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WHAT ARE SUSTAINABLE CITIES 

AND COMMUNITIES?  

The concept of sustainable cities emerged for the 

first time in the Brundtland Report (produced in 

1987 by the UN)1; and later, the architect Richard 

Rogers indicated that a sustainable city is one 

that unites seven characteristics: (1) a fair and 

equitable city; (2) an attractive city that 

promotes art and culture; (3) a creative city; (4) 

an ecological city with a balance between the 

constructed spaces and the landscape; (5) a city 

that favours interpersonal contact; (6) that 

promotes the integration of communities in 

neighbourhoods; and (7) a diverse and 

                                                           
1 Our common future: Brundtland Report. United Nations (1987). 

inspirational city that promotes a dynamic 

community2.  

In 2017, UN-Habitat – a United Nations 

programme that aims to promote the 

development of sustainable human settlements 

and to provide adequate housing for everyone – 

published the New Urban Agenda (NUA), in 

which it describes what ideally cities and urban 

settlements should be like. 

According to the NUA, a sustainable city is one 

that, among other criteria: 

                                                           
2 ROGERS, Richard. Cities for a small planet (1998) 

http://www.fundacionfabre.org/
https://web.archive.org/web/20111003074433/http:/worldinbalance.net/intagreements/1987-brundtland.php
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- Fulfils a social and ecological function, 

with the clear aim of fully exercising of the right 

to decent housing. 

- Applies civic participation and 

collaboration policies, creating safe public 

spaces. 

- Achieves gender equality, empowering 

all women and girls. 

- Supports local economies, taking 

advantage of the benefits of sustainable 

economic growth and urbanisation. 

- Protects the natural environment and 

minimises the environmental impact, promoting 

safe and sustainable means of transport.  
  

THE RIGHT TO A HOME IN A 

SUSTAINABLE CITY 

Article 25.1 of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, and Article 11 of the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights, acknowledge that everyone has 

the right to an adequate standard of living 

including housing. The fundamental right to a 

decent home is recognised as such in 

international and national publications (Article 

47 of the Spanish Constitution).  

Adequate housing does not just refer to the 

living conditions in the home itself, but also to 

its surroundings, which should be sufficiently 

safe and sustainable.  

Safety is a major international concern, and 

constitutes the main reason for which the UN 

was created in 1947. In fact, promoting Urban 

Safety was one of the fundamental issues dealt 

with during the 2016 Conference on Housing and 

Sustainable Urban Development. This 

highlighted the need to develop national crime 

prevention and community safety strategies 

and policies; it also reiterated the important 

role of citizen participation in resolving 

conflicts3.  

Encouraging urban sustainability is not a new 

international concern. For example, on a 

European level, back in 1994 the European 

Conference on Sustainable Cities was held, in 

which the Aalborg Charter was approved. The 

signatories affirmed that each city, despite 

differences, should develop creative strategies 

and policies that defined individual pathways 

towards sustainability.  

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11 

encapsulates these international concerns and 

drives towards achieving truly safe, inclusive 

and sustainable urban settlements by 2030. 

                                                           
3 Safer cities. United Nations Conference on Housing and 
Sustainable Urban Development. Habitat III (2016) 

http://www.fundacionfabre.org/
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THE CHALLENGE: MARGINAL 

NEIGHBOURHOODS & SLUMS 

Every day the number of city-dwellers increases 

dramatically. Today, 54% of the world’s 

population live in urban areas, compared to 

30% in 1950, and by 2030 this figure is set to 

reach 60%. 

Graph 1. Number of people living in cities 1995-2015. Source: 
World Cities Report 2016, UN Habitat. 

The current unprecedented urban growth rate 

should be synonymous with innovation and 

socio-economic development. Yet, without the 

right planning and management, rapid 

urbanisation entails great challenges: 

expanding marginal neighbourhoods, 

improvised urban settlements and unsuitable 

housing, more pollution, a shortfall in basic 

services, insufficient transport etc.  

