
Urban Trialogues: visions_projects_co-productions, Localising Agenda 21

is a critical reflection on the process and outputs of a multi-lateral pro-

gramme, Localising Agenda 21 (LA21) initiated in 1994 by UN-HABITAT, a

Belgian Consortium coordinated by K.U.Leuven’s Post Graduate Centre Human

Settlements (PGCHS), the Belgian Development Cooperation, and a host of

local actors, including the municipalities of the programme’s partner cities 

of Nakuru (Kenya), Essaouira (Morocco), Vinh (Vietnam), and Bayamo (Cuba).

Oscillating between theory and practice, the book attempts to make use of

the benefit of insight from the process. These are simultaneously embedded

in the global debate on sustainable urban development and the realities of

the four urban contexts. 

This collection of essays targets a varied audience including decision-makers,

community developers, city planners, managers, scholars, designers, stu-

dents and interested individuals. It not only offers the way forward on the

implementation of the Localising Agenda 21 Programme at the local level,

but perhaps most importantly it offers a critical reflection on the relationship

between sustainable visions for possible futures and strategic urban projects,

both elaborated through a co-productive process. Case studies form the core

of this book. Documented as independent chapters, each includes an overview

of the layered narratives of urban history, the contemporary contestation of

territories, the visions and strategic projects co-produced during the LA21

process. These are further complemented by a series of cross-reading essays

that conceptualise and develop particular themes with reference to the cities’

case studies. Throughout the various contributions, the term ‘localising’ has

been broadened to stress the importance of the ‘locus’ — urban space and

civic awareness as a frame and a resource for development. This stance not

only provides a new drive for planning and urbanism, but also adds a crucial

dimension to the Agenda 21.
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Since the adoption of Agenda 21 in 1992, cities have moved to the forefront of socio-economic change and sustainable devel-
opment. Half of the world’s population is now living in cities and urban settlements, while the other half is increasingly
dependent on cities and towns for their economic survival and livelihood. Cities have become centres of innovation and
engines of development. It is now generally understood that cities are the key to social and economic advancement and envi-
ronmental improvement. 

But in contrast to their promise, many cities — especially in the developing world — represent today the most alarming
concentrations of poverty. The pace of urbanisation is simply too fast to provide and manage basic services for all. In the
process, first and foremost the urban poor are marginalised. It is estimated that there are about one billion urban dwellers
living without adequate shelter and basic services, in life-threatening conditions of deprivation and environmental degrada-
tion. This number is expected to double by 2025.

Against this bleak scenario, it is encouraging to note that over the past decade more than 6,400 local governments in 113
countries have responded actively to the call to engage in Local Agenda 21 processes with their communities. This is a major
achievement for local authorities worldwide. However, we at UN-HABITAT feel that more can be done to integrate the needs
of the urban poor into the processes of Local Agenda 21. There are many barriers to the accelerated development of this
worldwide movement, including lack of local government capacity, insufficient involvement of citizens in local political
processes, distorted allocation and management of resources, and above all insufficient political will.

To overcome these barriers a combination of preventive and adaptive strategies are required. In terms of prevention, there
is evidence that the most immediate and fundamental bottlenecks to sustainable urban development are not necessarily lack
of technology, funding, or international agreements (although these are important) but local planning and implementation
capacity and good urban governance.  In practical terms, therefore, we need to focus on policies, such as Local Agenda 21,
that build capacity in governance, help generate employment, and enable an improvement in the living conditions in smaller
towns and villages. Urban-rural linkages need to be understood and addressed if we are to minimise the rush to migrate 
to larger cities.
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