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Note

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) serves as the lead entity 
within the United Nations Secretariat for matters related to science and technology as part of 
its work on the integrated treatment of trade and development, investment and finance. The 
current UNCTAD work programme is based on the mandates set at quadrennial conferences, as 
well as on the decisions of the General Assembly of the United Nations and the United Nations 
Economic and Social Council that draw upon the recommendations of the United Nations 
Commission on Science and Technology for Development, which is served by the UNCTAD 
secretariat. UNCTAD’s work programme is built on its three pillars of research and analysis, 
consensus building and technical cooperation and is carried out through intergovernmental 
deliberations, research and analysis, technical assistance activities, seminars, workshops and 
conferences.

This series of publications seeks to contribute to exploring current issues in science, technology 
and innovation, with particular emphasis on their impact on developing countries.

The views expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of the United Nations Secretariat.

The term country as used in this study also refers, as appropriate, to territories or areas. 
The designations of country groups are intended solely for statistical or analytical convenience 
and do not necessarily express a judgement about the stage of development reached by a 
particular country or area in the development process. Mention of any firm, organization or 
policy does not imply endorsement by the United Nations.

The designations employed and the presentation of the material do not imply the expression 
of any opinion on the part of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, 
territory, city or area, or of authorities or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 

Material in this publication may be freely quoted or reprinted, but acknowledgement is 
requested, together with a copy of the publication containing the quotation or reprint to be 
sent to the UNCTAD secretariat.

Reference to dollars ($) means United States of America dollars.
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1I. Introduction

I. Introduction

The past two decades have witnessed the 
emergence of the new developmental 
phenomenon of urbanization. Cities are not 
only the engines of economic growth but 
also increasingly spaces of shared social, 
cultural and economic experiences (United 
Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-
Habitat), 2005). Urbanization is synonymous 
to most people in the developing world with 
job creation and poverty reduction. Yet while 
some cities across the world have managed to 
benefit from urbanization as a developmental 
tool by applying the right policies, others 
have merely moved poverty to urban areas. In 
addition, various examples from around the 
world demonstrate that being a developed 
country is not a prerequisite for sound 
urbanization that contributes to economic 
development.

Urbanization has accompanied large-scale 
improvements in some developing countries 
towards the Millennium Development Goals. 
The most important change has been the 
eradication of extreme poverty in rural areas, 
for instance in China. Such progress has 
depended primarily on the role of cities in 
employment generation and their ability to 
provide basic services such as water, health 
and sanitation for the masses at a lower cost 
than in rural areas.

The next wave of urbanization represents 
an opportunity to meet the Millennium 
Development Goals and raise people out 
of poverty. Moving to cities may provide 
employment, health and sanitation all at 
once to citizens of developing countries. 
Despite this, urbanization is a core concern 
that developing countries struggle with, with 
many common issues. Developing countries 
need to find ways to accommodate growing 
demands on their cities to ensure that the 
social, cultural and environmental needs of 
their citizens are met. Cities need to envisage 
policies that bridge growing urban divides 
that translate not only into unfair economic 
opportunities but also unfair access to 

services. Cities should aim to become shared 
spheres of prosperity.

Urbanization is a key environmental issue as 
well. The rapid pace at which urbanization is 
taking place in the developing world has an 
impact on climate change and other global 
environmental issues. Cities account for 
more than two-thirds of the global energy 
demand and result in up to 80 per cent 
of global greenhouse gas emissions. The 
urban planning and investment choices 
that a few large developing countries will 
make therefore represent one of the most 
important environmental issues of the 
twenty-first century. Entire new industries are 
forming with the aim of switching to clean 
and renewable energies and managing the 
world’s resources in a more efficient manner, 
primarily in developed countries but also in 
the developing world. 

In recent years, sustainable urbanization 
has become a very popular topic. Several 
conferences at international, regional and 
local levels have periodically discussed 
urbanization issues in detail. Debate on the 
topic has already reached a level of maturity 
whereby tools, resources and applications 
are abundant worldwide. Innovation on 
sustainable urbanization is happening 
everywhere, in both developed and 
developing countries.

This report aims to contribute to the sus-
tainable urbanization discourse by address-
ing the specific role of science, technology 
and innovation. It is based on literature re-
view and an analysis of cities in developed 
and developing countries that provide ex-
amples that can be reapplied elsewhere. 
The report provides a fresh perspective on 
the discussion on sustainable urbaniza-
tion, drawing on current research and case 
studies from around the world. The report 
identifies key sectoral planning challenges 
posed by rapid urbanization, particularly in 
developing countries, and proposes prac-
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