UN-Habitat calculates that a billion people 

around the world live in marginal 

neighbourhoods, and by 2030 it estimates that 

one in four people will inhabit slums unless 

adequate urbanisation plans are enforced4.  

Graph 2. Number of inhabitants of urban areas living in slums. 
Source: World Cities Report 2016, UN Habitat. 

 

The current system of urbanisation is 

unsustainable, not just because of the type of 

unsafe settlements that are created, but also 

because cities have become a concentrated hub of 

pollution. According to the most recent figures, 9 

out of 10 people living in urban areas do not 

breathe clean air5. 

The ten targets of SDG 11 establish the keys to 

turn this unsustainable urban situation around: 

ensuring decent homes and adequate basic 

services, and improving 

marginal neighbourhoods 

(target 11.1); providing 

safe, accessible and affordable transport systems 

(target 11.2); protecting the cultural and natural 

heritage of all cities (target 11.4); reducing the 

negative environmental impact of cities (target 

11.6); and providing access to green areas and 

safe public spaces (target 11.7). All whilst paying 

particular attention to the needs of the most 

vulnerable demographics. 

 

                                                           
4 World Cities Report 2016: Urbanization and Development – 
Emerging Future, UN Habitat.  
5 Sustainable Development Goals Report 2017, UNPD. 

689 million 

             881 million   

http://www.fundacionfabre.org/
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WHO CAN DO WHAT? 

ON AN INTERNATIONAL LEVEL 

To discover how to plan and 

manage safe and sustainable urban 

settlements, the main international documents 

that encompass the UN-Habitat mandate are: the 

Vancouver Declaration and the Istanbul 

Declaration on Urban Settlements. 
 

ON A NATIONAL LEVEL 

149 countries are committed to 

coordinated urban planning. With 

contributions from regional and local levels, a 

national urban policy or a regional development 

plan, coordinated efforts can be guaranteed 

across all levels of government for sustainable 

urbanisation.  

ON A LOCAL LEVEL 

Jane Jacobs was a 

theorist and activist for 

the urbanisation of neighbourhoods at the end of 

the 20th century and the start of the 21st century. 

The Jane’s Walk movement - present in 48 

countries around the world and in 20 Spanish 

cities including Pamplona and Madrid – 

promotes awareness of socio-cultural aspects of 

neighbourhoods through guided walks. Discover 

the Jane’s Walk movement in the FABRE SDG 

11 Testimony.  

AND WHAT CAN YOU DO? 

“I do not want to live in a city in which the only 

cultural advantage is being able to make a right 

turn after stopping for a red traffic light.” (Woody Allen) 
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Infant and Primary Pupils 

Target 11.2 promotes the development of better affordable 
and accessible public transport services, paying particular 
attention to the needs of children. In Primary classes, you 
could ask your students: what form of transport do you use 
to get to school? To ensure that they reflect upon the 
problems created by a lack of safe transport, you could 
watch the film Camino a la Escuela.  

With Infant classes you could do arts and crafts around 
different means of transport. They can create a car, a bus, 
etc. using recycled materials. Ask them: why do we need 
these vehicles? What would your dream car be like? 

Secondary and Baccalaureate Students 

Target 11.4 indicates the need to enhance efforts to 
safeguard the cultural and natural heritage of cities. You 
could carry out an activity in which groups take to the 
streets to identify key elements of cultural and/or natural 
heritage in their city. Each group could choose a building, 
square, park, statue (or any other element they feel 
represents the cultural or natural heritage of their city). 
They could analyse its origin, history, importance for the 
city, and answer two questions: what is its state of 
preservation? Good? Poor? Has it received any care or 
remodelling? Who is responsible for its good or poor 
condition? 

http://www.fundacionfabre.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BnDoXpPHhE&t=68s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BnDoXpPHhE&t=68s

