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Foreword
Our planet needs successful cities—cities that are centers of

Urban leaders should chart a new path with equity at its

innovation and productivity, cities where every family thrives,

core. Historically, cities have been founts of innovation and

cities that realize the promise of low-carbon prosperity.

leadership. A handful of forward-thinking cities have made

We are not yet building the cities we need. One in two
people live in cities and 2.5 billion more will do so by 2050.
Cities produce over 80% of GDP but also 70% of global GHG
emissions. Our cities are growing, while inequality widens

breakthroughs in recent years. But most cities remain on the
path of unequal, unsafe, polluting growth while re-creating
known failures. We need to rapidly transform how all cities
around the world are built, managed, and experienced.

and livelihoods dwindle. Urban infrastructure is not keeping

This synthesis report is the culmination of six years of

pace with the surge in residents. With many cities already

work from 160+ authors and reviewers across the globe.

struggling to meet people’s basic needs, global development

It offers a roadmap for how to unleash transformative change

and climate challenges are increasingly urban challenges. A

in cities. We present the best thinking on priority actions

sustainable future depends on whether cities can transform.

and investments that can create prosperity and improve

Is there a path to transformative change that can make

livelihoods for everyone. It is as relevant for Houston or

cities more prosperous, more equal, and low-carbon at

Madrid as it is for Delhi or Lagos.

the same time?

When we began this research, we asked if cities could

The COVID-19 pandemic has devastated cities, exposing

thrive by prioritizing the needs of the under-served. The

long-present inequalities. The urban poor are much more

answer is a resounding yes. In fact, we can create the cities we

vulnerable to disease without even simple measures to protect

need only if we focus on ending inequality and invigorating

themselves. And it is not only lives lost, but livelihoods. The

livelihoods. But there is no time to waste.

pandemic pushed millions more people into urban poverty,
often with no social safety net. The 2 billion informal workers
who pick up waste, do construction, drive minibuses, sell
goods on the street, and do domestic work are engines
of growth and productivity in many places. Cities cannot
function when informal workers are unable to participate
fully in the economy. Cities must emerge from this crisis with
a deliberate focus on tackling inequality.
The time is now for more sustainable urban development.
There is a narrow window to limit global warming and adapt
to climate impacts. We need radical shifts in the way we use
energy, produce food, manage land, and live in cities. And
we must invest much more in building resilience. Trillions
of dollars of stimulus spending for COVID-19 recovery has
opened a once-in-a-generation opportunity to reset and
reshape our economies—but it must be a green recovery. We
must invest in more equitable and sustainable cities that are

Ani Dasgupta
President & CEO
World Resources Institute

better prepared for the next crisis.
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WHY THIS REPORT MATTERS
“The pandemic has exacerbated existing spatial inequalities and exposed new vulnerabilities. We now need to address
systemic inequality in cities head-on, going back to housing, public spaces, basic services, mobility, and connectivity to
implement the New Urban Agenda in order to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. This also means providing
access to social safety nets and supporting cities to create financial resilience. Such an approach comes with a unique
opportunity to invest in low-carbon and climate resilient infrastructure, while promoting multilevel coordination. This wellresearched World Resources Report draws from diverse experiences in rapidly changing cities to ground this vision by
proposing seven concrete transformative pathways to build a more just, green, and healthy future.”
Maimunah Mohd Sharif
Executive Director, United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat),
& Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations

“Rapid and growing urbanization, increasingly concentrated in intermediate cities, raises questions of territorial equity
and access to urban infrastructure, services, and opportunities. The COVID pandemic has highlighted the important role
that local actors can play in providing rapid responses and solutions. We, at AFD, remain committed to supporting cities,
alongside our partners such as WRI, in achieving the necessary urban transformations to meet these challenges and
improve resilience to climate change. We thank WRI for the excellent report and recommendations and look forward to
furthering our collaboration in this domain.”
Rémy Rioux
Chief Executive Officer,
Agence Française de Développement (AFD)

“Quality of life in our cities is closely associated with the infrastructure that forms the fabric of daily urban life. WRI’s
striking report reminds us that globally, a third of city-dwellers have insufficient access to services such as decent housing,
transport, energy, water, and sanitation.
The world is facing a climate emergency and it’s vital that cities are equipped with the tools to tackle these challenges
and address inequalities. The case studies and recommendations of this timely report do an excellent job of supporting
that work, to help drive the global transformation we need.”
Shirley Rodrigues
Deputy Mayor for Environment and Energy,
City of London, United Kingdom

“WRI’s World Resources Report timeously confronts a world, and more specifically a global South, in a state of recovery
from a devastating COVID-19 pandemic which has deepened the significant structural disadvantages which predated it.
Poverty and inequality have increased across the board while the impacts of climate change and resource degradation
continue to rise. City governments are at the frontline of programmatically addressing these challenges. The seven
crucial urban transformations outlined in this report provide a great platform for leaders to critically analyze services
offered to the most vulnerable while also attracting the much-needed investment to facilitate inclusive economic recovery
and development.”
Parks Tau
Member of the Executive Council (MEC), Gauteng Department of Economic Development,
Environment, Agriculture and Rural Development, South Africa
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“COVID-19 has further exacerbated inequality in every aspect of urban life. People living in confined spaces with limited
access to public infrastructure and services and depending on precarious working conditions have been hit harder by the
pandemic. The report could not come at a more appropriate time. It addresses the pressing problem of inequality from
a holistic perspective and undertakes the endeavour to find integrated solutions. It thus confirms our experience: lack of
access to basic infrastructure and services is not only a major development obstacle but a growing impediment for creating
climate-friendly and resilient urban space. Solving it requires integrated, multi-level and multi-stakeholder approaches.”
Ingrid-Gabriela Hoven
Managing Director, Deutsche Gesellschaft für
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH

“Urban transitions are vital for people and the planet. Our cities hold the keys to liveability, sustainability, and the security
of jobs and services for the majority of the world’s people, but reform is urgent. Almost half of global carbon emissions can
be eliminated if cities become carbon-free zones and use their procurement power to demand carbon-neutral production
and services. Likewise, they can ensure people’s rights and decent work within their boundaries and beyond, but they must
be financed and municipal authorities must engage employers, workers, and communities in just transition plans. The
World Resources Report lays out a critical roadmap.”
Sharan Burrow
General Secretary,
International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC)

“This World Resources Report brings together a wide range of insights on pre- and post-COVID urban innovation, into a
clear seven-step implementation framework. If local governments, businesses and citizens put their collective shoulders to
these wheels, cities across the world could become more equal, prosperous and resilient, accelerating the transformation
towards global sustainability.”
Aromar Revi
Director, Indian Institute for Human Settlements (IIHS) and Co-Chair,
UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN)

“Life on planet earth has suffered significant impacts on all sectors of the population because of COVID-19. The
development of new models and adaptations for more equitable cities will be the best way to integrate and implement
change strategies, leading to the transformation of our cities. This will require intelligent governance that provides a
path to develop and implement development agendas with a clear vision of the future for cities and communities. The
seven transformations provide such a framework. They apply technologies, knowledge, and digital capacity to processes,
products, assets, and public policies to improve efficiency, improve quality of life, manage risk, and discover new incomegenerating opportunities.”
Martha Delgado
Vice Minister of Multilateral Affairs and Human Rights,
Mexican Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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“Towards a More Equal City does not shy away from the sobering and unvarnished truths about the impact of inequality on
our world. However, this report provides tangible reasons to be hopeful about how the strategic development of our cities
can be a path toward equality.”
Majora Carter
CEO, Majora Carter Group LLC

“This WRI report starkly demonstrates the hidden toll of inequalities in access to public services in cities. Income alone,
the report argues, is no longer a sufficient barometer for quality of life. The human, economic, and environmental costs of
private vehicles, dirty energy, contaminated water, pollution, and climate risks are inextricably linked to issues of inequality.
These challenges can all be tackled together through the research-based solutions and wealth of examples in this report.
With the most vulnerable on the frontlines, partnering with communities on the ground to put the solutions outlined into
practice must be an immediate priority.”
Manish Bapna
President and Chief Executive Officer,
Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)

“India’s urban population is projected to double by 2050 and the quality of this urbanization is critical to ensuring India
meets the Sustainable Development Goals. For us, “smart cities” are livable and sustainable cities with economies that
work for all, particularly the most vulnerable. Aligned with this report, I believe that the achievement of these outcomes
hinges on effective use of data and technology, innovative financing, able governance, and integrated, climate-sensitive
urban planning. The report offers practical knowledge on transforming urban practice on these tenets, with many examples
to learn from. Its guidance on improving livelihoods for informal workers and engaging them in the vision for a better city is
refreshing. I am glad to see Pune and Ahmedabad included as city case studies and am keen to advance this agenda in our
future endeavors.”
Kunal Kumar
Joint Secretary & Mission Director (Smart Cities Mission),
Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs, Government of India

“At a time where cities have become major players in the field of sustainable development, this report helps identify key
strategies to respond to the current challenges comprehensively. With a growing share of both people and economic activity
in urban areas, low-carbon cities will certainly be key to reducing climate risks. But the way they handle it can exacerbate
or minimize inequality. For instance, Africa cannot focus narrowly on climate mitigation alone; they must also find ways to
reduce poverty, create decent jobs, and reduce pollution. It is therefore essential to identify low-carbon measures that also
deliver real improvements in people’s lives.”
Carlos Lopes
Professor, Mandela School of Public Governance,
University of Cape Town
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“The battle for a sustainable future will be won or lost in the world’s cities. This superb report is a good news-bad news
story. It shows how cities can dramatically transform themselves to become low carbon, inclusive, creative, and productive
– and that this transition is good for people, planet, and even politics. But the shift isn’t happening nearly fast enough. In
most cities carbon emissions are still rising, along with inequality and congestion. City, national, community and corporate
leaders should seize the opportunities this report offers while there is still time.”
Andrew Steer
President and CEO
Bezos Earth Fund

“Emerging cities, particularly in India, are growing at an unprecedented rate. We must see them as an opportunity for
effecting transformative positive change towards low carbon cities. Local, state, and national governments can play an
important role with the private sector in delivering clean water and energy, housing, and transport. The right regulation and
pricing can help control the waste of natural resources, while improving the health and livelihoods of all urban dwellers.
Addressing fundamental issues of poverty and inequality in cities is essential to building resilience. We need a manual for a
shift to low-carbon, sustainable, inclusive urban development, and the World Resources Report is that manual.”
Jamshyd Godrej
Chairman and Managing Director,
Godrej & Boyce Mfg Co. Ltd.

“Chinese cities are undergoing unprecedented urbanization. 99% of the urban residents in Chinese cities have secured
the access to clean water, public transport services, and grid connections and we must ensure these core services are
available for residents in all new towns or redeveloped urban centers. The per capita housing area in cities has reached 40
square meters and through good spatial planning, we can ensure housing is well connected to services and opportunities
for all people. Despite the progress, Chinese cities still confront serious impacts from climate change, urgency for lowcarbon transitions to meet the country’s 2060 carbon neutrality commitments, and amenity and service gaps for an aging
society and emerging middle class. Through the release of World Resources Report, we hope to exchange best practices
and lessons learnt with global peers towards a shared equal and sustainable future.”
Qiu Baoxing
Former Vice Minister of Housing and Urban-Rural Development,
P. R. China and Counsellor of the State Council, P. R. China

“I am not hopeful. I am certain. We know what is causing climate change. Cities are clearly at the frontlines.
A warming planet will have increasingly devastating effects on our lives, livelihoods, economies, health and security,
disproportionally affecting those that have the least. Addressing inequalities must be central to our actions. We can
absolutely avoid the worst and build a better world in the process. This is the single most important decade in human
history to take urgent action to tackle inequality at the same level as the climate crisis. Global efforts hinge on how
cities will meet this challenge.”
Kitty van der Heijden
Director General for International Cooperation,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Netherlands
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Executive Summary
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HIGHLIGHTS
▸

▸

▸

▸

▸

▸

A different kind of urbanization is unfolding in
the global South. Under-resourced cities are
growing fast and haphazardly, with large swaths
of city dwellers living in informal settlements
and working in the informal economy.
Globally, more than 1.2 billion people—or one in
three urban residents—are under-served daily
by core urban services (good-quality housing,
transport, water, sanitation, and energy).
Bridging the “urban services divide” can
bring cascading benefits to the entire city and
unleash citywide transformative change.
Inequality is typically measured by analyzing
differences in incomes, but this is only one
dimension of the problem. Unequal access
to essential infrastructure and services
can have a much greater impact on lives,
livelihoods, and long-term prospects than
differences in earnings.
This synthesis report is the culmination of the
World Resources Report series, Towards a More
Equal City, and shows how growing cities in
the global South can ensure equitable access
to urban services and opportunities and, in
doing so, build city-wide prosperity and better
environmental quality for all.
We reveal seven crucial urban transformations
that are needed in the areas of infrastructure
design and delivery, service provision, data
collection, urban employment, finance, land
management, and governance.
These transformations require decision-makers
to break out of silos, build new coalitions, and
embrace new resources, technologies, and
policy innovations. Global efforts to fight poverty
and climate change hinge on how cities will
meet this challenge. The time to act is now.

