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1. Introduction

The 2026 High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF), scheduled to convene in New York
from 7 to 15 July 2026, will take stock of progress on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) under the
theme: Transformative, equitable, innovative and coordinated actions for the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs for a
sustainable future for all. The Forum will include in-depth reviews of Sustainable Development Goal 6 (Clean
Water and Sanitation), Goal 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy), Goal 9 (Industry Innovation and Infrastructure),
Goal 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) , and Goal 17 (Partnerships for the Goals). In preparation for the
review, Expert Group Meetings were convened to ring together diverse experts from government, the private
sector, academia, and civil society, and the UN system to identify progress and challenges, share lessons
learned, and identify promising partnerships and opportunities for rapidly scaling up action toward achieving
each of the goals while also generating synergies and addressing trade-offs with other goals.

The Expert Group Meeting (EGM) on Sustainable Development Goal 11 (Make cities and human settlements
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable) was convened in Nairobi, Kenya, on 20 and 21st of January 2026, in
advance of the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) 2026. The meeting was co-
organized by the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA) and the United Nations
Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat). The meeting brought together a diverse group of experts and
practitioners from across sectors, institutions, and regions, including academia, civil society, international
financial institutions, local and national governments, the UN system, and organizations representing workers,
persons with disabilities, and slum dwellers, to undertake a forward-looking assessment of progress toward
SDG 11, identify persistent obstacles and policy failures, and formulate actionable, evidence-based
recommendations to accelerate implementation in the years leading up and beyond 2030.

Workshop sessions were organized around guiding questions and enriched by written contributions from
participants. Key issues addressed included the housing crisis and informal settlements, data gaps and
disaggregation, financing and means of implementation, multi-level governance, climate and disaster
resilience, interlinkages with other SDGs, and the transformative potential of science, technology, and
innovation. This summary points to key messages emerging from the EGM where experts: (i) identified
innovative solutions that could accelerate progress toward SDG 11 while also generating synergies and
addressing trade-offs with other goals and targets; (ii) considered new challenges that may have emerged
since the Goal was last reviewed including in relation to the intensifying climate crisis, pressures against
multilateralism, multiple conflicts, and economic turmoil among others; (iii) identified lessons learned and
good practices on SDG 11 implementation since 2015; and (iv) reflected on ways to accelerate progress to
deliver on SDG 11 by 2030 and beyond.

! The recommendations expressed in this report are a summary of the contributions made by experts in the meeting and do
not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nations.



2. Stocktaking and challenges

The workshop took place at a critical time for Goal 11. With five years remaining until the 2030 deadline,
SDG 11 is significantly off track. While some targets have reported modest gains, particularly in data
availability and adoption of national urban policies, many others, including targets on housing and slums,
air quality, and inclusive governance, have stagnated or regressed. The number of new slum dwellers is
growing faster than existing informal settlements are being upgraded, with an estimated 1.18 billion
people now living in such conditions. Global progress is further constrained by persistent macroeconomic
volatility, entrenched inequalities, climate-induced displacement, geopolitical fragmentation, and rapid
technological change. These intersecting pressures have underscored both the urgency and the complexity
of aligning urban development with social justice, environmental sustainability, and resilience.

As a positive trend, significant methodological maturity has been achieved as most SDG 11 indicators have
been upgraded to Tier | and |l status by the IAEG-SDGs, reflecting significantly improved definitions and
data availability since 2015. There have been enhanced monitoring systems with significant strides in
geospatial data-based monitoring for urban growth (11.3), transport access (11.2), public open space (11.7)
and crowd sourced volunteered data (11.3.2), expanding coverage to hundreds of new cities. A lot of effort
on harmonization of methodology and standardizing definitions for urban areas and land consumption is
crucial to allow consistent analysis across different countries, especially targets 11.3.1 and 11.a.1. However,
the indicator on sustainable buildings remains tier 2, with missing, severely under-reported limited data.
The impact of data limits on this indicator is creating critical bottlenecks such as limited financial and
technical assistance, to countries building sustainable and resilient buildings utilizing local material.

