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Introduction and background

This dialogue, organised by Wilton Park and the UK Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office (FCDO) in collaboration with the Commonwealth Sustainable
Cities Initiative (CSCI)," was held in April 2025. It brought together a diverse group of
stakeholders from across the Commonwealth — including representatives from
national and municipal governments, urban planners, academics, NGOs, and a range of
subject matter experts — to discuss shared challenges and solutions around
sustainable urbanisation.

This followed the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) in Rwanda
in 2022, during which Heads of Government adopted the Declaration on Sustainable

Urbanisation.

'The CSCl s a collaboration between the Association of Commonwealth Universities (ACU), the
Commonwealth Association of Architects (CAA), the Commonwealth Association of Planners (CAP), the
Commonwealth Engineers Council (CEC) and the Commonwealth Local Government Forum (CLGF),
working in collaboration with the Government of Rwanda and The King’s Foundation.
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https://production-new-commonwealth-files.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2022-06/Declaration%20on%20Sustainable%20Urbanisation.pdf?VersionId=ysAebS4bd3NhgPsbua6PDQg84Mb8DIYf
https://production-new-commonwealth-files.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2022-06/Declaration%20on%20Sustainable%20Urbanisation.pdf?VersionId=ysAebS4bd3NhgPsbua6PDQg84Mb8DIYf

The Declaration recognised that rapid urbanisation will have important consequences
for national economies, and that cities are where many of the solutions to climate
change will be realised; but that rapid urbanisation poses significant challenges to the
continued provision of municipal services, access to land, and the reduction of
greenhouse gas emissions. It called for sharing of knowledge and experience, including
through Commonwealth dialogue.

The Declaration highlighted shared aspirations for all Commonwealth urban areas,
including the need for integrated planning; the adoption of low- or zero-carbon
development; sustainable land management; provision of basic services to all,
including transport and clean water; and availability of municipal finance.

This dialogue’s key objective was to test the appetite for a multi-level, multi-
disciplinary, and multi-sector coalition across Commonwealth countries that would be
willing to engage around these shared aspirations. The dialogue also focused on how
such a coalition might be designed, the principles that would underpin it, and how it
might be operationalised.

The event began by setting the context - rapid, unplanned urbanisation in
Commonwealth countries — before discussing key sectoral challenges and concluding
by exploring the proposal for a coalition as a mechanism to address these challenges.

Wilton Park reports are brief summaries of the main points and conclusions of a
conference. The reports reflect rapporteurs’ personal interpretations of the
proceedings. As such they do not constitute any institutional policy of Wilton Park nor
do they necessarily represent the views of the rapporteur. Wilton Park reports and any
recommendations contained therein are for participants and are not a statement of
policy for Wilton Park, the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) or
His Majesty’s Government.

Should you wish to read other Wilton Park reports, or participate in upcoming Wilton
Park events, please consult our website www.wiltonpark.org.uk.

To receive our monthly bulletin and latest updates, please subscribe to
www.wiltonpark.org.uk/newsletter
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Challenges facing Commonwealth Cities

Participants highlighted a range of challenges facing Commonwealth cities. This
included the scale of urban growth: by 2050, an additional 2.5 billion people will live in
the world’s urban areas, of whom almost 50% will be in the Commonwealth.2 In
developing countries across the world, the urbanised land area will triple by 2050.3

Cities contribute to 70% of greenhouse gas emissions globally and are also responsible
for 75% of energy consumption.* As such, managing urban development is vital to
meeting national and international emissions reduction targets.

In many Commonwealth cities, informal, unplanned settlements account for a
significant proportion of urban growth. Such areas are less able to deal with the effects
of climate change, and it is more difficult and expensive for governments to provide
basic services to citizens in these areas.

Many countries lack adequate long-term urban planning strategies or effective
implementation mechanisms, and studies by the Commonwealth Built Environment
Professions have shown that there are critical shortages of professional capacity
and capability amongst architects, engineers and planners to meet the demands of
rapid urbanisation.®

Much of the expected growth is happening in secondary cities, despite these places
often having less capability, resources and funding. However, they also have
opportunities to leapfrog the challenges faced by capital cities.

Urban populations are also getting younger, especially in developing countries, with
over 60% of the Commonwealth’s population under 30 years old.® Urban development
needs to take account of this demographic shift and plan for future populations, not
just those already living in cities.

2 Planning for Climate Change and Rapid Urbanisation

8 Sustainable Cities and Communities: Development news, research, data | World Bank

4 https://www.iea.org/reports/empowering-urban-energy-transitions/executive-summary
5 Survey of the Built Environment Professions in the Commonwealth

8 Youth | Commonwealth
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Politics can affect successful delivery of urban planning. Many countries lack effective
coordination between national and local governments or have insufficient financing to
make desired changes.