THE URBAN SERVICES DIVIDE
IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH
The coronavirus pandemic has laid bare the growing
inequalities in cities between those who have money and
options to remain safe and employed and those who do
not. It has exacerbated the effects of a long-standing urban
services divide, with disastrous consequences. On one side of
that divide are city dwellers who have access to crucial urban
services and infrastructure; on the other side are those who
lack running water and sanitation, electricity, decent housing,
transport, and other amenities. For them, even the most basic
precautions—such as frequent hand washing and keeping a
safe distance from others—are near impossible. Disease and
job loss have stalked these communities in ways that most
well-to-do urbanites can barely fathom. These communities
are often made up of the essential workers who toil to keep
cities running. The burdens they face impact the functioning
of the entire city.
These inequalities are deepening and spreading,
particularly in growing cities of the global South. The
majority of city dwellers are already suffering from the
consequences of the urban services divide, and that share is
rising fast as urban populations increase. Today, more than 1.2
billion people live in urban slums and are among the underserved—representing about one-third of urban dwellers
worldwide and two-thirds in low-income countries.1 Solutions
from the past may not apply in these challenging, yet dynamic
contexts, so new approaches are needed.
Globally, more than 2 billion people work in the informal
economy, which has been decimated by COVID-19, and
these workers are not covered by social safety nets.2 This
represents almost 90 percent of the workforce in rapidly
urbanizing countries such as Kenya and India.3 In many cities,
unequal access to services and insecure employment force
many to struggle daily for life’s most basic necessities and
denies them the chance to improve their lives.
Those who are under-served by urban services suffer
disproportionately, not only from disease outbreaks but
also from threats of all kinds, including economic shocks,
environmental degradation, and natural disasters. Even
in normal times, the urban services divide does more than
exacerbate inequality and punish those who are marginalized
and vulnerable. It could lock cities into a cycle of poverty, low
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productivity, and unhealthy living conditions for the rest of

with concurrent needs to increase quality of life, jobs, and

the century and beyond, undermining everyone’s quality of

resilience and to reduce carbon emissions. Transformative

life. Unless leaders can act decisively, these trends will be hard

change is urgently needed, and a few cities have shown this is

to stop, let alone to reverse.

possible, despite challenges.

Scholars have identified pervasive, growing urban social

Our research explores this question: As the world

and spatial inequalities as the crisis of our times—one

continues to urbanize, how can growing cities in the

that impacts everyone and must be confronted if we are to

global South ensure equitable access to urban services

meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030.4

and opportunities and, in doing so, generate prosperity

Yet inertia prevails, even as the consequences of ignoring this

and environmental benefits for all? This flagship World

reality loom ever larger and more ominously.

Resources Report series, Towards a More Equal City provides

Richer cities have been able to spearhead a host of
innovations to improve services and tackle inequalities
in access. But for the vast majority of the world’s cities, these
ideas and breakthroughs have not touched most of the 3.4
billion city dwellers in low- or middle-income countries.
The tools, frameworks, and methods available to these cities
are often inadequate, irrelevant, or, worse, detrimental.
Replicating wealthy cities’ experiments or following in their
footsteps may be ill-advised. Of more than 4,200 cities in the
world (with populations over 100,000 in 2010), most have
not figured out a successful way forward. 5 They struggle

answers. Over five years, we developed a knowledge
base culminating in a road map for sweeping, durable,
and transformative changes in the ways cities are built,
managed, and experienced (see Box ES-1). This synthesis
report builds on that work and presents new analysis that
identifies common threads and effective strategies. The report
synthesizes our sectoral research, in-depth case studies, and
deep examination of how cities actually change. It documents
breakthrough innovations that cities have pioneered and
reveals not only which solutions must be our highest
priorities but also how to implement them.
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BOX ES-1: The World Resources Report series, Towards a More Equal City
At World Resources Institute, we investigated the ways in
which economic, demographic, and resource challenges can
widen gaps in urban services. We then synthesized a large
body of evidence on how providing equitable access to urban
services and opportunities—land, housing, transport, energy,
water, sanitation, and secure employment—can lead to more
economically prosperous and environmentally sustainable cities
for all (Figure BES-1.1). Seven thematic papers highlight sectoral
interventions that have proven effective in cities around the world,
with a focus on struggling and emerging cities.a They draw upon
the deep experience of the authors in these sectors. We did not
include waste management and telecommunications access as
part of this series; however, evidence shows these sectors face
many public provision challenges that are similar to the ones we
discuss.
We identified key conditions that trigger, enable, or inhibit
positive change at the city level. Confronting the urban services
divide, however, is not only about providing better infrastructure.
It also means transforming the fundamental levers of city life and

creating a new dynamic that can support change—and not just
change that is halting and incremental but change that is durable
and transformative.
Seven case studiesb offer examples of cities that have striven
for and achieved transformative change by intentionally tackling
inequities. They document the experiences of seven different
cities in their advancement towards this goal, the opportunities
they seized, and the constraints they faced. Cities can learn from
one another’s successes and failures to help bring about their
own change.
This synthesis report presents the findings from the entire
series, identifying crucial transformations needed in thinking
and practice. It shows that addressing service and opportunity
inequities in cities will yield cascading benefits for the city overall.
It can bend trajectories of growth and development towards
sustainability, shared prosperity, and a better quality of life for all
urban residents.

Figure BES-1.1 | This synthesis report draws from seven thematic papers and seven city case studies

F R AM IN G PAPE R

Thematic Papers
Energy

Housing

Land
Management

Transport

Water

City Case Studies
Sanitation

Guadalajara

Informal
Economy

Porto Alegre

Pune

Johannesburg

Ahmedabad

Kampala

Surabaya

Synthesis
Report
Crucial shifts needed to advance equity and
achieve transformative change in cities
Note: To access the full set of publications, please visit www.citiesforall.org.

We also developed a global city categorization to allow us to
identify the cities facing the greatest challenges and to consider
approaches best suited for these contexts, recognizing that there
are no one-size-fits-all solutions. We grouped cities according
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to their 2015 levels of income and the extent to which their
urban economic growth might or might not keep pace with their
population growth between 2015 and 2030 (Figure BES-1.2).c
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BOX ES-1: The World Resources Report series, Towards a More Equal City (Cont.)
Struggling and emerging cities that still need to invest the most to
provide necessary infrastructure and services will actually have
the greatest opportunity to avoid the mistakes other cities have

made and alter their development trajectory while considering
risks such as climate change.

Figure BES-1.2 | Struggling, emerging, thriving, and stabilizing cities are regionally clustered

Income (GDP/capita)
in 2015

EMERGI NG C I T I E S

T H R I V I N G C I T IE S

LOW Income Today
HIGH Income Growth Relative to
Population Growth (2015-2030)

HIGH Income Today
HIGH Income Growth Relative to
Population Growth (2015-2030)

S T RUGGL I NG CIT IE S

S TABIL IZ IN G C IT I E S

LOW Income Today
LOW Income Growth Relative to
Population Growth (2015-2030)

HIGH Income Today
LOW Income Growth Relative to
Population Growth (2015-2030)

Income Growth/Urban Population Growth (2015-2030)

Struggling
Emerging
Thriving
Stabilizing

Notes: a. These are the seven World Resources Report thematic papers: Chen and Beard (2018), King et al. (2017), Mahendra and Seto (2019), Mitlin et al.
(2019), Satterthwaite et al. (2019), Venter et al. (2019), and Westphal et al. (2017); b. These are the seven World Resources Report case studies: Abers et
al. (2018), Das and King (2019), Kamath et al. (2018), Lwasa and Owens (2018), Mahadevia et al. (2018), Pieterse and Owens (2018), and Sarmiento et al.
(2019); c. n = 769. The vertical line indicates median value of GDP per capita and the horizontal line indicates a value of 1.
Sources: Oxford Economics, 2016; Beard et al., 2016.
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THE LIVED EXPERIENCE
OF AN UNEQUAL CITY
Most research analyzes poverty and inequality by

Our research therefore took a new approach: examining

measuring differences in incomes, but this is only one

urban inequalities by looking at the everyday lives of

dimension of the problem. The way people experience a

urban dwellers and the relative burdens they face in

city is shaped by their access to services and opportunities—

accessing core urban services. Figure ES-1 highlights the

whether they have safe and affordable housing, clean water,

contrast between better-served and under-served groups.

adequate sanitation, reliable transport, and ways to get the

It shows how the urban services divide creates more

employment, health care, education, and other amenities

opportunities for the better-served groups and higher burdens

they need. Unequal access to essential infrastructure can have

for the under-served in terms of time, cost, and ill health.

a much greater impact on lives, livelihoods, and long-term
prospects than differences in earnings.6

Figure ES-1A | Inequities in access to services affect every part of people’s lives

The urban services divide shows why daily activities are easier for some and a struggle for others
An illustrative urban dweller living in good quality housing or a better served area of the city,
with reliable, affordable and safe access to water, sanitation, transport and energy

Opportunities (for productivity, prosperity, better health)

An illustrative urban dweller living in inadequate housing or a poorly served area of the city,
with limited access to water, sanitation, transport, and energy

Reliable,
affordable water
access—wakes at a
reasonable time,
knowing there is
water in the taps

No indoor water—
water—
wakes early to queue at
expensive tanker trucks
or a shared water point

Note:
is a conceptual
diagram.
Note: This
is aThis
conceptual
diagram.
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Betterserved

Constant, reliable
power—has lighting,
heating, and cooling, and
does not worry about
p
interruptions
to work
Access to public
transit or a private
vehicle—has a short,
swift, and affordable
commute

No access to affordable
public transit or private
vehicles—walks
vehicles
—walks or
commutes long distances
in congestion, paying
multiple fares, rain or shine

Intermittent power or
no access to power—
power—
must use unhealthy,
inadequate, or expensive
methods for lighting,
cooking, and heating,
which interrupts work

Daily Activities

Source: Authors

Secure housing with private
and safely managed
sanitation— lives in decent
housing with access to
services and opportunities,
with few concerns about
familyy health and safetyy

Crowded slum with shared
on-site sanitation—lives
sanitation—lives in
poor-quality housing with
inadequate services, risk of
eviction, flooding and other
disasters, and constant concern
about family health and safety

Underserved

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

Figure ES-1B | Inequities in access to services affect every part of people’s lives

The urban services divide leads to higher burdens and fewer opportunities for the under-served

BURDENS

BURDENS
BURDEN

The under-served are burdened
by higher costs in terms of time,
money, and health, with fewer
resources and limited
opportunities

OPPORTUNITIES

Better
served

Though still affected
by indirect costs of the divide,
such as pollution, the better
served face fewer costs in terms of
time, money, and health, with more
resources to pursue opportunities

OPPORTUNITIES

Underserved

The cumulative costs of the urban services divide impact everyone in the city
One icon is equal to 5 million people

Individual burdens

Citywide costs

Time

Higher inequality

Money

Reduced productivity

Health

Damaged environment

More than 1.2 billion urban dwellers are under-served globally,
representing 2 in 3 city residents in low-income countries.a
Closing the urban services divide is beneficial for everyone.
a. figure
This figure
is based
on data
from
World
DevelopmentIndicators
Indicators (2018b)
(2018) on
global
population
of slum of
dwellers
in urban areas.
Note:Note:
a. This
is based
on data
from
thethe
World
Development
onthe
only
the global
population
slum dwellers
in urban areas, and
A slum is defined as a group of individuals living under the same roof and lacking one or more of the following conditions: access to improved water,
is therefore a minimum estimate of the under-served. A slum is defined as a group of individuals living under the same roof lacking one or more of the
access to improved sanitation, sufficient living area, and durability of housing.
following conditions: access to improved water, access to improved sanitation, sufficient living area, and durability of housing. Not only are urban slum
populations underestimated, the under-served in cities comprise many low-income people who may not live in slums.

Source: Authors.

Our findings reveal the enormous gap between the

“Self-provision”8 of this nature wastes time, exhausts

services accessible to the majority of urban residents

resources, degrades the environment, jeopardizes health,

and those available to the privileged few. Up to 70

and exacerbates inequalities. It forces people to rely on

percent (and in some cases more) of the urban population

parallel or informal markets that are often unregulated, so

in the global South is reported to be under-served by

the quality and price of urban services can vary widely. The

municipal infrastructure (see Figure ES-2 for specific sectoral

alternative arrangements may be illegal, costly, unsafe, or

examples).7 These people must rely on informal or alternative

exploitative, imposing heavy burdens on the environment,

arrangements to procure core services such as housing, water,

on individuals, and whole societies.

sanitation, transport, and energy.
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Self-provision harms low-income residents the most.

The urban services divide has a stark spatial dimension.

They struggle every day to meet basic needs for water,

Unplanned or poorly planned urban expansion with little

sanitation, energy, and transport—and what they can get is

public investment often relegates those without wealth to

often inferior to, and more expensive than, municipal services

informal settlements and to peripheral areas of cities where

available to others. They also may pay more, not just as a

land is cheap. This creates long-term zones of disadvantage,

share of income but in absolute terms. This disproportionately

where basic urban services are scant, inadequate, or missing

burdens them, limits their opportunities to thrive, and can

altogether. Haphazard and sprawling development creates

leave them further and further behind.

a vicious cycle. It makes neighborhoods harder to reach,

9

The well-to-do can be more resilient. They are the most
likely to have running water piped into their homes and be
connected to the electrical grid. But if their water is not clean
or flows intermittently, they can supplement and purchase
in-home water storage tanks, water treatment equipment, and
bottled water. If the power goes out regularly, they can buy
diesel generators and the fuel to run them. They can move

which, in turn, can make connecting all parts of the city
to good-quality infrastructure and services prohibitively
expensive and difficult. The cumulative impact of lacking
access to multiple services, day after day, is crippling.
Individual families suffer, but our research shows that whole
communities and cities also suffer when most citizens lack
access to basic services.

to gated, privately serviced communities, insulated from the
hardships that others endure.

