 
key success factor to maximise synergies and re-
duce rebound effects. 

Delivering on the New Urban Agenda: Gover-
nance and institutions 

Policy agenda setting and policy continuity is af-
fected by political consensus, which is a result 
of political and institutional relationships.  These 
relationships, including the interactions between 
different levels of government (e.g. local, state, 
federal, supra-national) and acknowledge of sci-
entific consensus on climate change policy, vary 
greatly between key political and societal actors 
in different countries. 

Political stability greatly affects the ability of gov-
ernments to deliver on policy objectives. Policy 
environments and the exposure to volatility var-
ies between countries and changes over time, 
which affects implementation of sustainable ur-
ban development and climate change mitigation 
measures and results in significant differences 
between countries’ progress reducing GHG emis-
sions.  Changing political environments means that 
policy environments are also influenced by a level 
of uncertainty. Hence, a shared set of methods 
and values are generally considered vital for set-
ting the policy agenda, usually delivered through 
knowledge communities. 

The political and institutional context in which pol-
icies are pursued is a vital factor for the success 
or failure of implementation. Institutional aspects, 
such as the presence/absence of an environment 
ministry at the national level or environment de-
partment on the local level, and their respective 
roles in the process are likely to have an effect on 
the implementation of (primarily) climate related 



transport measures.  The legal power, budget and 
political influence of these agencies are equally 
important (Jänicke, 2002).   

As a measure for continuity and to support broad 
societal coalitions, participation of diverse polit-
ical and public stakeholders can be vital for the 
long-term success of policy and infrastructure 
decisions.  The policy environment, or context in 
which decisions are made, is as important as the 
combination of policy decisions and infrastructure 
investments that make up a low-carbon transport 
strategy (Justen et al., 2014). This policy environ-
ment includes socio-economic and political as-
pects of the institutional structures of countries. 
These structures help build coalitions, but can 

also increase the risk that a policy package fails 
because one measure faces strong opposition 
(Sørensen et al., 2014). A core element of success 
is the involvement at an early stage of potential 
veto players and the incorporation of their poli-
cy objectives in the agenda setting (Tsebelis and 
Garrett 1996).

Urban Pathways: Supporting Low Carbon Plans 
for Urban Basic Services  in the context of the 

New Urban Agenda 

The Urban Pathways project will make a direct con-
tribution to the implementation of the New Urban 
Agenda and the Paris Agreement and the Sustain-
able Development Goals. The project is funded by 
the International Climate Initiative of the Federal 
Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation, 
Building and Nuclear Safety (BMUB) and is imple-
mented by the United Nations Human Settlements 
Programme, the Wuppertal Institute for Climate, 
Environment and Energy and UN Environment. 



The project will:

•	 develop national action plans and concrete 
local implementation concepts to boost low-car-
bon urban development in key emerging econo-
mies - India, Brazil, Kenya and Viet Nam
•	 make an active contribution to achieve 
global climate change targets to a 1.5 Degree sta-
bilisation pathway by unlocking the global emis-
sion reduction potential of urban energy, transport 
and resource sectors of 3.7Gt CO2 emissions by 
2030
•	 establish a facility in close cooperation with 
other organisations and networks active in this 
area to support national and local governments
The plans will include an assessment of:
•	 political, technological, socio-economic 
and financial viability
The local implementation concepts will be:
•	 developed into bankable projects, focusing 
on the access to urban basic services to create a 
direct link between climate change mitigation and 
sustainable development goals
This process will be:
•	 replicated regionally with policy develop-
ment and implementation support and advice on 
stakeholder engagement and financing mecha-
nisms  

References 

Figueroa Meza, Maria J., Oliver Lah, Lewis M. Ful-
ton, Alan C. McKinnon, and Geetam Tiwari. 2014. 
“Energy for Transport.” Annual Review of Environ-
ment and Resources 39 (1): null.
Fulton, Lewis, Oliver Lah, and François Cuenot. 
2013. “Transport Pathways for Light Duty Vehicles: 
Towards a 2° Scenario.” Sustainability 5 (5): 1863–
74. doi:10.3390/su5051863.
IPCC. 2014. Climate Change 2014 - Mitigation O 
Climate Change, 5th Assessment Report. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.
Jänicke, Martin. 2002. “The Political System’s Ca-
pacity for Environmental Policy: The Framework for 
Comparison.” In Capacity Building in National En-
vironmental Policy, edited by Helmut Weidner and 
Martin Jänicke, 1–18. Springer Berlin Heidelberg. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-04794-1_1.
Lah, Oliver. 2015. Sustainable Development Bene-
fits of Low-Carbon Transport Measures. Eschborn, 
Germany: Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internatio-
nale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH. http://trans-
port-namas.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/
giz_TRANSfer_2015_Sustainable-develope-
ment-benefits-of-low-carbon-transport-mea-
sures_web.pdf.
Tsebelis, G, and G Garrett. 1996. “Agenda Setting 
Power, Power Indices, and Decision Making in the 
European Union.” International Review of Law and 
Economics 16 (3): 345–61.
UN. 2016, HABITAT III Policy Paper on Urban Ser-
vices and Technology, http://habitat3.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/event_files/0ZZCTPqonlWgIZgElx.
pdf
UN. 2016, New Urban Agenda (Agreed Draft): http://
habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda.  