There can be tensions between climate change mitigation and adaptation,
especially in developing countries. GDP growth can deliver poverty reduction and
greater climate adaptation but typically leads to higher emissions through increased
energy demand and industrial activity. Growing a country’s economy and adaptive
capability while driving climate mitigation is a key challenge.

Finally, concerns were raised about the availability and comprehensiveness of data.
Many Commonwealth countries have not conducted census surveys or other forms of
national data collection in many years. Where data does exist, there are often large
gaps in who is captured, especially poorer citizens, women, children, and ethnic
minorities.

Strengthening urban planning capability

Decisions today will shape cities for decades and that attention needs to be focused
on the entire rural to urban continuum, not simply on the larger cities.

Participants discussed specific solutions to the challenges of informal settlements and
rapid, unplanned urbanisation. In many countries these are difficult to tackle because
of funding shortages, lack of capacity and expertise in planning departments, and
insufficient collaboration between national and sub-national governments.

Urban expansion planning was presented as a viable model for cities to proactively
plan for future growth. It involves identifying land needed for growth; preparing a grid
of arterial roads in the periphery and securing rights of way for them; and establishing
“no build” zones to preserve land for public parks. Implemented through close
collaboration with local communities, this stripped-back masterplan can help deliver
sustainable urban development at a lower cost when compared with “retrofitting”
infrastructure into existing informal settlements.
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Strengthening the link between urban planning and revenue generation can help to
make the case for greater capability. Land value capture is commonly used to raise
revenue from property owners and developers, which is then deployed to fund public
infrastructure. This practice could be implemented by sub-national governments in
developing countries to promote planned urban expansion.

Identifying effective models for upgrading informal settlements is important. An
example in Nairobi was highlighted: The Mukuru SPA (Special Planning Area) is a multi-
disciplinary project bringing together the municipal government, urban planners, and
local communities to promote the improvement of an informal settlement.

Many delegates highlighted the importance of participatory planning, involving local
communities in decision-making. This is often paramount in Small Island Developing
States (SIDS), where much land is traditionally owned by local residents rather than the
government or freeholders.

More cross-sectoral communication could also help to solve wider problems around
the inefficiency and carbon-intensity of the construction industry.

Promoting localism and multi-level governance

The dialogue highlighted effective multi-level governance as animportant indicator of
sustainable urbanisation. Many national governments — especially Ministries of
Finance, which do not always understand their role in sustainable urbanisation — are
often resistant to devolving power or fiscal responsibility to sub-national
governments. This can happen for a range of reasons, including political divisions and
lack of trust.

It is important to change the narrative around governance, ensuring that local
governments are “at the table” in urban planning and overseas aid discussions. Given
that national governments may lack a clear incentive to devolve powers to
municipalities, delivering multi-level governance requires time and trust-building
between different levels of government, as well as an emphasis on bipartisanship and
shared responsibilities.
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There should be investment in leadership and peer learning at a local level, ensuring
that those in sub-national governments, including female leaders, have the support
and capacity to advocate for locally-led urban planning.

A coalition on sustainable urbanisation could make the case for multi-level governance,
following the example of how the Commonwealth has facilitated discussion on these
issues. The Commonwealth Local Government Forum provides a platform for greater

engagement between national and sub-national governments. In addition, the UK is
one of 75 signatories of the Coalition for High Ambition Multilevel Partnerships
(CHAMP) for climate action at COP28 in 2023. A call was made for more countries to
sign up to the initiative.

Better use of data and a greaterrole for academia

Data to support good decision-making is not always available in sufficient quantities,
nor is it always reliable, legitimate, or used effectively. It is often collected by technical
experts who do not necessarily share the same priorities as political actors. Data can
also be presented in ways that are not helpful to those who need to accessiit at the
local level.

Data could be made available to policymakers local and national, but in amore
standardised way to allow for meaningful comparison. An agreed hierarchy of data
would help to establish the building blocks required for city administrations and
support effective decision making at the local level. Artificial Intelligence could be
deployed to enable access to the right data sets. Data also needs to be visualised in
interesting ways to enable buy-in, with relevant case studies providing a narrative to
information and evidence. There is a role for universities in collecting and digitising
data.