Figure ES-2 | High percentages of urban dwellers lack reliable, affordable, and safe access to core services

and opportunities offered by cities
Core services:

H O U SIN G

67%

City dwellers that lack access to affordable and secure housing (2020)a

ENERGY

42%

Urban population in low-income countries that lacks access to electricity (2017)b

TRA N SPO R T

35%

Or more of household income spent on commuting by low-income people (2019)e

WAT E R

50%

Population in 15 major cities in the global South that lack access to piped water (2018)f

SA N I TATIO N

64%

Sewage and fecal sludge in 15 major cities in the global South that is
unsafely managed (2018)g

Cross-cutting issues:

EMPLOYMENT
L A ND

50-80%

Employment across global South cities that is informal (2018)c

80%

Increase in global urban land area from 2018-2030g, with majority of poor living
in unserviced periphery

Note: Analysis from the World Resources Report: Towards a More Equal City series, 2016 to 2019.
Sources: a. World Bank, 2018b; b. World Bank, 2016a; c. Venter et al., 2019; d. WRI, 2018; Mitlin et al., 2019; e. WRI, 2018; Satterthwaite et al., 2019;
f. ILO, 2018b; g. Mahendra and Seto, 2019; Seto et al., 2012.
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CURRENT URBANIZATION TRENDS
EXACERBATE INEQUALITIES

NATIONAL AND GLOBAL
IMPLICATIONS OF THE URBAN
SERVICES DIVIDE

The pace and scale of today’s urbanization is
unprecedented, and urban growth has shifted to low- and

Global efforts to fight poverty hinge on whether urban

middle-income countries.10 The world’s urban population is

populations have access to services and opportunities.

expected to grow by 2.5 billion people by 2050, with almost 90

In many countries, poverty is increasingly shifting from

percent of the increase occurring in Africa and Asia.11 Urban

rural to urban areas and, in a worrying change from historic

populations in countries of the global South will climb by

trends, a growing share of the poor live in urban areas. This

about 75 percent by 2050, and most of the world’s struggling

is particularly evident when measures of poverty go beyond

and emerging cities are in these countries (see Box ES-1).

income to include access to education and basic infrastructure
such as electricity, water, and sanitation. Current patterns of

The historic link between urbanization and growing

urban development are making poverty an increasingly urban

prosperity is breaking. In earlier decades, urbanization
and rising incomes went hand in hand. Booming economies

problem, with women and children bearing the brunt.

helped bankroll investments needed to tackle urban

Environmental degradation and climate change are

problems. But today, that link is weak or broken in many

linked to urban problems too. Unplanned, sprawling

low- and middle-income countries. The fastest-growing cities

development without basic infrastructure leaves residents

currently face the most daunting problems and often have

stripping and burning forests for fuel, sitting in endless

the fewest resources to deal with them. They are constrained

traffic jams, and discharging sewage into open pits. Valuable

by stagnant economies, weak institutions, and low capacity.
Cities lack the revenue they need to build better infrastructure
and improve access to services, which makes it harder to
attract investment and spur economic growth.
The rise of informality means that a growing share of
economic activity is taking place without government
regulation or oversight. Informality—in the sense of the
informal provision of services, informal settlement, and
informal employment—is pervasive in the rapidly growing
cities of the global South. Between 50 and 80 percent of urban
employment is informal,12 and about 29 percent of all urban
residents globally live in informal settlements or slums13—a
number considered to be a serious underestimation.
Informality in its different forms is one of the less studied
but most important trends that we examined. In many cities,
decision-makers are ill-equipped to deal with informality
in a constructive way, often ignoring or hobbling this
sector and the primarily female workers who rely on it for
their livelihoods.14

resources are being squandered, and air and water pollution
are making people sick. If current trends continue, the cities
of the global South will account for more than half of global
urban carbon dioxide emissions by 2050.15 In addition, their
populations will face some of the gravest environmental
risks and impacts of climate change. Low-lying and coastal
cities, especially in Africa and Asia, will be flooded by rising
seas and battered by more violent storms, and they will have
only minimal capacity to adapt. Within these cities, large
informal settlements are the most vulnerable to these risks.
Much of the infrastructure is yet to be built in these cities,
and so they hold a valuable opportunity for more climateresilient development.
The stakes—for our economy, our planet, and our
common future—could not be higher. Decisions made
today can embed poverty, deny opportunity, and widen the
urban services divide in ways that grow harder and harder to
reverse. They also can lock in high energy consumption and
carbon emissions for decades to come. But if done right, these
decisions can also lead to transformative change for people,
cities, and the environment.
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THE CASE FOR
TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE
Prosperous cities are crucial for national economic

are piloting ideas and trying new approaches in fits and

development. For much of human history, cities have been

starts—in one sector, one neighborhood, or one city—we are

reliable engines of economic growth. They have concentrated

not making the needed transformational course corrections

talent, incubated ideas, fueled productivity, and nurtured

because of the size of the problem and the momentum

innovation. They have offered opportunities for work, study

behind traditional ways of doing things. In this report, we

and entrepreneurship that have lifted the fortunes of whole

have drawn together scattered experiences and insights that

nations. But today, unequal access to services could prove a

illustrate a new way to understand and implement sustainable

fatal drag on this growth.

urbanization, from top to bottom.

A new approach is needed for transformative change in

We define transformative change as lasting change that

cities and the time for short-lived, piecemeal solutions

enhances access to urban services and opportunities

is over. Narrow, sectoral approaches are not going to be

while improving institutional practices and outcomes

enough to help cities in the midst of unsustainable, unequal,

across multiple urban sectors and enduring across

ad hoc development that traps most residents in poverty.

political administrations.16 It will not be enough to channel

Transformative change is fundamentally more people

more money into infrastructure and investments that fail to

centered. It starts with the lived experience of people and

address gaping inequities in access to services.

uses this as the metric of success rather than focusing only on
income or carbon emissions. We have gathered evidence from
across the world on how cities can start providing access to
services and opportunities more sustainably and equitably.

This synthesis report highlights seven transformations
cities can make to halt the current downward spiral.
Through examples, we highlight how these transformations
can alter current trajectories and galvanize action to achieve

To pursue transformative change, cities in the global

more equal, thriving, and sustainable cities. Making these

South will need to depart from business as usual. This

transformations, narrowing inequities, and improving access

report includes numerous examples of innovative strategies

to services can yield large dividends and cascading benefits

from cities worldwide. While organizations and governments

that reach across sectors and institutions, improving life for a
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broad swath of the population (see Figure ES-3).17 For instance,

to different local contexts and needs. They are not mutually

each dollar invested in water and sanitation generates

exclusive—and we have identified some of the linkages

between US$4 and $34 in benefits by saving time, improving

between them—but each represents a significant shift in

health, and raising productivity.18 Improving transport

mindsets and practices. Whatever the starting point for cities,

for under-served populations is safer, saves time, reduces

these transformations provide pathways to improve the

congestion and air pollution, and supports employment and

quality of life for all urban residents by reimagining service

economic development. Fewer power outages mean less

provision, including the excluded, and enabling change.

disruption of work, leading to higher incomes and output

We describe each of these transformations with examples in

in both formal and, especially, informal enterprises, and

the next section.

19

electricity consumption per capita is positively correlated
with a city’s per capita gross domestic product (GDP).20

SEVEN CROSS-SECTORAL
TRANSFORMATIONS TO ACHIEVE
A MORE EQUAL, PROSPEROUS,
AND SUSTAINABLE CITY
Five years of research enabled us to identify crucial
transformations that would allow cities to close the
urban services divide and move towards greater equality
while driving overall sustainability (see Figure ES-4). The
experiences of the cities we studied provide insights that are

▸

Transformation 1: Infrastructure Design and

▸

Transformation 2: Service Provision Models—

▸

Transformation 3: Data Collection Practices—

▸

Transformation 4: Informal Urban Employment—

▸

Transformation 5: Financing and Subsidies—

▸

Transformation 6: Urban Land Management—

▸

Transformation 7: Governance and Institutions—

transferable and may be generalized, even if their stories of
change are unique. The value of thinking in terms of these
seven transformations is that they are broad and adaptable

Delivery—Prioritizing the Vulnerable

Partnering with Alternative Service Providers

Improving Local Data through Community Engagement

Recognizing and Supporting Informal Workers

Increasing Investment and Targeting Funds Innovatively

Promoting Transparency and Integrated Spatial Planning

Creating Diverse Coalitions and Alignment

Figure ES-3 | Closing the urban services divide can yield cascading benefits for cities (example of sanitation shown)

1 AVO IDE D E C O N O MI C C O S T S
Unsafe sanitation imposes $223 billion/year in costs globally in health, lost productivity, wagesa

2 Q UA L I T Y O F L I FE
Benefits from time savings, better health, productivity of $4 to $34 from each $1 invested in water and sanitationb

3 C I T Y WI D E TR A NSFO R M AT I ON
In Kampala, pro-poor innovations in sanitation involving new partnerships across government,
communities, and small businesses shifted government practices with improvements in other sectorsc
Notes: All figures are in U.S. dollars.
Sources: a. Wee, 2018; b. WHO, 2012; c. Lwasa and Owens, 2018.
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Figure ES-4 | Seven transformations can help achieve a more equal, prosperous, and sustainable city

Reimagine
Service
Provision
T R AN S FO RM AT ION 1

T R A NS FO RM AT I O N 2

Infrastructure Design and Delivery

Service Provision Models

Prioritizing the Vulnerable

Partnering with Alternative Service Providers

T R AN S FO RM AT ION 3

T R A NS FO RM AT I O N 4

Data Collection Practices

Informal Urban Employment

Improving Local Data through
Community Engagement

Recognizing and Supporting Informal Workers

Include the
Excluded

Enable
Change

Source: Authors.
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T R AN S FO RM AT IO N 5

T R A NS FO RM AT I O N 6

T R A NS FO RM AT I O N 7

Financing and Subsidies

Urban Land Management

Governance and Institutions

Increasing Investment and
Targeting Funds Innovatively

Promoting Transparency and
Integrated Spatial Planning

Creating Diverse Coalitions
and Alignment

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

TRANSFORMATION 1: INFRASTRUCTURE DESIGN AND DELIVERY—
PRIORITIZING THE VULNERABLE
Municipal infrastructure must be designed and delivered to prioritize neglected populations, address backlogs,
minimize carbon lock-in, and anticipate future risks.
Status Quo

Gaps in municipal
service provision,
at-risk infrastructure

Priority Actions

Desired Outcome

• Design, improve, and maintain municipal infrastructure to ensure access to services for

the under-served
• Develop well-serviced, affordable housing in accessible locations
• Adopt a new trajectory with low-carbon and climate-resilient infrastructure

What Must Change and Why

Priority Actions

The majority of urban residents have limited or no access

1.

Equitable access to
services, resilient
infrastructure

Design, improve, and maintain municipal

to municipal infrastructure that provides core services

infrastructure to ensure access to services for

such as water, sanitation, transport, and energy. In many

the under-served

cities, decisions about infrastructure design and development
ignore where new development and informal growth is
actually occurring in the city. Unprecedented numbers of
people are crowding into informal settlements devoid of basic
services or in locations of the city that are under-serviced.
Their needs are not being met, and the costs of even poorquality services can be prohibitively high. Infrastructure
design and investments are skewed to benefit more welloff populations. For instance, low-income commuters
overwhelmingly depend on walking, cycling, and public
transport, yet upwards of 95 percent of road space is typically
allocated to cars and trucks (including on-street parking).21
Frequent power outages—with as many as 25 outages per
month in South Asian cities and every day in African cities—
burden informal firms and settlements the most.22 In some
cases, the lack of coverage is a result of existing informality.
For instance, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, received a large
loan from the World Bank to expand its sewer network, yet
the share of the population served rose only from 10 to 20
percent because the utility would only extend sewer lines to
households showing evidence of land tenure. With almost
half the city being tenure insecure, most households were left
unsafely disposing of human waste instead.23 This shows how
a lack of secure housing acts as a barrier to receiving services

Targeting improvements in quality, coverage, and affordability
to under-served communities benefits everyone. Meeting
their need for municipal services can make whole cities
cleaner, safer, more livable, and more prosperous. Colombo,
Sri Lanka; Kampala, Uganda; and Nairobi, Kenya, have
shown how extending formal piped water and sewer networks
in low-income neighborhoods protects public health and the
environment and allows citizens to be more productive.24
Bogotá, Colombia, and São Paulo, Brazil, demonstrated
how cities can design safer streets that prioritize those who
walk, cycle, and use public transport over private vehicles.25
Medellín, Colombia, showed how investing in safe,
affordable multimodal public transport services, including
cable cars, can tame congestion and connect poor, peripheral,
or hillside communities with jobs in the city center, reducing
one-way commutes from two hours to 30 minutes in some
cases.26 Cities can improve access to clean, affordable, reliable
energy by scaling up distributed renewable energy sources.
Solar photovoltaic systems in Bengaluru, India,27 and
community solar in cities in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda,28
for instance, have broadened access to energy and lowered
costs for poor households while curbing air pollution and
carbon emissions.

from utilities looking to recover costs.
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2.

Develop well-serviced, affordable housing in
accessible locations

3.

Adopt a new trajectory with low-carbon and climateresilient infrastructure

Location must be a key consideration in social housing

Struggling and emerging cities have a huge opportunity

policies, balancing affordability with livable density that

to chart a new development model that both mitigates

provides adequate access to services and open space. Cities

and adapts to threats posed by climate change. Shifting to

should prioritize building more rental units, converting

cleaner cooking fuel and more energy-efficient buildings and

under-utilized urban land to affordable housing,29 and

appliances saves money and slows greenhouse gas (GHG)

investing in public transport to connect housing with

emissions. Public and active (nonmotorized) transport not

employment centers. Cities can upgrade informal settlements

only offers mobility to under-served populations but also

in otherwise secure locations through partnerships with

reduces carbon emissions and other types of pollution.32

communities that live there. Cities such as Windhoek,

Cities also need to fortify all core infrastructure, such as

Namibia, and Nairobi are doing this by changing land-

water, sanitation, and drainage, against climate impacts,

use regulations, improving infrastructure, and allowing

including increased flooding, droughts, and heat waves.33

for the incremental building of homes over time.

