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1. UN-HABITAT PLANNING PARADIGM

1.1. THE URBAN PLANNING AND DESIGN LAB

The Urban Planning and Design Lab (UPD-LAB) is 
an initiative from UN-HABITAT to promptly respond 
to the requests of national and local governments 
to support sustainable urban development. 
The LAB acts as the integrative facility of the Agen-
cy in which spatial planning is used as the tool coor-
dinating economic, legal, social and environmental 
aspects of urban development, translating them 
into concrete and implementable projects that 
materialize the normative work of UN-HABITAT. 
These urban strategies generate value, economic 
development and jobs. The UPD-LAB is formed by 
a mutidisciplinary team of urban planners, legal 
and financial experts providing a holistic proactive 
approach. 
Due to this, the UPD-LAB has become the team 
building facility inside the Agency where different 
areas of expertise come together to deliver con-
crete and integrated solutions.
The focus areas of the LAB are: 

 - Citywide strategies 

 - Planned city extensions (and new towns) 

 - Urban infill, densification and renewal 

 - Planning guidelines and capacity development 

 - Climate change and urban planning 

The LAB is currently working in concrete projects 
joining international and local expertise in more 
than 20 countries and 40 cities in Latin America, 
Africa, the Middle East, Europe and Asia. 
The UPD-LAB is also the cornerstone of the Global 
Network of Planning and Design LAB’s, an initia-
tive supported by member states during the 25th 
Governing Council of UN-Habitat.
The Network promotes the collaboration of in-
ternational experts working together in different 
countries with local partners to propose imple-
mentable plans.

The Five Principles are highly interrelated and support each other. 
High density provides the population and activity basis for a sus-
tainable neighbourhood; adequate street density is the material 
basis; mixed land-use and social mix shape the land use and so-
cial life in the neighbourhood; and limited land use specialization 
is the first step towards mixed neighbourhoods.

The Five Principles balance population growth, economic growth, 
rapid urbanization, sustainable urban development and other 
factors, and try to establish a new urban system. In this system, 
population and urban infrastructure accomplish economies of 
scale; diversified social networks and the diversity of land-uses 
support each other and develop together; and urban space and 
urban dwellers live and develop in harmony.

Besides good planning and design decisions, the application of 
these principles also require supporting legal frameworks, an 
analysis of the local society and economy, appropriate infrastruc-
ture technology and capacity, and the institutional capacity to 
enforce decisions.

1.2. PRINCIPLES OF PLANNING

The approach of the Lab is derived from the experience of the 
Spanish funded programme “Achieving Sustainable Urban Devel-
opment”. The programme successfully applied a three pronged 
approach of planning, legislation and economy to trigger sus-
tainable development in cities in Rwanda, Mozambique, the Phil-
ippines, Colombia and Egypt. 

In the LAB methodology, planning is applied as an iterative pro-
cess. As a fruit of the interaction and multi-stakeholder engage-
ment, planning becomes the means to influence and accomplish 
complex governmental agendas, impacting economic prosperity, 
poverty reduction, social cohesion, inclusion, political stability 
and conflict prevention, while touching upon cross-cutting issues 
such as climate change and human rights.

The LAB promotes to integrate design throughout the whole 
planning process, since design explorations can actually also con-
tribute to problem definition and the formulation of goals. Doing 
so, it replaces the sequential planning process with an iterative 
planning process in which plans are developed, tested and im-
proved. This provides space for all sorts of stakeholders to con-
tribute and participate in a process focused on implementation. 

The “hands on work” methodology of the LAB allows UN-Habi-
tat to transfer knowledge into practice, applying, promoting and 
piloting UN-Habitat principles for Sustainable Urban Develop-
ment. Within the Lab and the Network of Labs, groups of experts 
are deployed in international assignments to provide long-term 
support and develop concrete proposals.

1.3. INTEGRATED PLANNING APPROACH

The five principles are:

1. Adequate space for streets and public space in an efficient 
street network

 - 30-35% to the street, 15-20% public space / 50% plots

 - At least 18km of street length

 - At least 80 crossings per km2

2. Mixed Land Use
 - At least 40% of floor space allocated to economic use

 - Limited land-use specialization; single use blocks should cover less than 
10% of any neighbourhood

3. Social Mix
 - 20-50% of residential area should be low cost housing 

 - Each tenure type should not be more than 50% of the total

4. Adequate density
 - At least 15.000 people per km2, that is 150 people/Ha

5. Connectivity 
 - Emphasis on walking distances and public transport
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