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With 80% of its population living in cities,
Latin America and the Caribbean is the most
urbanized region on the planet. Located here
are some of the largest and best-known cities,
like Mexico City, São Paulo, Buenos Aires, Rio
de Janeiro, Bogota, Lima and Santiago. The
region also boasts hundreds of smaller cities
that stand out because of their dynamism and
creativity.

This edition of State of Latin American and
Caribbean cities presents the current situation
of the region's urban world, including the
demographic, economic, social, environ-
mental, urban and institutional conditions in
which cities are developing.

After decades in which governments seemed
unable to respond to the challenges of rapid
urban growth, the region is now at a
crossroads. In principle, the conditions that
could enable the transformation of Latin
American and Caribbean cities towards a more
equitable, more prosperous and more
sustainable model are already in place.

However, the speed of urbanization has had a
high social, economic and environmental cost.
As a whole, the cities of Latin America and the
Caribbean remain the most unequal on the
planet. They also face challenges related to the
speed of urbanization and the models of
territorial expansion adopted, including the
by-products of limited experience in the
management of megacities and their
relationship with the rest of territories.

Urban transition, as traditionally conceived, is
practically completed in almost all the
countries of the region. Cities must now
prepare for a second urban transition to
ensure a more equitable distribution of
welfare and prosperity for all citizens. There is
no single formula or miraculous solution, but it
is clear that cities in the region have sufficient
experience, knowledge and determination to
meet the challenges of urban development
with the creativity that characterizes this part
of the world.
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Foreword

The Latin American and the Caribbean 
region is considered the most 
urbanized in the world. It is also one 
of the regions where intense effort has 
gone into finding innovative solutions 
to the different challenges involved 
in managing cities. This report is a 
review of the urbanization processes 
and innovations in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, and that is what 
makes it especially relevant to those 
interested in analysing the challenges 
and opportunities of sustainable urban 
development.

The production of this report was 
supported by several partners, 
including the Cities Alliance; CAF; 
Development Bank of Latin America; 
the Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean (ECLAC); 
The Government of Norway; the 
Latin American Federation of Cities, 
Towns and Associations of Local 
Governments (FLACMA); and 
Ministers and High-Level Authorities 
of Housing and Urban Development 
of Latin America and the Caribbean 
(MINURVI), among others. Our 
sincere thanks go to all of them for their 
invaluable contributions to making 
this project a reality and for investing 
in the promotion of knowledge at such 
difficult economic times for the whole 
world.

The first urban transition in Latin 
America and the Caribbean is now 
completed. With almost 80 per cent of 
the population living in cities, change 
is now needed to the current models 
of urbanization. We need to set a new 
challenge to make urban centres more 
inclusive, more sustainable, with more 
and better-designed public spaces for 

people. Cities are human creations, 
centres of opportunity, and sources 
of economic, social and political 
development. Our future lies in them 
and in the spaces that we plan today for 
our future generations.

In this context of new urban realities, 
in Latin America and the Caribbean 
the conditions for a new urban 
transition are taking form, including 
the resources, capabilities, creativity 
and political will at both local and 
national government level. To move 
towards more sustainable and more 
compact city models that bring 
our urban areas improved mobility 
and energy-saving efficiencies, it is 
necessary to reaffirm our common 
interest in urban planning, working 
on social and regional cohesion 
policies, national urban policies, and 
implementing reforms to the legal and 
institutional frameworks.

This State of Latin American and 
Caribbean Cities 2012 report brings 
together information about the main 
urban centres in the region in a 
single document, resulting in a tool 
to approach public-policy making 
and allowing for a move towards 
21st century cities that enjoy higher 
quality of life. This report also features 
many innovations and interesting 
approaches. From a thematic point of 
view it shows the renewed interest in 
municipal finance, urban planning 
and mobility, among others. From a 
methodological perspective, this report 
brings together for the first time urban 
data in a synthesized and accessible 
way and it is hoped that it contributes 
to improvement of monitoring systems, 
such as the creation of a regional 

observatory with updated and relevant 
information for developing appropriate 
urban policies.

Urban planning is a first step towards 
guaranteeing economic, social and 
environmental sustainability of the 
very urban areas where most of the 
population will live in the coming 
decades. Now is the time to take 
positions and decide what sort of urban 
future we want.

 
Dr. Joan Clos

Under-Secretary-General and 
Executive Director of the  

United Nations Human Settlements 
Programme (UN-Habitat)
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