Durban, South Africa, and Rosario, Argentina, are doing

30

Bangkok, Thailand, partnered with community groups

this by upgrading infrastructure in physically and socially

and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to upgrade

vulnerable areas, such as flood-prone slums, and by planning

informal settlements through the Baan Mankong program,

for resilience.34

creating a model that has scaled up to over 215 cities in 19
Asian countries.31
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TRANSFORMATION 2: SERVICE PROVISION MODELS—PARTNERING WITH
ALTERNATIVE SERVICE PROVIDERS
Cities must transform urban service provision, partnering with and integrating alternative service providers to
increase access.
Status Quo

Unregulated,
informal services
with high costs and
poor quality

Priority Actions

Desired Outcome

• Integrate alternative services as an intermediate solution to expand access
• Establish and support new partnerships for joint service delivery

What Must Change and Why

Priority Actions

In most growing cities in the global South, gaps in

1.

municipal public services are filled by a network of
informal and semiformal providers, by community
organizations, and by other private businesses.35 These
alternative service providers (such as van drivers or water
vendors) provide vital services, but what they offer may
sometimes be expensive or of poor quality, in part because
government authorities provide limited oversight and rarely
regulate them in ways that protect consumers. Informal
service providers are often harassed or encumbered in ways
that make it difficult for them to operate. Informal transport,
or paratransit, serves the majority of travelers in many
global South cities that lack reliable public transport.36 Local
authorities may bar these vehicles from certain routes but
do nothing to ensure fair competition and pricing or to keep
unsafe vehicles off the roads. Similarly, without government
protection, customers who rely on private water tankers
are vulnerable to poor water quality or price gouging when

Integrated service
delivery, expanded
access

Integrate alternative services as an intermediate
solution to expand access

Informal and small-scale operators and community-based
organizations can help expand access in the short and
medium term until the city can build, invest in, and expand
infrastructure to fill gaps and meet basic needs. In some lowdensity peripheral areas of cities, alternative or decentralized
modes of service provision may actually be more appropriate
than extending municipal networks. National authorities and
development agencies can invest in building the regulatory
capacity of cities or utilities to help integrate alternative
services while guaranteeing basic standards of service and
affordability. Kampala has followed a performance-based
management approach to integrate informal sanitation
providers, and cities in India have organized the informal
transit sector by issuing permits, regulating fares, and
authorizing unions.38

demand is high.37
City authorities in the global South often ignore or impede
these informal services because they do not have the capacity
to oversee and regulate numerous small-scale, independent
formal and semiformal service providers. They may also lack
the technical capacity and political will needed to set quality
standards and enforce regulations to protect consumers or
safeguard health, safety, and the environment.

Informal service providers are
often harassed or encumbered in
ways that make it difficult for them
to operate. Informal transport, or
paratransit, serves the majority of
travelers in many global South cities
that lack reliable public transport.
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2.

Establish and support new partnerships for joint

Figure ES-5 highlights how cities that shift from ignoring

service delivery

to recognizing and integrating these alternative solutions

Many cities have shown that partnering with communities
and private entrepreneurs can expand services in ways that
best match local needs. Communities can also help manage
local operations while the city plans and expands its coverage
of mainline infrastructure. Utilities in Lilongwe, Malawi,
and Nairobi, for instance, collaborate with community-based
organizations and water user associations to oversee prepaid
water kiosks in informal settlements. Such arrangements give
communities a say in how the service is delivered and where
the facilities are built, and they create local employment
opportunities as well.39
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can enhance citywide access to services. In the case of urban
transport, whereas some cities have banned alternative
operators, others, such as Cape Town, South Africa; Lagos,
Nigeria; and Indore, India, have integrated them into new
transport systems, with financial assistance to upgrade
vehicles and trainings to build new skills.40
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Figure ES-5 | Existing alternative services can be integrated with publicly provided services to enhance

access for all
Water & Sanitation Services

Ignored — Formal
systems may serve core
neighborhoods but
peripheral areas and
informal settlements are
not connected. They must
rely on unrecognized,
informal systems with
high environmental and
health costs.

Electricity Services

Transport Services

C IT Y WI DE I MPACT S
AFFORDABILITY
COVERAGE

FORMAL

QUALITY OF SERVICE
PRODUCTIVITY
ENVIRO/HEALTH BENEFITS

INFORMAL

Recognized — The first
steps in improving
services and access are
recognizing informal
systems and increasing
transparency about their
operations and usage.

C IT Y WI DE I MPACT S
AFFORDABILITY

FORMAL

COVERAGE
QUALITY OF SERVICE
PRODUCTIVITY
ENVIRO/HEALTH BENEFITS

INFORMAL

Integrated — Once
recognized, integration
with formal systems
through partnerships,
financial assistance, and
supportive regulations
can enable more
efficient, safe, and
affordable access for all.

C IT Y WI DE I MPACT S
AFFORDABILITY

FORMAL

COVERAGE
QUALITY OF SERVICE
PRODUCTIVITY
ENVIRO/HEALTH BENEFITS

INFORMAL

Note: Citywide impacts are schematic.
Source: Authors.

WORLD RESOURCES REPORT | Towards a More Equal City | October 2021 | 25

TRANSFORMATION 3: DATA COLLECTION PRACTICES—IMPROVING LOCAL
DATA THROUGH COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
Credible, open local data creates an opportunity to ensure sound policies and investments, understand their impacts
on vulnerable communities, and improve governance processes in cities.
Status Quo

Ineffective
decision-making that
excludes the most
vulnerable

Priority Actions

Desired Outcome

• Use new technologies and partnerships for better data and more granular local insights
• Increase city capacity to collect and effectively utilize data
• Coproduce and share data to foster more effective and inclusive governance

Sound, inclusive
policies with higher
accountability

What Must Change and Why
Cities cannot solve problems that are poorly understood,
and many cities have only limited information on the
needs of their residents. Such large information gaps lead

of information. Cities in China, India, Rwanda, Tanzania,
and some countries in Latin America are utilizing satellite
imagery with other technologies for mapping land-use and

to misinformed, ineffective, or incomplete policy responses

development patterns.41 Emerging sources of “big data” may

or to paralysis in choosing between competing priorities for

miss low-income people who lack access to cell phones or

action. Even where data exist, cities often lack the technical

bank accounts. But cities can partner with communities,

capacity to manage, share, and use data to guide decision-

universities, and the private sector to complement this data

making. The lack of data is also an obstacle to holding

with other sources (see Figure ES-6).

governments accountable.

2.

utilize data

In struggling and emerging cities, where resources for
data collection are limited, citywide surveys are conducted
infrequently or not at all. They lack the granularity needed to
draw meaningful inferences about groups that are vulnerable
or do not have access to basic services such as water and
sanitation. Cities often remain oblivious to the size of the
informal workforce or the deprivations faced by residents of
informal settlements because these groups remain uncounted
in formal surveys and censuses.

Priority Actions
1.

Use new technologies and partnerships for better
data and more granular local insights

An explosion of new technologies is revolutionizing data
collection. Data about service coverage and access can
now be collected cost-effectively, frequently, and with
high resolutions of spatial detail and disaggregation
across socioeconomic groups. Tools to conduct rapid
community surveys and gather crowdsourced information,
anonymized mobile phone records, electronic transactions,
and satellite imagery can generate unprecedented amounts
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Increase city capacity to collect and effectively

National and regional governments, as well as development
agencies, can invest in building this capacity at the city level.
They can provide the tools and training needed to gather,
analyze, and share data and use it to inform policy. This can
empower cities to help tackle regional challenges, such as
curbing air pollution, managing water resources, mitigating
climate risks, and conserving biodiversity and green spaces.
It can also help them measure and understand the impacts of
public policies, particularly on vulnerable populations.
3.

Coproduce and share data to foster more effective and
inclusive governance

Investing in better data can enhance decision-making and has
many payoffs over time—increasing efficiencies in resource
use, helping plan for and avoid future risks, supporting citizen
participation in policymaking processes, and enabling more
equitable service provision. Democratizing data production
and access by integrating community knowledge can expose
gaps in government action. It can help communities identify
problems and advocate for change. For example, under
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the Know Your City initiative of the Slum/Shack Dwellers

In Nairobi, community groups mapped more than 50,000

International, community-gathered data from thousands

households in the city, identified priorities, and were able

of informal settlements across approximately 500 cities are

to lobby the city’s water and sewer company to provide

being used to upgrade core services and support planning.

convenient water sources.42

Figure ES-6 | Data from multiple actors lead to more effective and inclusive decision-making
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When diverse data and capacities are harnessed....
Effective, inclusionary policy with well-informed targets and indicators
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- Updated service access data
- Subcity, disaggregated data

2

Private Sector
- Service provision data
- Financial data

3

Global/National Orgs
- Geospatial, regional data
- SDG monitoring data

4

Research Institutions
- Climate risk data
- SDG monitoring data

5

Universities
- Demographics
- Natural environment

6

Community Organizations
- Data on informal settlements

1

2
3
DA

TA

SO

UR

4
CE

S

5

6

Note: SDG = Sustainable Development Goals.
Source: Authors.
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TRANSFORMATION 4: INFORMAL URBAN EMPLOYMENT—RECOGNIZING
AND SUPPORTING INFORMAL WORKERS
Informal economic activities must be supported because they not only provide livelihoods for the working poor but
also supply goods and services that keep the city’s formal economy running.
Status Quo

Unrealized potential
of the urban
economy

Priority Actions

Desired Outcome

• Quantify the contributions and challenges of informal workers
• Stop the exclusion of informal workers from city life
• Expand access to public spaces, services, customers, and social safety nets

What Must Change and Why

Priority Actions

The informal economy is like an invisible giant, too

1.

often overlooked, hamstrung, and deprived of what it
needs to function efficiently. Worldwide, 2 billion workers
operate in the informal economy. In cities across the global
South, they represent over 50 percent of urban employment
and, in some cases, up to 80 to 90 percent.43 Mukuru, one
of Nairobi’s largest informal settlements, has an informal
economy that generates almost US$64 million annually,
representing 4 percent of Kenya’s national budget and a fifth
of the revenue of the Nairobi city authority. Yet informal
44

workers face severe inequities in access to urban services,
which can drag down productivity and threaten livelihoods.
Our research finds that poor access to public spaces, services,
and opportunities harms small, informal enterprises the
most. Increasing access to these, as well as credit for informal
workers to grow their businesses, can be a powerful lever for
inclusive economic growth and prosperity.45
Why this giant remains in the shadows: Information
on urban employment and productivity focuses on the
formal sector and ignores informal work. City officials who
focus on conventional measures of employment often fail
to recognize the importance of the informal workforce and
the home-based workers crowded into informal settlements.
Academic research, donors, and multilateral institutions, too,
have concentrated on the formal sector.46 Yet it is impossible
to exclude this sector and effectively support the urban poor.
The poor and women make up a disproportionate share of
the informal workforce.47 For example, women make up 88
percent of street vendors in Ghana, 68 percent in South
Africa, and 63 percent in Kenya.48
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A stronger, more
inclusive urban
economy

Quantify the contributions and challenges of
informal workers

Cities must strive to assess the value generated by informal
workers and enterprises located in informal settlements.
Dharavi in Mumbai, India—often considered Asia’s largest
slum—has an active informal economy comprising about
20,000 small-scale enterprises producing leather, textile, and
pottery products exported around the globe with an annual
turnover of over $1 billion.49 Reports show that 60 percent of
Mumbai’s segregated waste is processed in Dharavi, which
is home to almost 30,000 waste pickers.50 A study across 50
Indian cities found the total contribution of urban informal
settlement dwellers to be 7.5 percent of national GDP.51 A
third to half of these residents lacked one or more urban
services, a number that rose to 80 percent in lower-income
Indian states. This affects the productivity and quality of life
of these workers and has high shadow costs for the economy,
with negative impacts on well-being and economic resilience,
made clear during the pandemic.
2.

Stop the exclusion of informal workers from city life

Recognizing the legitimacy of informal and home-based
workers and granting them the same rights as others (Figure
ES-7) can bolster the economic resilience of cities. Cities can
boost the productivity and well-being of these workers by
ensuring that they have decent housing, reliable energy and
water, and transport connecting them with suppliers and
markets. In Indian cities such as Surat and Ahmedabad,
the Mahila Housing Trust does this by negotiating with city
agencies and leveraging city funds on behalf of informal
workers. These funds have been used to upgrade housing

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

conditions and access solar energy technologies to run

informal workers can pay a steep price for the right to operate.

refrigerators, soldering irons, and sewing machines for home-

Easing costs and red tape can improve their job security and

based businesses. This has raised incomes, saved money,

livelihoods while generating broader benefits for the city. For

and lowered energy consumption.52 During the COVID-19

example, some cities have designated zones and improved

pandemic in 2020, as health restrictions kept informal

markets for street vendors.54 Bengaluru and Pune in India, as

transport operators off the roads, Nigeria committed

well as several cities across Brazil, Colombia, and Argentina,

almost $200 million as part of a survival fund to compensate

have signed contracts with previously informal waste picker

informal workers.53

cooperatives for door-to-door waste collection. This not only

3.

Expand access to public spaces, services, customers,
and social safety nets

supports secure livelihoods but also citywide recycling and
waste management, protecting the environment and reducing
GHG emissions.55 In Bengaluru, waste pickers pick up solid

Cities can procure goods and services from informal workers,

waste that would otherwise accumulate in streets, public

make their operations less costly and precarious, and ensure

spaces, urban waterways, landfills, or incinerators. They

access to credit so that they can expand their businesses or

protect the environment and reduce GHG emissions.56

invest in housing. Faced with many restrictions and fees,

Figure ES-7 | Cities can support informal workers in various ways for a more inclusive economy

Legal Identity
and Standing

Economic and
Social Rights

Recognition as
workers with a clear
legal standing;
recognition as
legitimate economic
agents who contribute
to the economy and
society by urban
planners and
policymakers who
formulate urban
policies, regulations,
and rules.

Regulated access to
public space to pursue
their livelihoods;
inclusion in local and
national economic and
urban plans; right to
workspaces and
housing (which often
doubles as workspace
and storage space) in
central well-connected
locations; access to
credit and the right to
compete for public
procurement bids.

Access to Core
Infrastructure
Services
Affordable and
accessible core
services—water,
sanitation,
electricity—at their
homes and
workplaces;
affordable and
accessible transport
services between their
homes, workplaces,
and markets.

Social
Protection

Organization and
Representation

Social protection
against the contingencies of illness,
disability, old age, and
death; protection
against occupational
health and safety
risks; and safety nets
when work or incomes
are disrupted.

Recognition and
support of their
organizations;
representation of their
organizations in
relevant policymaking
and rule-setting
processes.