Data could be more inclusive, capturing information from countries and groups that
are not always included. For example, it was raised that SIDS are not always
adequately represented in the narrative around rapid urbanisation. In addition, in many
Commonwealth cities, a significant proportion of economic activity is informal and
therefore not visible in current economic data sets.
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Along with delivering education and training to upskill and address competency and
capability gaps, academia can support with action-oriented research, tools and
expertinsight. Universities could invest in research that is more applied, which
measures impact better, and which has industry involvement to help streamline
and maximise impact. Some universities are already offering applied master’s degrees
or industry doctorates to enable closer links between researchers, policymakers, and
implementers.

Universities also have a role as conveners of stakeholders, co-designing evidence-
based research in collaboration with public policy, practitioner, and civil society
stakeholders across the Commonwealth’s networks. This research can be
mainstreamed within policy making and governance frameworks and harnessed by
national governments to support an international coalition. This happened previously
when the Association of Commonwealth Universities supported 48 academic
researchers to provide support for actions noted in the Commonwealth Blue Charter.

Provision of finance to promote action

Barriers to raising and deploying finance for sustainable urbanisation include: a lack of
capacity and resources in local government; siloed working and poor multi-level
governance; political instability; legal or institutional barriers to accessing loans or tax
revenue; high interest rates; and a lack of creditworthiness or guarantees at the local
level.

In order to promote multi-level governance and finance, countries could use sub-
national funds such as EFSD+, which guarantees national governments against
defaults at alocal level.

Participants highlighted the importance of bipartisan, long-term political and
economic commitments. In addition, the aggregation of multiple projects, in
collaboration with local government, can increase financing return for investors while
ensuring long-term strategic direction.

Revenue generation activities are vital to increasing planning capability and improving
municipal creditworthiness. Land value capture can help to fund public infrastructure
through levies on developers and landowners. Other methods of revenue generation
include sovereign wealth funds; asset management; and packaging and selling of debt.
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Other solutions included local finance frameworks, which allow cities to rapidly

assess which financial instruments would work for a project. In, addition, local

delivery units can advise cities on financial mechanisms from the design stage to

delivery and can offer loans to municipalities.

A Commonwealth Coalition for Sustainable Urbanisation

A proposal was brought by the Commonwealth Sustainable Cities Initiative (CSCI) to

create a coalition to help accelerate transformational change in urbanisation across the

Commonwealth. Such a coalition would be multi-level (i.e. national and sub-national

governments), multi-disciplinary, and multi-sector.

There was strong support for the proposal. The Commonwealth was described as a

unique organisation with strong convening power, including at the ministerial level,

and would provide an opportunity to pursue shared action in this area while helping to

implement the Declaration on Sustainable Urbanisation.

Several activities that the coalition might support were highlighted:

Report:

Sharing of knowledge and expertise across the network, including on digital
planning, large-scale datasets, technical expertise, and multi-level delivery and
implementation. A wide range of participants expressed willingness to
participate in this.

Conducting research to close evidence and data gaps and support translating
policy into action. The Association of Commonwealth Universities will be
launching an ‘Expert Group’ on sustainable urbanisation to support this.
Time-limited city-to-city partnerships, or “twinning”, and “peer review” of
cities. Multiple cities could produce urban development plans at the same time
and draw on coalition support to deliver a scaled pipeline of projects in more
than one location.

Establishment of regional hubs for cities with similar challenges (e.g. in sub-
Saharan Africa) to facilitate more specific and tailored activities.

Targeted training and capacity-building for mayors, urban planners, civil
servants, and other professionals, including reviewing competencies and
qualifications. Some participants already provide technical assistance and
training opportunities to municipalities and would be willing to make these more
widely available. (There could be an existing model for this in the
Commonwealth Judicial Education Institute (CJEI)).
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e Advocation of innovative finance mechanisms for cities and local
governments. A common financing instrument could be considered.
Alternatively, multilateral development banks could provide national or sub-
national finance options.

The multi-level aspect of the coalition was deemed to be particularly important as a
way of sharing knowledge and strengthening the voices and actions of national and
subnational governments.

Key thematic areas identified for action in the coalition included: finance; digital and
data transformation; education and training; disaster resilience; urban planning; public-
private partnerships (PPPs); extreme heat and cooling; affordable housing;
governance and strengthening the involvement of local governments; and informal
settlements.

Next steps for CSClI could include:

e Mapping other existing coalitions to avoid duplication with this coalition.

e Exploring options around funding for the coalition’s activities and working to
establish a secretariat to lead on this agenda.

e Establishing the appetite for the development of a Ministerial Steering Group
to better connect policy and practice (drawing inspiration from the model
adopted by the Commonwealth Blue Charter).

e Establishing clear objectives, actions, and timelines, and identifying “quick
wins” to maintain momentum.

e Establishing regular progress monitoring and communication with national
and sub-national governments and networks.

Jacob Osborne
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