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Urban Planning for City Leaders - A handbook for Kenya is a valuable source of information, inspiration and ideas on 
urban planning that is designed for city leaders and decision makers at a critical moment in human history. Globally, it is 
predicted population growth over the next 50 years will have immense consequences for cities, particularly intermediate 
cities with populations of up to two million people. Developed countries will need to double the amount of urban space 
they have by 2050 to accommodate the expected numbers of people, whereas developing countries will need to expand 
their urban space by more than 300 per cent. By 2050, Kenya’s urban population is projected to reach 44 million people, 
which will be close to half (46 percent) of the total country population, from an estimated current urban population of  
13.8 million people.

Most cities will simply not be able to cope with the impact of population growth and other issues if they do not start 
preparing for them now. This means planning, designing, financing and implementing strategies for sustainable urban 
development, which involves:  land use and urban form, affordable housing, mobility, water supply, energy, waste 
management, social and economic development, parks and open spaces, environmental management, community 
amenities, safety, climate change mitigation and adaptation, urban governance and much more. This handbook is a start 
towards making those strategies. It focuses on the key role that proactive integrated urban planning can have in shaping 
the future of a city and it outlines practical ways to create and implement a vision for a city that will better prepare it to 
cope with growth and change.

The handbook includes several “how to” sections on key aspects of urban planning, answers many of the questions that 
leaders are frequently asked, and features numerous examples of cities where urban planning made a significant, 
positive transformation.
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PART I:  IMPORTANCE OF PLANNING AND UNDERSTANDING A PLANNING PROCESS

FOREWORD 
Unplanned developments, informal settlements, uncoordinated and unplanned 
land use and infrastructure development, large infrastructure and housing 
deficits are among the greatest challenges that Kenya’s cities and towns face 
today. Despite the prevailing challenges, the country’s population is increasingly 
urbanizing. The United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
Population Division (2018) currently projects Kenya’s urban population as 27 per 
cent of the total population. This is equivalent to 13,772,000 people living in 
urban settlements of varying sizes. The country’s urban population is expected to 
reach half (50 per cent) of the total population in the year 2050. Given that Kenya 
is awaiting its largest share of urbanization to unfold, it is an opportunity to guide 
a sustainable urban transition. This will require urban management institutions 
with sufficient capacity to plan, implement, govern and manage this transition.

The year 2030 is the target for states to realize the seventeen Sustainable 
Development Goals. This is the same year that Kenya has planned to achieve its 
Vision 2030 for socio-economic development. Sustainable urban development 
will be at the core of realizing both. In line with this, is the implementation of 
the New Urban Agenda, which aims to readdress the way cities and human 
settlements are planned, financed, developed, governed and managed, 
recognizing sustainable urban and territorial development as essential to the 
achievement of sustainable development and prosperity for all. 

Urban planning is one of the tools that can help governments: national, sub-
national and local, to realize sustainable cities and human settlements. To do so, 
governments must have sufficient capacity to facilitate efficient urban planning. 
Such capacity is required at different levels of government and among the 
various actors, including leaders.

This handbook, drawing from UN-Habitat’s Urban Planning for City Leaders 
handbook, has been designed to empower Kenya’s leaders with planning 
knowledge. Leaders play a critical role in urban planning and are involved 
in decision-making processes that have significant implications for urban 
development outcomes. Yet too often, urban planning processes are hindered by 
communication challenges, including at times, disconnect between leaders and 
technical officers. 

This handbook, therefore, offers practical advice and insights into how leaders 
can actively participate in urban planning and development processes in Kenya. 
By leaders gaining a better understanding of planning, they can make well-
informed decisions and develop better engagement with planning processes, 
including having good communication with planners, communities and other 
stakeholders in the urban sector.

Ms. Maimunah Mohd Sharif  
United Nations Under-Secretary-General 
and Executive Director
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Kenya is rapidly urbanizing, with urban centres anticipated to play a critical 
role in the socio-economic transformation of the country.  However, there are 
several obstacles to deal with including infrastructure and housing deficits, 
ineffective urban planning, weak urban economies, inadequate institutional 
capacities, and urban governance challenges.

Being an emerging middle-income economy, attaining sustainable urban 
development is not only important for the realization of Kenya’s Vision 
2030, but it is also a vital undertaking towards the attainment of the Global 
Sustainable Development Goals and the New Urban Agenda.

For the country to harness the urban potential and achieve sustainable urban 
development, both national and county governments must work together 
in addressing the challenges facing cities and towns. Unplanned urban 
development has been a major constraint to sustainable urban development.  
To address this, several interventions are required including the need to 
strengthen urban planning capacity at different levels.

In the coming years, urban centres in Kenya are required to invest immensely 
in infrastructure and housing. To build right, urban planning is a vital tool for 
facilitating effective coordination of investments. Effective urban planning 
will enable urban authorities make well-informed decisions whose resultant 
investments are resource-effective and that go a long way in advancing 
inclusive well-being, strengthening economies and preparing cities and towns 
for future growth, among other benefits.

This handbook has been prepared, in collaboration with UN-Habitat, as an 
urban planning knowledge tool for leaders in the country. Across the counties, 
it is noted that growing secondary cities, medium-sized and small towns 
face additional challenges, especially the absence of established urban 
management institutions and urban development plans. As leaders in the 
counties embark on building the necessary institutions which include urban 
boards and committees, they are also expected to actively participate in urban 
development planning.  This active participation requires a good understanding 
of urban planning.

Whereas specialized skills are needed at the technical level, leaders and policy 
makers also need to be conversant with the value created by good urban 
planning. It is no doubt that a common understanding will facilitate better 
engagement across technical, policy and leadership structures of the urban 
sector.  The national government, in collaboration with development partners 
will continue to support counties in developing sufficient capacity to effectively 
and efficiently steer urban development on to a sustainability path, within the 
framework of devolved government system.

FOREWORD

Charles Hinga Mwaura,
Principal Secretary,
State Department for Housing,  
Urban Development and Public Works
Republic of Kenya
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