Monitoring has improved with crowdsourcing data and geo-spatial data to provide more data coverage.
Geospatial integration for seven key SDG 11 indicators relies on alignments between statistical systems on
spatial data, requiring NSOs to work with Geographic Information System (GIS) tools, remote sensing, and
population grids to measure urban growth, public spaces, and disaster risks. Strong partnerships and
collaboration have been essential as they ensure consistent global reporting. There has been an increase
in the number of countries reporting, with significantly more countries reporting seamlessly on the
integrated indicators across frameworks. The Global Urban Monitoring Framework and the Global Urban
Data Coalition have been instrumental in accelerating harmonization at the local level, enhanced
collaboration among the agencies for cross-sectoral monitoring, and investments in partnerships to
support national and sub-national structures.

Overall, experts agreed that context-specific data disaggregated by income, gender, race, and migration
status is often missing at the city level masking deep inequalities in urban areas and preventing targeted
policy interventions. Local governments often lack institutional capacity, technical infrastructure, and
human resources to collect, process, and interpret complex urban statistics effectively. There has also been
a significant disconnect between global monitoring data (often aggregated) and local implementation data.

Spatial inequality and limited temporal scope in data collection is biased towards developed urban city core
areas. Slums, informal settlements, and peri-urban areas remain “data deserts”, further marginalizing
vulnerable populations. There exist persistent gaps in data systems, and more work is needed at local level
where data is missing. Data requirements limit temporal coverage of data to show progress within cities
and countries. Severe resource constraints limit continuous training and capacity building programs, and
without sustained investment, statistical systems cannot modernize or maintain quality. Regulatory and
fiscal barriers also exist and affect data governance and resourcing. Poor regulatory environments and fiscal
imbalances hinder effective data governance.

Overall, since the last review in 2024, progress on SDG 11 has been mixed, with some areas showing gains
while others have stagnated or declined:

e Housing affordability has reached crisis levels amid rapid urbanization, impacting between 1.6 and 3

2 Data shown from the 2025 SDG Progress report and the 2024 SDG Progress report:
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2024/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2024.pdf



https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf

billion people worldwide. Alarmingly, 1.12 billion individuals live in slums or informal settlements,
facing challenges such as overcrowding, homelessness and lack of basic services. Data from 124
countries show that, in 2023, the global average housing cost burden —the proportion of a household’s
income on housing expenses such as rent or mortgage payments and utilities — stood at 31.0 per cent,
with stark disparities across regions. Sub-Saharan Africa experienced the highest burden at 43.5 per
cent, followed by Northern Africa and Western Asia at 36.9 per cent. Meanwhile, Europe and Northern
America reported a lower burden, at 21.4 per cent, thanks to stronger regulatory frameworks and
financial support systems.

Only 6 in 10 urban residents have convenient access to public transit, based on data collected in 2023
from 2,039 cities in 188 countries. The shortfall is particularly problematic in the LDCs, where less than
4 in 10 urban residents have accessible public transportation options, compared to 8 in 10 in more
affluent regions.

Cities sprawled or grew outwards up to 3.7 times faster than they densified or grew upward from
2000 to 2020, based on recent data from 1,217 cities in 185 countries. Globally, from 2000 to 2010, the
average annual rate of sprawl reached 5.6 per cent while the annual densification rate lagged at 1.47
per cent.1 The sprawl rate slightly declined from 2010 to 2020, dropping to 3.6 per cent annually. Yet
the gap with the densification rate, estimated at 0.95 per cent annually during the same period,
remained substantial. Sustainable urban development calls for mitigating the adverse impacts of urban
sprawl and achieving a balanced approach to urban growth.

Limited civil society participation in urban planning and management remains a major barrier to
inclusive and sustainable urban development. A 2024 survey of 152 cities in 50 countries found only 19
per cent of cities (29 cities) demonstrated strong civil society participation in urban planning, while 18
per cent showed medium participation, 35 per cent low participation and 29 per cent very limited or
no participation.

In the past five years, the number of countries tracking how much they spend on protecting cultural
and natural heritage has tripled — jumping to 82 countries. This shows a strong and growing
commitment worldwide to preserving important sites and traditions. Developing countries have made
especially big improvements, with Europe and Northern America’s share of reporting countries
dropping from over two thirds to 40 per cent in just three years. Between 2019 and 2023, the global
median public expenditure on cultural and natural heritage was 21.22 USD per person (constant 2017
PPP), with wide variation — from under 1 to 367 USD.