Source: Chen and Beard, 2018.
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TRANSFORMATION 5: FINANCING AND SUBSIDIES—INCREASING
INVESTMENT AND TARGETING FUNDS INNOVATIVELY
Cities, countries, and investors need to substantially increase investment and target it innovatively to fill the gap in
affordable urban services.
Status Quo

Chronic
underinvestment in
core services

Priority Actions

•
•
•
•
•

Desired Outcome

Increase national government investment, directing it where the need is greatest
Create well-structured, targeted subsidies for affordability and social returns
Use innovative financing instruments and creative payment schemes
Regulate private entities and strengthen oversight capacity
Incorporate wider social costs and benefits into financial analysis and involve the community

Higher investment in
core services, targeting
the most vulnerable

What Must Change and Why
Cities are failing to make necessary investments to

beyond their reach. Experiments with privatization have also

fill gaps in core services that would clearly serve the

revealed the need for public sector supervision to ensure good

public interest and pay for themselves. The price tag

performance and equitable access.

for closing the urban services divide is often beyond what
low- and middle-income cities can afford on their own.
They cannot collect the tax revenue needed to fund bigticket infrastructure projects, but failing to build them can
exact an even larger toll.57 According to the World Health
Organization, providing all city dwellers with clean drinking
water would cost $141 billion over five years,58 but unsafe
water and inadequate sanitation currently cost 10 times that
much, mostly in time and health costs.59
Cities need national governments to help finance major
infrastructure investments. National governments collect
almost three-quarters of total public revenues worldwide,60
but they do not provide the reliable fiscal support cities need
to successfully plan and implement urban infrastructure
projects. Many urban infrastructure projects rely on funds
from international aid agencies, but cities cannot borrow
directly. They need national governments to take out or

The status quo reflects the tragedy of the urban commons,
which ignores the social and economic costs of failing to
invest. The methods used to analyze urban infrastructure
investments often calculate only short-term costs and do not
factor in the actual long-term economic costs and benefits for
the city as a whole.

Priority Actions
1.

Increase national government investment, directing
it where the need is greatest

The lumpy but long-lasting up-front capital and connection
costs often require low-cost, long-term national government
financing, sometimes in combination with other sources.
Government finance must be seen as an investment because
urban services are key to productivity. Examples include
Mexico’s Federal Program to Support Mass Transit (Programa

guarantee loans.

Federal de Apoyo al Transporte Urbano Masivo; PROTRAM),

Privatization has proved to be no panacea. To expand services,

agencies for up to 50 percent of the infrastructure cost of

governments moved towards privatization during the 1990s.
The idea was to tap into additional financial, technical, and
management resources. Yet privatizing many urban services
has not worked without government subsidies, especially for
the poorest.61 Businesses must charge enough to recover costs
and make a profit, but the poor cannot access services priced
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which offers grants to city, state, and regional government
urban mass transit projects; the Kenya Water Sector Trust
Fund, which provides grants to counties to finance water and
sanitation services in under-served areas; and in India, the
national government’s infrastructure financing program, the
Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban Transformation.62
Bangladesh combined subsidies, microfinance, and

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

4.

concessionary loans in 2003 to incentivize solar panel
installed by 2014.

63

2.

The private sector cannot serve the public interest without
public sector regulation. Although the public sector is

Create well-structured, targeted subsidies for
affordability and social returns

responsible for providing core urban services, governments

64

may decide to contract private entities to build physical

Providing targeted subsidies for electricity and water

infrastructure and deliver services. Most regulatory

connections for the neediest residents has proven effective

authority lies with national authorities, but local officials

and affordable, allowing residents to pay the up-front costs

can monitor service provision in their jurisdictions. They

over time. Many cities in Chile, Colombia, and South Africa

can more deliberately engage communities and civil society

subsidize water for households below a certain income

organizations to understand the access and affordability

threshold, using existing socioeconomic classifications.65

challenges facing the under-served. Regulators need training

Such programs must be designed carefully, though, to ensure

and capacity building to engage with utility managers and

that the under-served derive the intended benefits. For

financiers to negotiate improved outcomes, along with

example, in South Africa, free basic water is provided only to

authority and political will to enforce their decisions.

formal homeowners, which excludes informal tenants and

5.

those without formal title to their homes.66 This leads to a

Incorporate wider social costs and benefits into
financial analysis and involve the community

situation of double jeopardy: the poor spend more on inferior
services, and the publicly funded subsidies meant for low-

Infrastructure investment decisions should be based on

income people instead go to higher-income groups.
3.

Regulate private entities and strengthen
oversight capacity

adoption by homeowners, with 3 million systems

long-term environmental and social benefits, such as
impacts on productivity and health, not just on short-term

Use innovative financing instruments and creative

financial considerations. For example, when considering

payment schemes

the positive impacts on residents’ livelihoods and health,

Combining national government finance with both

economic gains, and avoided losses, the benefits of climate-

traditional and innovative local financing instruments can

resilient investments in infrastructure outweigh costs by

support vital investments. Property taxes and subsidies can

four-to-one.71 The best way to target and allocate public funds

be combined with innovations such as land value capture

and plan infrastructure investment effectively is to involve

techniques (described in Transformation 6) or green bonds.

local communities. Experience from Porto Alegre, Brazil,

Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, tapped funds from sewer

emphasizes how well-structured participatory budgeting can

bills for higher-income households to support safe on-site

catalyze citizen involvement and agency to allocate these

sanitation for low-income households, create a training

public funds to meet community needs.72

program for safe emptying practices, and construct school
latrines.67 Mexico City, Mexico, issued its first green bond
in 2016, with proceeds used for energy-efficient lighting,
bus rapid transit improvements, and water infrastructure
modernization.68 Such innovative mechanisms are key to
capturing value from public investments, generating potential
sources of revenue, and enabling partnerships with the private
sector. In Chile, the ABC program uses creative schemes for
residents to access credit to finance housing. It uses their
savings as a base to offer loans and subsidies to make housing
more affordable.69 Companies such as M-KOPA offer low-cost,

Providing targeted subsidies for
electricity and water connections
for the neediest residents has
proven effective and affordable,
allowing residents to pay the
up-front costs over time.

pay-as-you-go access to solar power and have connected more
than 280,000 homes in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda to
electricity since 2012.70
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TRANSFORMATION 6: URBAN LAND MANAGEMENT—PROMOTING
TRANSPARENCY AND INTEGRATED SPATIAL PLANNING
Transparent, well-regulated land markets and effective integrated spatial planning are absolutely central for
delivering services equitably and ensuring the long-term future of the city.
Status Quo

Spatial inequities
and unsustainable
urban growth

Priority Actions

Desired Outcome

• Structure regulations and incentives to make land markets more transparent
and inclusive
• Improve services in informal settlements to achieve affordable, livable density
• Practice integrated spatial planning for better urban services and sustainable growth

Equitable land
markets, well-planned
urban growth

What Must Change and Why
In the global South, many land markets do not reflect
the true value they hold for cities. This is because of a lack

environmental costs. Unplanned expansion can take the
form of formal or informal settlements. Informal or self-built

of transparency in land records and property rights, scant

settlements are growing across cities in the global South. They

oversight, and ineffective regulation. This can allow private

lack essential public services and suffer from poor housing

developers to buy land too cheaply and profit exorbitantly,

quality, overcrowded living spaces, and often no land titles

capturing the gains in land value that result from public

or tenure security, even if families may have lived there for

investments in infrastructure. Collusion between politicians

multiple generations.

and private developers is also known to contribute to this.
Opaque land markets make it harder for local governments in
the global South to tap into urban land as a key tax base and
source of municipal finance.73
When city governments lack the authority, resources,
or technical capacity to plan, development is driven
by landowners’ quest for profits rather than the best
interests of the public. Globally, urban areas are expected

Priority Actions
1.

Structure regulations and incentives to make land
markets more transparent and inclusive

Cities can use an array of policies, regulations, and fiscal
instruments to make land markets more inclusive, efficient,
and responsive to the needs of the public.76 They can establish
incentives to steer development towards specific locations

to expand by 80 percent between 2018 and 2030,74 yet in the

within cities, impose time limits on how long land can be

fastest-growing cities, governments have little control over

held without being built upon, tax vacant land and buildings,

how and where this growth happens. Development plans

and implement land value capture policies that benefit both

are absent or poorly enforced, and private investors can

private land developers and the city. To do this, cities need

build in distant locations disconnected from services and

accurate, complete land records and new technology can

employment. Government policies driving investment in

help provide a clear picture of what is happening on the

housing and special economic zones in peripheral areas, as

ground. Increasingly, cities in China, India, Tanzania, and

well as restrictive density policies in central areas, are also a
contributing factor.
Trying to retrofit unplanned, far-flung neighborhoods
with public services can be prohibitively expensive
for cities.75 Retrofitting costs more than investing in or
planning for infrastructure in advance. Cities pay a heavy
price for fragmented development in long-term social and
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some Latin American countries are using low-cost satellite
imagery combined with drone surveys to monitor formal
and informal growth, complete land cadasters or registries,
and collect tax revenue.77 Property taxes and land value
capture schemes in cities such as Bogotá and São Paulo78
allow city infrastructure to keep pace with growth. Cities
such as São Paulo, Mexico City, and Johannesburg, South

Africa, provide incentives and national housing subsidies to
developers to build affordable housing in designated zones
based on access to core services and employment.79
2.

Improve services in informal settlements to achieve
affordable, livable density

Affordable, livable density means a level of density that
allows a good quality of life and well-being for all, especially
the more vulnerable. It means no overcrowding in living
spaces, good access to core services, and a human scale that
achieves a balance between mid- to high-rise buildings,
open public spaces, and street connectivity. For informal
settlements, cities must prioritize upgrading infrastructure
in place instead of displacing residents to housing in the
urban periphery, as long as the locations chosen are safe
from climate and related risks, are suitable for housing, and
planning standards are flexible to keep housing affordable.
As mentioned in Transformation 1 under affordable housing,
the African cities of Windhoek and Nairobi collaborated
with community groups to upgrade informal settlements with
revised planning standards that kept housing affordable.80
The Community Organizations Development Institute’s Baan
Mankong program in Bangkok is also a successful example
of upgrading informal settlements at scale in over 215 cities in
partnership with communities.81 With significant proportions
of people living under insecure land titles and unclear tenure,
some cities are attempting to increase tenure security for
vulnerable residents by accepting existing communityrecognized titles and tenure systems.82 Botswana, Namibia,
Rwanda, and Zambia are recognizing tribal and customary
landownership as part of formal land tenure systems and
upgrading programs.83
3.

Practice integrated spatial planning for better urban
services and sustainable growth

Cities must develop density and land-use policies—aligned
across spatial scales from metropolitan to regional to
local—to guide citywide growth and development of

more affordable housing for growing populations, cities will

neighborhoods.84 New data from Towards a More Equal City

need to extend infrastructure and add some serviced land at

showing urban growth patterns within and across about 500

their periphery. In India, Ahmedabad and Hyderabad have

cities highlight the need for a two-pronged approach when
considering where to expand the supply of serviced land.
Building upward moderately with higher density is the most
efficient way to use land in well-connected but vacant, under-

implemented Town Planning Schemes to manage growth
in this controlled way, just as cities such as Seoul, South
Korea, have used land readjustment policies in the past.
These policies generate serviced land for urban development

utilized, or sparsely settled areas that are safe from climate

projects in which landowners give up a portion of their land

or other environmental risks (see Figure ES-8). But to build

and the city provides the infrastructure and services.
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Figure ES-8 | Using land efficiently and ensuring its connectivity to employment and services brings great
value to cities
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Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

TRANSFORMATION 7: GOVERNANCE AND INSTITUTIONS—CREATING
DIVERSE COALITIONS AND ALIGNMENT
Cities need to transform governance to work for, with, and by the people. Diverse coalitions of public, private,
grassroots, and civil society organizations can galvanize political action around a shared vision and achieve lasting
change when empowered by coherent policies.
Status Quo

Fragmented
governance and
conflicting interests

Priority Actions

• Form and support coalitions of local actors with access to decision-making
• Create incentives, resources, and mandates for policy alignment and collaboration

What Must Change and Why
Cities and urban areas do not exist in isolation, and they
may lack the power, jurisdiction, or resources to make
needed changes on their own. Access to transport, energy,
water, and sanitation often depends on metropolitan or
regional agencies that plan these networks. City agencies
need a shared vision or consensus to harness synergies across
different urban investments and prevent waste, inefficiency,
gaps, and duplication. Cities need cooperation from national
and state governments and the participation of civil society to
build lasting support for transformative change.
Alignment is lacking in part because institutional
structures and processes, set up when cities were small,
become obsolete and inadequate when they expand.
Administrative jurisdictions no longer correspond to the
situation on the ground, and government authorities tasked
with providing services may lack awareness or control over
natural resources or the built environment. Officials within
different silos may have no mechanisms or incentives for
coordinating their planning or investments and may end
up working at cross purposes. For example, in Nairobi the
water and sanitation utility installed water taps near a dense
informal settlement, but the roads authority removed them
just five years later in order to build new roads.85 The areas
of the city where different agencies provide services may not
even match, as the map of Bengaluru in Figure ES-9 shows. In
addition, collaboration and alignment are hindered by rigid,
hierarchical bureaucracies; confused and inconsistent formal
and informal processes; mistrust; political rivalry; and poor
communication.

Desired Outcome

Effective governance
supporting coalitions
for change

Figure ES-9 | In Bengaluru, India, the jurisdictions of key service-providing agencies do not align

Note: Bengaluru is the current name of the Indian city formerly known as Bangalore.
Source: Mahendra and Seto, 2019, contributed by WRI India.

Priority Actions
1.

Form and support coalitions of local actors with
access to decision-making

Civil society participation in making and implementing
policies can offer valuable perspectives and catalyze broader
political support for change. Transformative change requires
a sustained, shared vision among diverse local stakeholder
groups, including representatives of international or
multilateral agencies operating locally. When city officials
welcome and empower these groups, they can keep vital
policies and programs from getting stalled or overturned
when political leaders depart, commitment wanes, or
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resources dwindle. Our case studies on Guadalajara, Mexico;
Kampala; and Pune show how coalitions of civil society
and small business groups working together and with key
government officials produced improved public space in
Guadalajara, increased access to sanitation in Kampala, and
better transport and solid waste management in Pune.86
We found that transformative change is most likely when
effective leaders pull together people and organizations in
broad coalitions that move forward with a shared vision (see
Figure ES-10).

