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A vendor hawks refurbished mobile phones on a street 
corner in Lagos. A real estate broker polishes her pitch 
to potential buyers in Iskandar eager to take advantage 
of new residential properties. A chef at a lauded 
farm-to-table restaurant hopes key ingredients from 
nearby farms can thread through Istanbul traf�c in time 
for tonight’s dinner rush. A start-up entrepreneur based 
in Recife’s Porto Digital tech cluster grabs a coffee in the 
city’s renovated historic centre to chat with a possible 
investor. What do these slices of life in Nigeria, 
Malaysia, Turkey and Brazil have in common? They 
represent the potential for urban prosperity to help 
countries achieve sustainable development, driven by 
Global Future Cities.

Through a comparative analysis of the 19 cities of the 
Global Future Cities Programme, the report shares 
experiences and knowledge gained during the 
Programme’s Strategic Development Phase. It identi�es 
common urban trends in urban planning, mobility, 
resilience and data, as well as underlying systemic 
barriers and enablers for sustainable urban 
development observed across the Global Future Cities. 
Strategic key takeaways are provided that will allow the 
Global Future Cities Programme to increase its impact 
on the cities’ and host countries’ capacity to deliver on 
the Sustainable Development Goals and the New Urban 
Agenda.
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Disclaimer

The designations employed and the presentation of material in this report do not imply the expression of any opinion 
whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, 
city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries, or regarding its economic 
system or degree of development. The analysis conclusions and recommendations of this publication do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the United Nations Human Settlements Programme or its Governing Council or its member states.

Reference in this publication of any specific commercial products , brand names, processes, or services, or the use of 
any trade, firm, or corporation name does not constitute endorsement, recommendation, or favouring by UN-Habitat 
or its officers, nor does such a reference constitute an endorsement of UN-Habitat. 

This report has been prepared by UN-Habitat’s Urban Lab. The Lab is UN-Habitat’s multidisciplinary facility supporting 
cities and Member States with innovative methodologies and multi-stakeholder processes. The Lab aims to 
achieve sustainable urbanization through integrated and transformative urban interventions that contribute to the 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
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Foreword

“Addressing systemic barriers for achieving sustainable 
urbanization in emerging economies” is an effort 
to aggregate the many outcomes of the Strategic 
Development Phase of the UK Prosperity Fund’s Global 
Future Cities Programme.
 
UN-Habitat’s Urban Lab, as a strategic partner for the 
UK Future Cities Programme, has over a six-month 
period developed 19 City Context Reports and 30 
Terms of References in 10 Countries defining urban 
intervention aiming to spur development, in particular 
driving prosperity and alleviating poverty. The processes 
and discussions have allowed us to identify of key issues 
relevant to harness the potential in middle income cities 
to achieve sustainable urbanization.
 
This publication cuts across the key thematic pillars of 
the Programme; urban planning, transport, resilience 
and data management and showcases common barriers 
and drivers for sustainability of these urban interventions 
in the long-run.  
 
Though each of the 19 contexts are unique building 
upon their local setting, their specific cultural, socio-
economic background and their specific urban structure 
and historic development pattern, systemic barriers 
for urban transformations showcase many similarities 
across the Global Future Cities. Addressing these 
systemic barriers is essential to safeguard the impact 
of transformative urban interventions on sustainable 
urbanization. This poses questions on how we best 
can govern and manage our cities and towns but also 
how we can make use of available resources in a more 
efficient and sustainable way.
 

Building upon the 19 cities, this publication offers a suite 
of insights that have a value exceeding the Future Cities 
Programme and that are relevant for actors involved in 
sustainable urbanization. The process, methodologies 
and tools applied during the Strategic Development 
Phase, which is captured in a complementary 
publication, facilitated the identification of these key 
trends and barriers across the Global Future cities. We 
hope that the two documents collectively will be of 
interest and use for the implementation of the Future 
Cities Programme, but also for others who have or will 
initiate similar interventions. 

Rogier van den Berg

Head, Urban Lab, UN-Habitat
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Acronyms and Abbreviations

GFCP			   Global Future Cities Programme

NUA			   New Urban Agenda

SDGs			   Sustainable Development Goals

UK FCO			  United Kingdom Foreign & Commonwealth Office

UN-Habitat		  United Nations Human Settlements Programme

WHO			   World Health Organisation
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