Disasters continue to damage critical infrastructure and disrupt essential services despite growing
investments aimed at resilience. From 2015 to 2023, based on data from 115 reporting countries, an
average of 92,199 infrastructure units were impaired or destroyed each year, and over 1.6 million
annual service disruptions occurred — particularly in education and healthcare. Building disaster- and
climate-resilient infrastructure remains a strategic priority, requiring sustained funding and political
commitment.

As cities expand rapidly, managing municipal solid waste has become a critical challenge. Despite
global efforts, wide regional disparities persist in waste collection coverage, exposing inequalities in
infrastructure, governance and access to basic services. Between 2010 and 2024, data from 4,383 cities
reveal that Europe and Northern America lead with an average collection coverage of 99.4 per cent,
followed by Australia and New Zealand (98.9 per cent). Other regions, such as Northern Africa and
Western Asia (94.8 per cent) and Latin America and the Caribbean (90.6 per cent) show strong
performance. However, Eastern and South-Eastern Asia (64.7 per cent) and sub-Saharan Africa (62.6 per
cent) face the greatest challenges.

Each year, an estimated 4.2 million people die due to ambient air pollution. Globally, the population-
weighted exposure to fine particulate matter dropped from 39.1 ug/m3 in 2010-2014 to 35.7 ug/m3in
2015-2019, a 9 per cent decline. Yet the level remains significantly higher than the recommended air
quality guideline of 5 pg/m3 for public health protection. Eastern and South-Eastern Asia markedly
improved air quality in 2015-2019, after having the world’s second-highest concentrations in 2010—



2014.

Only 40 per cent of city dwellers can easily reach open public spaces. Between 2000 and 2020, cities
sprawled up to 3.7 times faster than they densified, resulting in negative impacts on the natural
environment and land use. Green spaces in urban areas, a key factor in climate resilience, shrank from
19.5 per cent in 1990 to just 13.9 per cent in 2020. Cities require $4.5 trillion to $5.4 trillion annually
through 2030 for climate-resilient infrastructure, but they secured only $831 billion yearly for 2021-
2022. Just over 1 per cent of this funding was directed towards adaptation measures.

National urban policies (NUPs) are key to sustainable urban development, but they can only succeed
when they are effectively implemented, financed and monitored. In the 2023 global NUP review, 68
countries reported NUPs meeting at least one qualifier of SDG indicator 11.a.1. Between 2021 and 2023,
the number of countries addressing population dynamics rose from 54 to 59 (87 per cent of
respondents), while the number ensuring balanced territorial development remained constant at 55 (81
per cent). The number of countries enhancing local fiscal space grew from 26 in 2021 (45 per cent) to 33
in 2023 (49 per cent). While these gains are evident, accelerating fiscal decentralization remains a critical
priority for urban policies.

Localizing disaster risk reduction is key to reducing losses and ensuring no one is left behind —
especially women, girls and marginalized groups. As of 2024, 110 countries report local disaster risk
reduction strategies aligned with national plans, with an average of 73 per cent of municipalities
implementing them.

Key considerations for the future

The workshop took place at an important moment in the political landscape not only for the HLPF SDG 11
progress review but for the midterm review of the New Urban Agenda (NUA), adopted in 2016 as a 20-year
roadmap for sustainable urbanization. A recurring theme throughout the EGM was the persistent gap between
policy formulation and implementation on the ground. Although 165 countries have now adopted National
Urban Policies, their impact remains limited because many policies still fail to translate into laws, budgets, or
investment plans. Experts noted that while monitoring frameworks have expanded, implementation has
lagged, in part because fiscal space remains constrained and only about one-third of policies are adequately
resourced. In many countries there is a disconnect between monitoring and implementing NUPs and the SDGs.
Participants stressed that the core challenge is not a lack of knowledge about what needs to be done, but the
inability to overcome political, institutional, financial, and capacity-related barriers. Addressing this requires
shifting the focus from simply tracking whether policies exist to assessing their actual “enabling power” with
the needed political backing, regulatory frameworks and aligned investments to deliver inclusive and
meaningful outcomes.