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

2.

Create incentives, resources, and mandates for policy

plans and the incentives they need to collaborate. For

alignment and collaboration

example, Brazil’s National Law on Urban Mobility, passed

Policy alignment that is horizontal—across sectoral agencies
and city jurisdictions—allows for integrated planning and
tackling of regional challenges, such as preventing pollution
and flooding or protecting biodiversity, wetlands, and forests.
Vertical alignment—between local, regional, and national
levels of government—keeps national policies from clashing
with or neglecting urban needs and priorities. Higher levels
of government can provide metropolitan agencies with the

in 2012, required over 3,000 municipalities to adopt urban
mobility plans by 2015. It was accompanied by a national
financing program for urban mobility infrastructure that
incentivized cities to coordinate across land-use and transport
agencies and with other jurisdictions as they prepared
these plans.87 Working to align policies and create local
coalitions drives collaboration and progress from both the top
down and bottom up.

authority and resources they need to enforce development

Figure ES-10 | Policy alignment and a shared vision drive collaboration

When actors are not aligned, the city suffers from
the costs of conflicting agendas, uncoordinated
investments, inefficiencies, and short-lived change.

Dev
elop
& A ment
B
id A
gen anks
cies

Go Nat
ve ion
rn al
m
en
t

s
NGO

te
Priva r
t
c
e
S o

City

Sta
te
Go /Re
ver gio
nm nal
en
t

When actors are aligned towards a shared vision,
the city benefits from harnessing synergies,
minimizing trade-offs, and increased collaboration
between actors on implementation.
State/Regional
Government

National
National
Government
Government

Development
Banks & Aid
Agencies

City
NGOs

NGOs

Com Local
mu
niti

es

Local
Communities

Develop-

Private
ment
Bank
B
Sector

SHARED
VISION

Note: This is an indicative set of actors with influence in cities.
Source: Authors.

WORLD RESOURCES REPORT | Towards a More Equal City | October 2021 | 37

A CALL TO URGENT ACTION
AND A ROAD MAP FOR
TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE
This synthesis report was drafted while a global

allow these challenges to grow deeper and more intractable

pandemic battered cities across the world, punishing

as time goes on. Implementing the transformations detailed

low-income people most of all. With urban areas at the front

in this synthesis report is an important start, but not all cities

lines of the crisis, we have watched the dangers highlighted

are starting from scratch; cities are at different points on the

in this report unfold in real time, making its recommended

continuum represented by these transformations. However,

priority actions even more urgent.

retaining the status quo in much of the global South—

The Towards a More Equal City series documents how more
equitable access to core urban services not only makes
life better for the majority of people but also generates
citywide economic and environmental benefits. This
key lesson emerges from the literature as well as from

urbanization that degrades the environment, economically
benefits only the privileged and powerful, and leaves the
majority of people behind—will incubate greater risks,
including the kind of corrosive, intractable inequality that can
ignite unrest and violence.

new evidence collected from multiple cities, sectors, and

Cities are also key cogs in the global economic machine

interventions. By committing to the SDGs (specifically SDG

where the quest to increase incomes and competitiveness

11 on cities) and the New Urban Agenda in 2015 to 2016,

has led to an emphasis on creating high-skill jobs.

countries set ambitious goals: safer, more affordable, more

Although important, this must be balanced with making

accessible housing and transport for all; inclusive and

physical urban infrastructure and services accessible to all

integrated planning; and better air quality, sanitation, and

residents in order to foster inclusive economic growth. This

other basic services. They promised to make cities more

is why the seven transformations in this report are meant

equitable, sustainable, and resilient in the face of risks posed

to complement and be embedded in the wider economic

by climate change. Towards a More Equal City series explores

development, COVID recovery, and climate strategies that

what countries and cities that share this vision must do to

cities and national governments may implement.

88

attain it. In addition to guiding efforts to recover from the
pandemic and reduce inequities exposed by it, this body of
knowledge can also contribute to climate justice and just
transition goals in urban areas89 (see Figure ES-11).

The road map comprising seven transformations offers
a set of priority actions under each and emphasizes how
specific actors can implement them. It brings together
numerous examples of cities that have made these changes

Solving these problems may seem like an uphill climb

amid difficult circumstances. Not all cities will follow the

littered with obstacles, but innovative approaches and

same path or find the same entry point. But wherever they

purposeful, sustained action can lead to breakthroughs.

begin, making these transformations will help propel them

Scarce resources, limited capacity, competing needs,

forward to a brighter and more resilient future.

entrenched inequities, and short-term vested interests are just
some of the obstacles facing cities. But failing to act now will

By committing to the SDGs and the New Urban Agenda in 2015 to 2016,
countries set ambitious goals: safer, more affordable, more accessible housing
and transport for all; inclusive and integrated planning; and better air quality,
sanitation, and other basic services.
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Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

Figure ES-11 | This road map with seven cross-sectoral transformations can help achieve a more equal,

prosperous, and sustainable city
Status Quo

REIMAGINE SERVICE PROVISION

Desired Outcomes

Gaps in municipal
service provision,
at-risk infrastructure

INFRASTRUCTURE DESIGN AND DELIVERY
• Design, improve, and maintain municipal infrastructure to ensure access to services for
the under-served
• Develop well-serviced, affordable housing in accessible locations
• Adopt a new trajectory with low-carbon and climate-resilient infrastructure

Equitable access to
services, resilient
infrastructure

Unregulated,
informal services
with high costs and
poor quality

SERVICE PROVISION MODELS
• Integrate alternative services as an intermediate solution to expand access
• Establish and support new partnerships for joint service delivery

Integrated service
delivery, expanded
access

INCLUDE THE EXCLUDED
Ineffective
decision-making that
excludes the most
vulnerable

DATA COLLECTION PRACTICES
• Use new technologies and partnerships for better data and more granular local insights
• Increase city capacity to collect and effectively utilize data
• Coproduce and share data to foster more effective and inclusive governance

Sound, inclusive
policies with higher
accountability

Unrealized potential
of the urban
economy

INFORMAL URBAN EMPLOYMENT
• Quantify the contributions and challenges of informal workers
• Stop the exclusion of informal workers from city life
• Expand access to public spaces, services, customers, and social safety nets

A stronger, more
inclusive urban
economy

ENABLE CHANGE

Chronic
underinvestment in
core services

FINANCING AND SUBSIDIES
• Increase national government investment, directing it where the need is greatest
• Create well-structured, targeted subsidies for affordability and social returns
• Use innovative financing instruments and creative payment schemes
• Regulate private entities and strengthen oversight capacity
• Incorporate wider social costs and benefits into financial analysis and involve the community

Higher investment in
core services, targeting
the most vulnerable

Spatial inequities
and unsustainable
urban growth

URBAN LAND MANAGEMENT
• Structure regulations and incentives to make land markets more transparent
and inclusive
• Improve services in informal settlements to achieve affordable, livable density
• Practice integrated spatial planning for better urban services and sustainable growth

Equitable land
markets, well-planned
urban growth

Fragmented
governance and
conflicting interests

GOVERNANCE AND INSTITUTIONS
• Form and support coalitions of local actors with access to decision-making
• Create incentives, resources, and mandates for policy alignment and collaboration

Effective governance
supporting coalitions
for change

Source: Authors.
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Part I

The Context: The Crisis
of Inequality in an
Urbanizing World
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Chapter 1.
The Cities We Need
The current wave of urbanization is failing to address a growing divide between
those who have access to services and opportunities and those who do not, with
local and global consequences for sustainable development. Improving the lived
experience of people in the city is a key lever for achieving transformative change.
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1.1 THE WORLD IS WITNESSING
A NEW KIND OF URBANIZATION
The world is urbanizing on a scale and at a pace that are

penalty. They struggle every day to meet basic needs for

unprecedented in human history. In 1950 fewer than one-

housing, water, sanitation, energy, and transport—and what

third of the planet’s population lived in cities.90 Today more

they can get is often inferior to, and more expensive than,

than half do, and by midcentury that share is expected to rise

municipal services available to others.92 They may pay more

to two-thirds. In just three decades, another 2.5 billion people

too, not just as a share of income but also in absolute terms.

will become city dwellers.

Lacking services makes them less healthy and productive.

Cities now generate 80 percent of global gross domestic
product (GDP). As they have for millennia, cities drive
advances in productivity, innovation, and culture. They can
offer liberation as well as freedom from a rural life hemmed

Unequal access to essential infrastructure can have a much
greater impact on lives and livelihoods than differences
in earnings because it determines lifelong outcomes
for generations.

in by the daily struggle for subsistence. For some, they bring

The urban services divide does not just harm the poor,

opportunity and a better, more prosperous life.

however; it worsens everyone’s quality of life (see Box 1).

But today, this is no longer true for many city dwellers. Where
urbanization is happening fastest, we are not building the
cities we need. Between 2018 and 2050, nearly 90 percent of
urban growth will take place in in Africa and Asia.91 There,
and elsewhere in the global South, millions crowd into cities
where it is hard just to survive, let alone thrive, and where
city governments are least equipped to help them. Core
infrastructure is inadequate or crumbling, basic services are

The consequences include clogged streets, polluted water
and air, vanishing natural resources, stalled productivity,
and corrosive poverty. Unplanned, sprawling development
without basic infrastructure leaves residents stripping and
burning forests for fuel, sitting in endless traffic jams, and
discharging sewage into open pits. Valuable resources are
being squandered, and air and water are being polluted and
making people sick.

lacking, and inequality is deepening. In these fast-growing

Failing to close this divide could trap cities in a cycle of

cities, an urban services divide separates those who have

economic stagnation and environmental degradation for the

access to clean water, sewer systems, electricity, transport,

rest of the century and beyond. Developing and emerging

decent housing, and jobs from those who do not. Most

nations need cities to be economic locomotives that can pull

residents are already on the wrong side of that divide. This is

them forward. Instead, these cities could actually drain their

robbing them of the chance to improve their lives.

resources and even threaten their political stability.

The COVID-19 pandemic has cast a harsh spotlight on this

Without urgent, decisive action, this situation will only

urban services divide, underscoring what has always been

worsen. In low- and middle-income countries of the global

true: sharing communal toilets and cramped, overcrowded

South, where the services gap is most acute, decision-makers

houses without running water to wash your hands can spread

struggle with scarce resources and mounting pressures

diseases that kill you. It has reminded us that lacking basic

to meet immediate needs. The long-term costs of each

infrastructure and services is not just a hardship but also a

incremental choice may not be clear. But each decision may

matter of life and death.

shape the built environment for generations, and the wrong
choice could embed poverty, deny opportunity, and widen the

The urban services divide
harms everyone
Those who lack basic infrastructure and services suffer
disproportionately, not just from disease outbreaks but also
from threats of all kinds, including economic shocks and
natural disasters. And even in normal times, they pay a stiff
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services divide in ways that become harder to reverse.

The consequences are global
Global efforts to fight poverty and climate change hinge on
what happens in these cities.93 In many countries, poverty is
shifting from rural to urban areas, a rising share of the urban
population is poor, and poverty is deepening, with women
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and children bearing the brunt. This is particularly striking

than two in five countries that adopted SDGs have explicit

when factoring in limited access to education and basic

national strategies for cities, and only a handful tackle both

infrastructure.

human development and climate action.98

94

The struggle to slow climate change hangs in the balance

Numerous networks have emerged to help cities share

as well. The decisions being made in cities today can lock

knowledge, create peer pressure, and grow in more

in high energy consumption and carbon emissions for

sustainable ways, including the C40 Climate Leadership

decades to come. If current trends continue, the cities of the

Group, ICLEI, United Cities and Local Governments, and

global South will account for more than half of global urban

others. The Habitat III conference on cities, held in Quito,

carbon emissions by 2050.95 And their populations will face

Ecuador promoted “a new model of urban development that

some of the gravest environmental risks and impacts of

is able to integrate all facets of sustainable development to

climate change. Low-lying and coastal cities, especially in

promote equity, welfare, and shared prosperity.”99 The text

Africa and Asia, will be flooded by rising seas and battered

from Habitat III—the New Urban Agenda—lays out a vision

by more violent storms, and they will have only minimal

for cities for the next 20 years.100 Networks and conferences

capacity to adapt.

have showcased problems and solutions, especially for large

The stakes—for our economy, our planet, and our common

cities that have the staff and capacity to take part.

future—could not be clearer. Unsustainable, unequal cities

However, the fastest-growing cities confronting the gravest

pose risks for everyone, including corrosive poverty and

challenges—which include most small and medium cities

inequality, faltering productivity, paralyzing congestion, toxic

in the global South—have hardly benefited. Between 2018

air and water, and natural disasters exacerbated by climate

and 2030, medium-sized cities with populations between 1

change that put millions of people in harm’s way.

and 5 million will see the most population growth.101 Cities

Scholars have identified pervasive, deepening urban social
and spatial inequalities as the crisis of our times, which must
be tackled if we are to achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) by 2030.96 Many leaders and policy experts

with fewer than 10 million people will likely generate threequarters of global economic growth. That is a larger slice of
the global economy than all the megacities in the global North
and South make up today.102

recognize that current strategies and practices of city building

The fastest-growing cities of the global South will need

are not working. Large cities and their political leaders

to simultaneously build infrastructure, fight poverty and

have never received more international attention than

inequality, and protect the environment. They will have to

they do today.

contend with the glaring inequality that colonizers helped

The 2015 Paris Agreement recognized cities as crucial to
curbing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. SDG 11, which 193
countries adopted that same year, commits them to “make
cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and
sustainable.”97 Yet implementation has been spotty. Fewer

cement in place when they concentrated infrastructure and
services where privileged classes lived and neglected everyone
else. Many cities will be hobbled by scant resources and
limited planning capacity. Today inertia prevails, taking them
further and further into uncharted and hazardous terrain with
no clear pathway out.
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industrial, technological, and institutional development—