At the same time, with less than five years remaining until 2030, the global context for advancing SDG 11 is
increasingly shaped by compounding and interrelated pressures. Geopolitical fragmentation, strains on
multilateralism, escalating climate crisis, rising sovereign debt burdens, conflict, rapid technological change,
and widening inequalities are reshaping the enabling environment for sustainable urban development. These
dynamics risk slowing progress by constraining fiscal space, weakening international cooperation, and
deepening social divides, particularly in and for low- and middle-income countries. At the same time, they may
also catalyze innovation, regional collaboration, and new forms of local leadership. Policymaking for the
remainder of the decade must therefore anticipate both short-term disruptions and longer-term structural
shifts, ensuring that urban transitions remain equitable, climate-resilient, and fiscally sustainable beyond
2030.

Urbanization continues to act as a force multiplier: it concentrates risk, exposure, and inequality, but also
opportunity, innovation, and productivity. Climate hazards, pandemics, and economic shocks reverberate
rapidly through dense urban systems, disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations in informal
settlements and hazard-prone areas. At the same time, cities concentrate institutions, infrastructure, capital,
and civic energy, enabling scalable solutions in housing, mobility, clean energy, circular economy models, and
digital governance. This highlights the need for integrated policymaking. For example, efficient and low-



emission urban transport systems are central to this potential, enabling the movement of people and goods
while reducing congestion, air pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions. Investments in public and non-
motorized transport can unlock productivity gains, improve air quality, and support climate goals
simultaneously. The policy implication is clear: urban areas must be treated not only as sites of vulnerability
but as strategic platforms for accelerating SDG transformations. Investments made in cities over the coming
years will have outsized impacts on national trajectories, regional stability, and global emissions pathways.

Experts also highlighted that global development is increasingly heterogeneous. While megacities attract the
most attention, the majority of urban dwellers live in small and intermediary cities, rapidly expanding
secondary cities, and peri-urban areas where rural and urban characteristics intersect. These diverse
settlement types face distinct challenges from lack of adequate fiscal space and technical expertise to
unplanned expansion, land-use conflicts, and service deficits. With enormous infrastructure financing needs,
many secondary and small expanding cities struggle to generate the revenue and lending capacity needed for
investing in sustainable solutions. One-size-fits-all policy prescriptions risk overlooking these variations. Future
urban policy must be territorially sensitive, strengthening regional planning frameworks and functional urban
area approaches to ensure that infrastructure, services, and economic development strategies respond to
differentiated needs and capacities.

As urban challenges grow more complex, governance systems are often constrained by mandate gaps,
mandate guarding, and institutional overlaps. Responsibilities for housing, transport and road safety, climate
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, and basic services are frequently fragmented across ministries and levels
of government, leading to duplication in some areas and neglect in others. Fiscal decentralization has not
always kept pace with devolved responsibilities, leaving local authorities with limited resources to implement
ambitious plans. In contexts of political polarization and weakened multilateral cooperation, coordination
becomes even more difficult. Addressing these governance challenges requires clarifying roles and
responsibilities, aligning mandates with financing, and institutionalizing multi-level dialogue mechanisms that
enable coherent, long-term urban strategies.

Demographic transformations will significantly influence urban policy priorities in the years ahead. Rapid
population growth in parts of sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia will intensify demand for housing,
employment, education, and infrastructure, while aging populations in other regions will require accessible
design, social care systems, and age-friendly public spaces. Migration flows are reshaping urban labor markets
and settlement patterns. If well managed, demographic shifts can drive economic growth and social inclusion.
However, if neglected, they risk fueling unemployment, social tension, and exclusion. Urban planning must
therefore integrate demographic foresight, ensuring that investments in housing, transport, public services,
and digital infrastructure are responsive to evolving population structures and mobility patterns.

The continued expansion of informal settlements remains one of the most pressing risks for achieving SDG 11.
With the global number of slum dwellers rising in absolute terms, informality has become a structural feature
of urbanization rather than a temporary anomaly. Conflict, climate shocks, and economic volatility are likely
to accelerate rural-urban migration and displacement, placing additional pressure on already overstretched
cities. Participants also stressed that informal settlements and lack of adequate housing are a global challenge,
not just something experienced in the global South. Without decisive, rights-based and adequately financed
housing strategies, inequalities may become further entrenched, undermining social cohesion and long-term
resilience. At the same time, several participants noted that informality is the norm in many cities and the
focus should be in addressing the negative points of informality, not always informality itself. informal
settlements represent hubs of entrepreneurship, community organization, and labor that sustain urban
economies. Future policy must therefore move beyond eradication narratives and instead prioritize secure
tenure, universal access to basic services, participatory upgrading, and integration into the broader fabric of
urban life. The trajectory of slum transformation over the coming years will be a critical determinant of
whether SDG 11 is merely aspirational or genuinely transformative beyond 2030.

Policies and actions to maximize synergies, mitigate trade-offs and drive transformation
The participants discussed and put forward numerous policies and tools for integrated action for accelerated

SDG implementation. The following represent a few forward-looking tools and models that have gained
particular tractions since SDG 11 was last reviewed at the HLPF.



Work with complexity for systemic change

In a world facing multiple overlapping challenges, a systems approach provides the only effective way forward.
Participants highlighted the need for a mind-set change, to ensure policymakers work with complexity, not
against it. This requires a change in thinking that allows actors not only to identify, make and modify the key
relationships between goals and policies but to also work through strategic entry points for broader, system
changes. Adopting a systems lens also requires long-term vision and policy coherence across levels of
government. Urban policies and infrastructure investments shape development trajectories for decades,
locking in patterns of land use, mobility, resource consumption, and inequality. Short-term, reactive
interventions, particularly those driven by electoral or budget cycles, often fail to account for their cumulative
and cross-sectoral impacts.

Participants underscored the need to align national urban policies, climate strategies, disaster risk reduction
frameworks, and fiscal systems to ensure that immediate actions contribute to long-term resilience and
sustainability. Integrated planning frameworks can help manage trade-offs explicitly, for example by balancing
decarbonization objectives with affordability, or densification strategies with access to green and public
spaces. Systems thinking should also inform financing strategies, shifting the focus from isolated, “bankable”
projects toward investment in integrated urban systems that deliver multiple co-benefits. By embracing
complexity, fostering coordination, and prioritizing adaptive learning, governments and partners can move
beyond incremental improvements and enable the systemic transformations required to achieve inclusive,
safe, resilient, and sustainable cities for all.

Co-create to manage trade-offs and increase synergies

Participants highlighted co-creation as an important approach for designing solutions that better reflect the
multiple dimensions of urban challenges. By incorporating diverse perspectives and knowledge from
governments, communities, researchers, civil society and the private sector, co-creation processes can help
identify shared priorities, reveal unintended consequences and generate more integrated and widely
supported policy responses. Participants shared experiences from co-created processes from slum upgrading,
improved food markets, waste recovery, and road safety, among many others.

At the same time, participants noted that co-creation is not a simple solution. Such processes can be time-
consuming, require significant facilitation and resources, and may risk reinforcing existing power imbalances
if not carefully designed. Ensuring inclusive participation, managing expectations and translating dialogue into
concrete action remain key challenges. When supported by clear objectives, transparent processes and
appropriate institutional backing, however, co-creation can help policymakers better navigate trade-offs and
strengthen synergies in complex urban systems.

Build equity and safety in planning from the start

Fulfilling the commitment to “leave no one behind” in urban development requires shifting from top-down
planning to a people-centered and participatory approach that prioritizes the most vulnerable, ensuring cities
are inclusive and sustainable for everyone. In practice, this means prioritizing the needs and rights of those
who experience the greatest forms of exclusion, including residents of informal settlements, women and girls,
older persons, persons with disabilities, migrants, and low-income households. For example, accessible, safe
and inclusive transport systems are fundamental to equitable cities, ensuring that all residents, regardless of
income, gender, age, or ability, can safely reach employment opportunities and public services. Prioritizing
universal design and safe mobility options, including walking, cycling, and public transit, is essential to reducing
spatial and social inequalities. Participants stressed that equity-driven planning recognizes that spatial
inequality is not accidental but the result of policy choices, and therefore can be addressed through deliberate,
rights-based interventions that secure access to adequate housing, basic services, safe mobility, public space,
and economic opportunity for all.