1.2 ABOUT THE WORLD
RESOURCES REPORT: TOWARDS
A MORE EQUAL CITY SERIES

which could count on economic growth and urbanization

To understand the challenges facing the cities of the global

On top of this, the tools, frameworks, and methods available
to guide them are inadequate at best and irrelevant at worst.
Most were designed for richer cities—at different stages of

going hand in hand. For many rapidly urbanizing poorer
countries, this no longer holds true.103 We are losing the battle
to build the cities we need, even as the consequences loom
ever larger and more ominously.104

South, our research team developed a new approach and
created a new body of knowledge on how cities can achieve
durable, transformative change.
First, we analyzed how cities and their economies are

A radical transformation is needed
Our research explored how this could be achieved. Over
the past five years, World Resources Institute (WRI) has
studied this question:
As the world continues to urbanize, how can
growing cities in the global South ensure equitable
access to urban services and opportunities and, in
doing so, build prosperity and better environmental
quality for all?
The World Resources Report: Towards a More Equal City series
provides answers (see Figure 1). It explains the causes and
geography of the urban services divide, the lack of planning,
and the patterns of urban growth that have fueled it. It looks
at the repercussions of leaving under-served populations to
fend for themselves. It sheds light on the need for government
leadership to address market failures and on how investments
in services and infrastructure can pay for themselves many
times over. It identifies key sectors that cities should prioritize
and strategies for achieving the best results. It lays out a
road map for making sweeping, durable, and transformative
changes in how cities are built, managed, and experienced
and in restoring their power to lead societies to a more
humane and hopeful future.

projected to grow during the next two decades.105 We focused
on the divergence of economic growth and urbanization,
categorizing cities according to their current income,
projected population and economic growth, and potential
to escape unsustainable patterns of urban development. We
found that the cities likely to face the biggest challenges are in
Africa, South Asia, and Southeast Asia, with smaller clusters
in Central and Latin America and Eastern Europe (see Box 2).
We revealed these findings in the series’ framing paper at the
Habitat III conference in 2016, and we turned our attention
to the stark contrast between the few who enjoy multiple
benefits from access to urban services and opportunities and
the vast majority who do not.
Second, we drove the research from the perspective of how
people experience the city every day. We documented people’s
struggles in seven cities of the global South (several of these
cities feature in boxes throughout the text of this report),
showing how people’s experiences depend on the services
they have or do not have. We found that reliable, affordable
services, jobs, and land tenure depend on how cities plan
and manage land markets, and that services are key to
productivity, especially for vulnerable informal workers and
small-scale entrepreneurs. We developed seven detailed
papers on transport, water, sanitation, energy, and housing, as
well as recommendations for making them more accessible to
all. These thematic papers focus on specific approaches and
sectoral interventions that cities have implemented to address

The fastest-growing cities of
the global South will need to
simultaneously build infrastructure,
fight poverty and inequality, and
protect the environment.

deep inequalities in access to urban services.106 They highlight
strategies that have worked in cities of the global South
and offer insights on key conditions that enabled positive
change. Each thematic paper provides ample evidence that
more equal cities are possible, and that greater equity can
benefit everyone.
Third, we found that equity in access to core services and
opportunities is a necessary (but not a sufficient) condition
for urban prosperity. Cities need change at a deeper level—in
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BOX 1 | Even for an affluent family outside of Nairobi, access to services is not a given
Andrew and his family live relatively well in the Ongata Rongai,
a suburb of Nairobi, Kenya. Working as a self-employed energy
management consultant, Andrew earns between US$776 and
$1,455 per month, enough to have a housekeeper and her son
live with his family. When he travels to work, he usually takes a
combination of tuktuk (a semiformalized three-wheeled motorized
vehicle service) and bus to get to the center of the city, which can
take three to four hours. Roundtrip, Andrew can spend up to $13
per day on all transport costs.
In Andrew’s peripheral neighborhood, water is distributed privately
and power outages of up to five hours are common. None of the
homes are connected to the city sewer system, and some families
dump waste directly into the nearby river. As the city continues to

expand outward, Andrew has concerns about the government’s
ability to keep up with service provision and infrastructure for its
residents.
Andrew has witnessed big changes in Nairobi since he grew
up in the city more than two decades ago. Multiple residential
units have replaced single homes, traffic has grown all over the
city, shopping malls have proliferated, and new construction
has pushed the boundaries of the city farther and farther out.
However, goods, services, jobs, and popular activities have
remained in the center. Andrew would someday like to live in
Kilimani, which is near Nairobi’s center and is easily accessible
without a car. But housing in Kilimani is expensive, and Andrew
does not see himself moving there for several years.

Figure B1.1 | Andrew’s self-constructed home is located in the urban periphery of Nairobi

Picture credit: Edith Alusa-Bosire, 2016.
Note: These vignettes are based on in-depth interviews with urban residents conducted in seven countries grappling with the effects of urbanization (Brazil,
China, Ghana, India, Kenya, Mexico, and Nigeria).
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their governance and decision-making processes, power
dynamics, institutions, and priorities of political leaders.
This change, we argue, cannot be incremental. It must be
transformative with sustained, cross-sectoral, citywide

▸

Transformation 3: Data Collection Practices—

▸

Transformation 4: Informal Urban Employment—

▸

Transformation 5: Financing and Subsidies—

▸

Transformation 6: Urban Land Management—

▸

Transformation 7: Governance and Institutions—

benefits. We used seven citywide case studies to uncover
how this kind of change was triggered, advanced, and
institutionalized in cities that attempted reforms.107 These
case studies do not describe “best practices”; rather, they
document processes of change, highlighting the factors
and actors that triggered, enabled, or inhibited the change
at various points in a long-term process. We start from an
assumption that transformative urban change will confront
difficulties, setbacks, and false starts.

Improving Local Data through Community Engagement

Recognizing and Supporting Informal Workers

Increasing Investment and Targeting Funds Innovatively

Promoting Transparency and Integrated Spatial Planning

Creating Diverse Coalitions and Alignment

Finally, this report synthesizes the entire effort thus far,

Figure 1 lays out the architecture of the entire Towards a More

offering lessons from the complete research series and

Equal City series.

homing in on a set of crucial transformations in mindsets
and actions needed for citywide transformative change, with
priority actions under each. They are as follows:

The report is organized as follows: Chapter 2 analyzes the
current nature of urbanization, how it diverges from the
past, and what distinct challenges it presents. Chapters 3 and

▸

Transformation 1: Infrastructure Design and
Delivery—Prioritizing the Vulnerable

divide can lead to transformative change in cities. Chapters 6

▸

Transformation 2: Service Provision Models—

equal city, with priority actions and tables showing roles for

4 examine the urban services divide and how bridging the
through 12 offer specific transformations to help foster a more

Partnering with Alternative Service Providers

key actors to make progress on these. Chapter 13 concludes
with a vision and call to action for urban change agents.

Figure 1 | This synthesis report draws from seven thematic papers and seven city case studies
F R AM I N G PAPE R

Thematic Papers
Energy

Housing

Land
Management

Transport

Water

City Case Studies
Sanitation

Guadalajara

Informal
Economy

Porto Alegre

Pune

Synthesis
Report
Crucial shifts needed to advance equity and
achieve transformative change in cities
Source: Authors.
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BOX 2 | Towards a More Equal City developed city categories that are regionally clustered
We developed an analytical approach to categorize cities as
struggling, emerging, thriving, or stabilizing (see Figure B2.1),
based on current income levels and whether their economic
growth is likely to keep pace with their population growth between
2015 and 2030.

these contexts. We focus especially on struggling and emerging
cities with the fastest-growing populations, the lowest incomes,
and the fewest resources. These are cities where the scale of
investment needed in infrastructure and services creates an
important opportunity. With the right enabling conditions, they can
alter their development trajectory.

This categorization allowed us to identify the cities facing the most
urgent challenges and to consider approaches best suited for

Figure B2.1 | Cities are categorized as struggling, emerging, thriving, or stabilizing

Income (GDP/capita)
in 2015

EMERGI N G CI TI E S

T H R I V I N G C I T IE S

LOW Income Today
HIGH Income Growth Relative to
Population Growth (2015-2030)

HIGH Income Today
HIGH Income Growth Relative to
Population Growth (2015-2030)

S T RU GGL I N G C I TI E S

S TA B I L I Z I N G C I TI E S

LOW Income Today
LOW Income Growth Relative to
Population Growth (2015-2030)

HIGH Income Today
LOW Income Growth Relative to
Population Growth (2015-2030)

Income Growth/Urban Population Growth (2015-2030)

Struggling
Emerging
Thriving
Stabilizing

Notes: n= 769 cities with population above 400,000 inhabitants. The Oxford Economics database covers the United Nations list of urban agglomerations with
at least 750,000 inhabitants and some other “strategically”important cities such as country capitals; GDP = gross domestic product.
Source: Beard et al. (2016), based on data from Oxford Economics (2016); Oxford Economics, 2014: 4
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Chapter 2.
The Realities of Current Urbanization
in the Global South
Macro-level trends show many regions of the global South urbanizing rapidly and
leaving an increasing number of people behind. Urbanization characterized by low
resources, high informality, and climate vulnerability needs a new approach.
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2.1 URBANIZATION SHIFTING
TO LOW- AND MIDDLE-INCOME
COUNTRIES
Cities have long been laboratories of political, technological,

infrastructure and services, or caught in a downward spiral, as

and cultural innovation, where people with diverse skills and

population growth outstrips cities’ ability to deliver what their

interests can exchange ideas, fulfill individual aspirations,

residents need.

and achieve collective goals. Urban services, amenities, and
employment can boost productivity and allow residents
to contribute to a thriving civic, economic, social, and
cultural life.

The world’s urban population is expected to surge from 4.2
billion in 2018 to 6.7 billion in 2050.112 Ninety percent of
this growth is projected to take place in Africa and Asia. 113
Almost all urbanization is expected to take place in low- and

Yet this virtuous cycle depends on adequate infrastructure

middle-income countries, where the urban population will

and services.108 During the 19th and early 20th centuries,

rise by about 75 percent (see Figure 2).114 Between 2015 and

urbanization in the global North initially brought disease

2030, the largest increases will occur in East Asia and the

and poverty, especially in crowded slums with inadequate

Pacific (32 percent of the total), South Asia (22 percent), and

water and sanitation.

109

By the mid-20th century, many

Sub-Saharan Africa (21 percent).115 The map in Figure 2 B,

cities in industrialized countries were turning this around

shows the projected percentage change in urban population

by investing in better infrastructure and services. This

across regions between 2015 and 2030. Our city categorization

helped contain disease outbreaks and dramatically improved

shown in Box 2 corroborates this trend. In the cities we

socioeconomic indicators such as income, life expectancy,

classify as struggling, urban populations are expected to grow

and productivity.110 Urban populations exploded while nations

by an average of 64 percent between 2015 and 2030. Emerging

grew wealthier. Vibrant cities, in turn, created value and

cities are expected to grow by an average of 18 percent.

111

spurred economic development. Urbanization and economic
growth proceeded in tandem.

Both Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia are urbanizing rapidly, but
in different ways. From 2000 to 2010, rural-urban migration

But there is no guarantee that this cycle will repeat itself.

accounted for just 30 percent of urban population growth in

Today urbanization in the global South is unfolding

Sub-Saharan Africa, and natural increase made up the other

differently. Populations and demand for urban services and

70 percent.116 By contrast, in Asia, rural-urban migration

amenities are skyrocketing, but many cities can neither raise

accounted for almost 60 percent, and natural increase

the revenue nor make the investments needed to respond.

made up just 40 percent.117 Growth will continue there,

There is a real risk that they will be stuck with inadequate

but more slowly.118
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Figure 2A | Urban population growth is concentrated in less developed regions over the next 30 years,
primarily in Africa and Asia
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Note: For the classification of regions into “more developed regions” and “less developed regions” we follow the United Nations Populations Division,
which states that “more developed regions” comprise all countries in Europe and North America, plus Australia, Japan, and New Zealand. The “less
developed regions” comprise all countries in Africa, Asia (excluding Japan), Latin America and the Caribbean, plus Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia.
Source: UN DESA, 2019.

Figure 2B | Urban population growth is concentrated in less developed regions over the next 30 years,
primarily in Africa and Asia
Projected Change in Urban Population, 2015-2030

<1%

1-15%

15.01-30%

30.01-45%

>45%

Note: n=769 cities
Source: Beard et al. (2016), based on Oxford Economics (2016).
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2.2 WEAKER OR UNCLEAR
LINKS BETWEEN URBANIZATION
AND ECONOMIC GROWTH IN
THE GLOBAL SOUTH
In 1960, few low-income countries were highly urbanized.

well-studied phenomenon of urbanization without growth121

By 2014, this had changed. Many more low-income countries

suggests “the possibility that something fundamental has

were urbanizing fast, and the relationship between national

changed in the relationship of urbanization and development

income and urbanization had weakened (see Figure 3).

in the late 20th century compared to prior experience.”122

Figure 3 shows that the level of urbanization explains a much
lower share of the variation in national income in 2014 than
it did in 1960.

Economists link the rapid growth of low-income megacities
in many countries to more open economic systems and
poor agricultural yields, which have made rural livelihoods
precarious and farmers desperate, fueling migration to

Today, especially across Sub-Saharan Africa, cities are growing
fast but incomes remain stagnant.119 Between 1980 and 2020,
the urban population rose faster than GDP per capita.120 This

cities.123 In countries that depend heavily on resource exports,
as many in Africa do, urbanization has progressed without
industrialization and has been concentrated in “consumption

Figure 3A | Urbanization and economic growth historically have gone hand in hand, but the relationship

depends on country factors and has weakened in recent years
Few low-income countries were highly urbanized in 1960, and the relationship between urbanization and national income was stronger.