Embedding equity from the outset requires institutionalized participatory approaches and co-creation
mechanisms that enable communities to shape decisions that affect their lives. Planning processes must move
beyond consultation toward genuine partnership, ensuring that civil society, community-based organizations,



and representatives of marginalized groups are engaged in agenda-setting, design, budgeting, and monitoring.
Co-production of solutions has demonstrated that when governments provide enabling frameworks and
infrastructure while communities contribute local knowledge and leadership, outcomes can become more
sustainable, context-appropriate, and trusted. Similar sentiments were voiced when discussing the issue of
safety, be it for road safety or for safety of urban public spaces. When solutions are sought at the very start of
an urban planning process, the “cost of a better solution” is not a voluntary add on, but the positive results
are by-products of smarter choices.

Equitable and safe planning also depends on robust, disaggregated, and locally relevant data systems that
make inequalities visible and inform targeted policy responses. Without data disaggregated by income,
gender, age, disability, and migration status, the most vulnerable remain invisible in official statistics and
underserved in public policy. At the same time, equity must be promoted by universal design principles that
ensure urban infrastructure, housing, transport systems, and public spaces are accessible, safe, and usable for
all, regardless of ability or life stage. By combining targeted support for those furthest behind with universally
accessible, climate-resilient, and resource-efficient urban design, cities can advance sustainability while
fostering trust, inclusion, and opportunity for present and future generations.

Treat housing as a lever for synergies

Experts highlighted the role of target 11.1 and access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing as a key
entry point for securing broader SDG acceleration and for human rights, including access to water, energy,
health, and education. Participants emphasized that informal settlements are economic contributors,
supplying labor and supporting urban economies, not a mere burden. Yet residents in informal settlements
and slums often pay more for basic services due to lack of formal access. Governments were seen as central
actors, with a clear responsibility to lead on housing provision, service delivery, and land tenure processes.

A key lesson that was highlighted is that while formalizing informal settlements entirely may not be realistic
in the short term, ensuring universal access to basic services is both urgent and achievable. National and local
governments should formally recognize informal settlements as part of cities, integrate them into urban
planning, and stop forced displacement to guarantee residents’ right to remain.

Transform urban and peri-urban food systems

Out of the 2.33 billion people who are moderately or severely food insecure in the world, 1.7 billion live in
urban and peri-urban areas. Participants highlighted that the choices we make about food and nutrition affect
the shape, style, health, economies, and infrastructure of all of our cities and urban settlements. According to
some estimates, food-related choices account for about 20 per cent of all retail sales, 20 per cent of all service
jobs, 20 per cent of all car trips, and 40 per cent of all waste, highlighting the importance of food systems in
an urban environment. Despite their scale and significance, urban and peri-urban food systems remain largely
invisible in mainstream urban planning and investment strategies. Food is often treated solely as a rural or
agricultural issue, rather than as a core part of the rural-urban continuum and an urban systems challenge
that intersects with land use planning, transport, waste management, public health, climate mitigation, and
social protection. Participants underscored that transforming food systems must become an explicit objective
of National Urban Policies and local development plans, as they are often currently addressed in a scattered
way or not at all. This includes taking a territorial approach to food governance that can reduce supply chain
vulnerabilities, lower emissions, and enhance resilience to shocks, including climate-related disruptions and
price volatility.

A systems-based transformation of food environments is also essential to address deep inequalities in access
to affordable, nutritious food. In many cities, low-income communities and residents of informal settlements
face limited availability of healthy food options while bearing disproportionate exposure to diet-related
diseases and environmental hazards.

Scale up circular economy solutions

Urban areas concentrate people, consumption, infrastructure, and waste streams, making them both major
resource sinks and powerful platforms for scaling circular economy solutions. Participants emphasized that



cities generate the density, demand, and innovation ecosystems needed to scale up circular economy
solutions that reduce resource use, cut emissions, and create local jobs. By improving resource efficiency in
urban services, such as waste management, water treatment, construction, transport, and energy system,
cities can significantly reduce climate emissions and environmental degradation while enhancing resilience
and lowering long-term service costs. Circular approaches are particularly relevant in rapidly urbanizing
contexts, where infrastructure investments made today will determine patterns of resource consumption for
decades.

Participants noted that concrete entry points for scaling circular solutions include waste-to-energy initiatives
that convert organic waste into biogas, reducing landfill dependency while contributing to clean energy
targets; the safe reuse of treated wastewater for irrigation, aquaculture, and industrial processes, which
conserves freshwater resources and supports urban and peri-urban food systems; and the recovery of
nutrients and materials from waste streams to enhance soil health and agricultural productivity. The
importance of collaboration and partnerships with urban utility companies was stressed for circular economy
solutions and in general for SDG implementation. However, participants cautioned that circular solutions must
be context-specific and carefully designed to avoid unintended consequences. For example, expanding
sanitation access without parallel systems for fecal sludge management can create new environmental and
public health risks. A systems perspective is therefore essential to ensure that interventions across water,
sanitation, energy, housing, and food systems are aligned and mutually reinforcing.

It was noted that successfully scaling up circular economy models requires robust pre-feasibility and feasibility
assessments, enabling policy and legal frameworks, and favorable investment climates. Governments must
ensure that enterprises are supported by clear regulations, predictable tariffs, and access to finance, while
also assessing the full life-cycle costs of construction, operation, and maintenance. Reliable sourcing of raw
materials, appropriate technology choices, and viable markets for reused products are critical to long-term
sustainability. Participants highlighted though, that solutions are not always easy, and complex institutional
arrangements often involving municipalities, utilities, private operators, informal waste workers, regulators,
and community organizations should be coordinated through clear governance mechanisms and incentives.
However, by embedding circular economy principles into urban planning and service delivery, cities can turn
environmental pressures into opportunities for inclusive growth, climate action, and improved access to
essential resources.

Means of implementation: Mechanisms and partnerships to accelerate progress

The need to secure adequate means of implementation for moving from policy frameworks and strategies to
concrete action was discussed throughout the workshop. As SDG 11 is characterised by particular need for
effective multilevel governance and collaboration between different levels, the need to ensure the resources
and adequate authority of all levels was highlighted. At the same time, throughout the workshop,
collaboration among all stakeholders and sectors from governments, to business, individuals, civil society, the
science and technology community, labor unions, international financial institutions, and others was stressed.

Reimagine data as a public good for action

Several participants expressed concern about the severe data gaps that still exist in SDG monitoring, further
hinder evidence-based policy making. Participants emphasized that current data systems are fragmented,
outdated, and often exclude marginalized populations. National data systems should formally link local
observatories and municipal data to national statistical systems through common standards and quality
assurance. Local governments should institutionalize the co-production of data with communities, civil society,
and academia and local actors to build trust and ensure relevance. Participants discussed the need to ensure
that data collection benefits national and local governments and ultimately communities, not just
multinational companies, framing data as a public good for action. The Global Urban Data Coalition, convened
by UN-Habitat, was referred to as one promising solution for this.

There was strong convergence on the need for open data standards and multi-sectoral, multi-stakeholder
partnerships. Partnerships should leverage technology, such as remote sensing, earth observation (EO) and
citizen science, to fill gaps where census data is lacking. Capacity building is essential for municipalities to
integrate EO and geospatial data into everyday planning, not just reporting. Participants also highlighted that



despite some positive progress, several national governments have defunded foundational data sources, such
as censuses, eroding the basic building blocks for strong, policy-relevant data. Other key challenges discussed
included misalignment between census cycles and SDG reporting, leading to inaccurate population and
informal settlement data; exclusion of persons with disabilities from data production and dissemination; and
overreliance on foreign geospatial platforms, creating vulnerabilities. To fill data gaps a key point of discussion
was the balance between rigorous statistical standards and the pragmatic need to use diverse, non-official
data sources immediately to guide policy, with some cautioning against gatekeeping and others emphasizing
the need for quality assurance.

Foster better science, technology and innovation collaboration

Science, technology and innovation (STI) are critical for advancing sustainable urban development and
accelerating progress on the SDGs. Cities are increasingly important hubs for research, experimentation and
technological deployment, particularly in areas such as sustainable infrastructure, climate resilience and the
built environment. Strengthening STl collaboration is particularly important for shaping more sustainable built
environments. As many countries, especially in Africa and South Asia, enter periods of large-scale urban
expansion and infrastructure development, there is a significant opportunity to avoid repeating unsustainable
patterns seen elsewhere.

However, significant inequalities persist in the global geography of research, with many countries lacking
access to funding, infrastructure and collaborative networks. Participants highlighted the need for new
strategies to broaden participation in global research systems, including joint international funding for
research, stronger North—South and South—South collaboration, and the sharing of research infrastructure
and open-access data, particularly Earth observation data essential for climate and urban analysis. Removing
barriers such as visa restrictions, funding asymmetries and limited incentives for cross-border collaboration
will also be important. Within countries, stronger local innovation ecosystems can help connect research and
education to regional and local development priorities. Participants emphasized the importance of
collaboration among universities, public institutions and the private sector (the “triple helix” model) to support
innovation that addresses local urban challenges.

Work together to manage risk in financing

Mobilizing the scale of financing required for sustainable urban development will depend not only on the
availability of capital, but also on how risks are understood, allocated and managed. Many urban infrastructure
projects, particularly in rapidly growing cities in low- and middle-income countries, are perceived by investors
as high-risk due to factors such as long project timelines, currency volatility, regulatory uncertainty, and limited
municipal creditworthiness. Participants emphasized the need to rethink traditional approaches to risk
management through stronger collaboration among national governments, municipalities, international
financing institutions, development banks and long-term institutional investors such as pension and sovereign
wealth funds. Blended finance mechanisms, guarantees, insurance instruments, and other risk-sharing tools
can help reduce perceived risks and make urban projects more bankable. International financial institutions
can play an important catalytic role by providing technical assistance, strengthening municipal financial
management, and helping structure projects in ways that meet investor requirements while safeguarding
public interests.

At the same time, building stronger local financial ecosystems will be essential. This includes improving
municipal revenue generation, strengthening regulatory frameworks, enhancing transparency and data
availability, and developing pipelines of well-prepared projects. Participants discussed options for diversifying
funding sources at the local level through mechanisms like congestion charging, parking pricing, land value
capture, and low emission zones for generating dedicated revenue streams for urban infrastructure.

Build capacities and mechanisms for managing complexity

Achieving sustainable urban development in an increasingly interconnected world requires stronger capacities
to manage complexity. Capacity-building should emphasize cross-sectoral competencies, systems thinking and
collaborative problem-solving. Policymakers, planners and practitioners need tools to analyse policy



interdependencies, anticipate trade-offs and identify synergies across objectives. Coordination mechanisms,
such as interdepartmental platforms, joint planning processes and shared data systems, can help bridge
institutional divides and support more integrated approaches, though their effectiveness often depends on
the capacities of civil servants across governance levels.

Participants also stressed the importance of strengthening technical and administrative capacities at the local
level, where many urban challenges are directly managed. Investments in training, knowledge exchange and
peer-learning networks among cities can help spread practical solutions and foster collaboration.
Strengthening these capacities and institutional mechanisms will be essential for governments and
stakeholders to navigate complexity and accelerate progress toward sustainable and resilient urban systems.

Leverage VLRs to attract investments

Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) have evolved beyond reporting instruments into strategic policy tools that
systematically assess cities’ sustainability performance, institutional capacity, and development priorities.
Through comprehensive SDG mapping and data-driven analysis, cities are now identifying concrete,
investment-ready projects across sectors such as water, waste management, transport, and climate resilience.
The UN system is currently supporting VLR cities in generating strengthened city-level project pipelines,
demonstrating the potential to translate local sustainability priorities into structured, bankable proposals for
development partners, bilateral donors, and climate funds. By articulating clear SDG roadmaps and
measurable targets, VLRs can strengthen cities’ investment profiles. When carefully crafted, they can signal
policy coherence, long-term planning, and risk awareness, key considerations for investors seeking stable and
sustainable returns. In this way, VLRs can shift the paradigm from isolated infrastructure provision to risk-
informed, programmatic investment strategies, positioning individual cities as credible partners for long-term
capital mobilization aligned with the 2030 Agenda.

When discussing the VLRs, experts also spoke of the importance of connecting Voluntary National Reviews
and Voluntary Local Reviews, building a link between VNR and VLRs from both sides to maximize the benefits
of multi-level governance frameworks at all levels. Experts confirmed that the "data gap" in tracking SDGs at
the local level is primarily a governance and institutional issue, rather than merely a technical limitation.
Experts stressed the need to guide municipalities towards “easy to access” data sources and the
institutionalization of reporting frameworks for local sustainability. Other lessons learned included the idea to
draft the VLR in a wider ‘functional urban area’ rather than in the jurisdiction of one municipality, and utilizing
the VLRs as a tool for decentralized development cooperation and city-to-city peer learning.