Income Group

Low income

Lower middle income

High income: non-OECD

Upper middle income

High income: OECD

y = 0.0208x + 2.4268
R² = 0.7356

Log10 GDP per capita (2005 US$, PPP)

5

4.5

4

3.5
Zambia

3

Kenya

2.5

Indonesia

2

Brazil

Chad

China

0

10

Thailand
Sierra Leone
India

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Urbanization Percentage
Note: The graph shows the relationship between the percentage of the population that is urban and the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in
1960 for countries of the world. The country classification is based on the 2016 country classification. (RSE = 0.3213, n = 88, p-value: < 2.2e-16)
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Figure 3B | Urbanization and economic growth historically have gone hand in hand, but the relationship
depends on country factors and has weakened in recent years
More low- and middle-income countries were highly urbanized in 2014, and the relationship between urbanization and national income was weaker.
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Notes: The graph shows the relationship between the percentage of the population that is urban and the GDP per capita in 2014 for countries of the
world. (RSE = 0.4652, n = 175, p-value: < 2.2e-16); OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. Across countries, we find that
the extent to which urbanization is associated with economic growth may depend on removing barriers to rural-urban mobility and ensuring supportive
policies, markets, and infrastructure investments that sustain growing cities (Turok and McGranahan, 2013). Several factors, including geography,
history, culture, governance, and institutions, are responsible for the differences in how this relationship plays out between countries, yet there are
important lessons to learn from the urbanization trajectories of today’s wealthier nations (Chen et al., 2014).
Source: Beard et al., 2016. Analysis based on World Bank DataBank and World Bank country classification in 2016.

cities,” with local economies based on nontradable services
and generally low welfare outcomes.124 This pattern is
very different from the growth of “production cities” in
industrialized countries built around manufacturing.125
Across low-income countries, urbanization is happening
without industrialization or rising living standards for the
majority of people.126 Urbanization without economic growth
hinders the ability of governments to provide the services
and invest in the urban infrastructure that people depend on.
This leads to a vicious cycle because the poor quality of urban
infrastructure and services in turn constrains productivity
and drags down economic growth.

2.3 RISING POVERTY IN URBAN
AREAS WITH WOMEN AND
CHILDREN BEARING THE BRUNT
Poverty, once more prevalent in rural areas, is now
increasingly shifting to cities. Based on income alone, poverty
rates globally and in many nations are falling, but the spatial
distribution of poverty is changing, with the share of poor
people living in urban areas on the rise worldwide.127 It is
estimated that COVID-19 has pushed about 120 million people
into extreme poverty so far, with most of the new poor in
countries such as Bangladesh, Brazil, Mexico, Nigeria, and
South Africa being urban dwellers.128
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Income is just one dimension of poverty. To grasp its full

to a definition that focuses solely on monetary poverty, a

implications, poverty must be measured more broadly,

multidimensional definition that includes consumption,

factoring in education and access to basic infrastructure

education, and access to basic infrastructure results in the

such as electricity, water, and sanitation. Recent research

share of poor being approximately 50 percent higher at the

on 119 countries (representing 45 percent of the world’s

global level.131 Urban incomes may appear high until the

population) shows that the multidimensional urban poverty

deprivation of essential services is taken into account because

rate in Sub-Saharan Africa is 11 times higher than in Latin

it imposes the additional costs of accessing services and

America and the Caribbean, one of the world’s most highly

health burdens, particularly in the overcrowded informal

urbanized regions (see Figure 4).

129

In Sub-Saharan Africa,

settlements where the poor live when cities lack decent

the fastest urbanizing region today, most urban residents

affordable housing.

are multidimensionally poor. These numbers are likely
underestimated because migrants or slum dwellers are often
not counted, and we know that, on average, slum populations
are growing faster than urban populations as a whole.130

Lacking access to clean water and adequate sanitation is a
key driver of multidimensional poverty, and has a greater
impact, particularly on women and children, than low
incomes.132 A study of 25 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa

In most countries, adding indicators of access to services,

found that women collectively spent at least 16 million hours

education, health, and security to measures of poverty

each day collecting drinking water, compared to 6 million

increases the share of the multidimensional poor who live in

hours for men and 4 million hours for children.133 Women

urban areas and in female-headed households. Recognizing

and girls also suffer disproportionately from lack of access

multidimensional poverty has important implications

to bathrooms and toilets as it exposes them to risks of sexual

for targeting poverty reduction efforts and resources to

harassment and assault.134

increase human wellbeing, not just income. When compared

Figure 4 | The average percentage of people living in multidimensional poverty in urban areas is highest in
Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia
Multidimensional poverty headcount ratio in urban areas (%)
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Note: The measure of multidimensional poverty used here includes income as one dimension, along with access to basic services (such as electricity,
water, and sanitation) and education as two additonal non-monetary dimensions of well-being. Specific indicators for each dimension are listed in Table
4.1 of World Bank, 2018a. Estimates are based on harmonized household surveys in 119 economies circa 2013 from the Global Monitoring Database
(GMD) of the World Bank.
Source: Authors’ analysis based on World Bank, 2018a, Table 4C.1.
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2.4 THE GREATEST
CHALLENGES AND THE FEWEST
PUBLIC RESOURCES IN RAPIDLY
GROWING CITIES
Building infrastructure and providing services for

land to create housing that can accommodate growing

exponentially growing populations is in itself a daunting

urban populations. The number of people living in slums

challenge, but doing so while ensuring low-carbon, resilient,

climbed by 200 million between 1990 and 2014.139 “Informal”

and sustainable growth is even more difficult,135 especially

housing or slums without tenure and services differ from

on a small budget. This is precisely the dilemma that rapidly

legally constructed but inadequate formal housing, although

growing cities in the global South will face. From now

both may be ramshackle, overcrowded, and lacking in

until 2050, about 40 percent of urban population growth is

access to services.

expected to occur in smaller and midsize cities that currently
have populations of 1 to 5 million people, not the dominant
metropolitan areas that typically have more capacity and
receive more resources from national governments and
external funding agencies.136

Whatever their drawbacks, informal settlements are centers
of significant economic activity, encompassing numerous
home-based microenterprises and informal labor.140 Informal
workers with poor, insecure, and irregular livelihoods
represent between 50 and 80 percent of urban employment

Budget per capita is a useful proxy for the financial resources

in the global South.141 The majority of these informal workers

available. Figure 5 compares city population size and the

work at daily wages, are self-employed, or contribute to small

municipal budget per capita using data from a sample of

home enterprises.142 Globally, more than 2 billion people work

30 cities in different regions. It shows vast disparities in

in the informal economy. This represents almost 90 percent

the resources cities can deploy. Bengaluru, India; Wuhan,

of the workforce in rapidly urbanizing countries such as

China; and New York City, United States, are each home

India and Kenya.143

to about 8.5 million people. But Wuhan’s per capita budget
is 38 times as large as Bengaluru’s, and New York City’s is 164
times larger.137

In many urbanizing low- and middle-income countries,
informality is pervasive and persistent. It can be seen not only
in the high proportion of informal workers and settlements
but also in the way people get essential services. Often it is

2.5 HIGH, PERSISTENT, AND
GROWING INFORMALITY IN
COUNTRIES WHERE URBAN
GROWTH IS CONCENTRATED
Over 1 billion people worldwide, representing a third of urban
dwellers worldwide and two-thirds in low-income countries,
occupy informal settlements that lack core services and
secure tenure, and these settlements are a ubiquitous feature
of cities across the global South.138 Often they are self-built
by low-income people who cannot afford housing in the city
close to employment opportunities. Urban slums spring up
where planning is lax and affordable housing is scarce as
well as where cities have not used accessible, well-serviced

informal workers and vendors who provide them. Figures
6A-6E present presents data from the thematic papers on
informal employment, informal housing, and informality
in the delivery of key urban services (transport, water, and
sanitation). The figures highlight how these phenomena
are generally concentrated in cities in Africa, Asia, and
Latin America.
The pandemic has highlighted the fragility of life in this
informal economy (see Box 3). Informal workers have faced
the choice of either laboring under conditions that expose
them to the virus or going hungry. Often these low-wage,
gig workers are doing the essential work that keeps urban
economies running, yet they lack the financial and social
safety nets people need to ride out crises.144
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Figure 5 | Cities in the global South have significantly smaller municipal budgets per capita
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Figure 6 | The global South has high levels of informality in urban labor, housing, and service delivery

Figure 6A | The informality of urban labor in the global South
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Figure 6B | The informality of urban housing in the global South
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Figure 6C | The informality of urban transport in the global South
Walk and bicycle
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Figure 6D | The informality of urban water supply in the global South: Other sources typically represent

informal and alternative service provision
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Figure 6E | The informality of urban sanitation in the global South: Unsafely managed sanitation typically

reflects informal and alternative service provision
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Notes: The majority of people in many global South cities rely on informal modes of urban transport or paratransit; For Panels 6D and 6E, the 15 cities
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Sources: Figure 6A: Chen and Beard, 2018; Figure 6B: King et al. (2017), based on estimates from UN-Habitat (2015a); Figure 6C: Venter et al., 2019;
Figure 6D: Mitlin et al. (2019), based on WRI (2018); Figure 6E: Satterthwaite et al. (2019), based on WRI (2018). 		
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BOX 3 | The COVID-19 pandemic has been calamitous for the informal urban workforce
In cities of the global South, as much as 50 to 80 percent of
employment is informal, comprising street vendors, minibus
drivers, construction workers, domestic workers employed
in homes, security guards, migrant workers, and numerous
workers and enterprises operating from their homes in informal
settlements.a Many of these families are essentially surviving day
to day, living in dense neighborhoods with unreliable and often
shared access to basic services such as water, sanitation, and
electricity. Many do not have bank accounts, basic employment
contracts, or insurance. Their incomes and workplaces are not on
any government agency’s radar. In short, they lack the resources
to survive without defying lockdown orders now applicable in most
cities. Recognizing the stark reality of urban inequality and the
lack of social safety nets for the informal workforce is essential
for tackling the current pandemic and for cities to be more
economically resilient to future crises.

and informal workers have been fleeing back to their home
villages.d This has accelerated the spread of infection across
India, putting many rural areas with little health care in immediate
danger.

A survey in Bengaluru, India—where over 70 percent of the
workforce is informal—showed that although many low-income
workers were afraid of contracting COVID-19, most felt compelled
to continue working for fear of losing income, jobs, and the ability
to feed their families.b Food insecurity is at an all-time high, and
without support, residents are seeing only two choices: risk
infection or starvation. A week of dropped wages could mean
they will lose their housing. For some, their work is their place of
shelter. Data from Kampala, Uganda, reveals serious impacts on
over 600,000 jobs in the informal transport sector because of
restrictions during the pandemic. This led to wider economic costs
for the whole city because of the inability of millions of people to
get to jobs and a loss of approximately US$1.2 billion (4.5 trillion
Ugandan shillings) that the informal transport sector contributes
annually to the local economy.c
Often invisible to governments and other urban residents in the
best of times, what happens to informal workers such as street
vendors and domestic workers during the COVID-19 pandemic
could affect whole cities—rich and poor folks alike. In response to
the Indian government’s lockdown order, millions of urban migrant

In the long term, investing in basic infrastructure and services,
education, skill training, and health care are necessary. But there
are short-term strategies to help cities respond now to the crisis
faced by informal workers. National governments can process
fiscal transfers to states/cities so they can immediately distribute
cash assistance—through more creative means than usual, if
necessary—to those who need it most. Cash transfers can protect
traditional supply chains for essential goods. In Delhi, India, for
example, the local government is setting up shelters and food
distribution points to stop rural migration, though not at a fast
enough rate.e Governments should leverage existing systems to
distribute subsidized food and other essential goods, but these
need to be available for those without secure addresses or bank
accounts. Through partnerships with private companies, cities
can extend their ability to distribute essential goods to those
who need them most. In Bengaluru, for example, a private food
delivery platform has partnered with the state government,
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and commercial kitchens
to serve 500,000 meals daily.f
City governments must also coordinate closely with community
leaders and NGOs that work in informal settlements and
other at-risk communities, both to better understand what
is happening on the ground and to communicate key health
messages. Establishing deeper and more trusted partnerships
with communities can lead to more responsive policies, budget
allocations, and channels of communication. A robust data
infrastructure can help identify high-risk locations—such as
those where water access is dangerously low—to inform urban
planning and create better preparedness for the future. Targeting
assistance to these locations to close the urban services divide
is a way for cities to build back differently and more equitably to
better withstand the next crisis.

Sources: a. Chen and Beard, 2018; b. AICCTU, 2020; c. Hatchile Consult, 2020. Ugandan shillings were converted using the average exchange rate for U.S.
dollars to Ugandan shillings for April 2020, when the survey of informal transport operators was done. The historic exchange rate was obtained from Currency
Converter (2020); d. Agarwal, 2020; e. India Today Web Desk, 2020; f. PTI, 2020.
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2.6 URBAN GROWTH
PATTERNS ACCELERATING
ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION
Unless they can harness innovations to leapfrog the

is depleting aquifers and creating water scarcity.151 Rampant

trajectories followed by developed nations, urbanizing low-

unregulated construction in urban floodplains and wetlands

income nations will experience urban population growth

has been causing disastrous flooding events across South

accompanied by a steep rise in consumption, environmental

Asian and African cities. Cities are encroaching on forests

degradation, and GHG emissions.145 To take one example, if

and prime agricultural land that have historically provided

car ownership in Nigeria approached the level of the United

natural buffers against flooding. Some of this development

States, where about 90 percent of households own cars,146

also invades biodiversity hot spots.152 Unmanaged urban

reducing local air pollution and slowing climate change

expansion, with little regard for travel distances, hydrology,

enough to stave off catastrophic consequences would become

or protection of green cover, is driving up GHG emissions, air

significantly harder. Illness and premature deaths due to

pollution, flooding risk, and urban heat island effects.153 Weak

ambient air pollution in Lagos, Nigeria’s largest city, caused

land-use and environmental regulations exacerbate these

losses of $2.1 billion in 2018, representing 2.1 percent of Lagos

challenges. The poor and those living in informal settlements

State’s GDP.147 With current carbon-intensive growth trends,

are most vulnerable to natural disasters, pollution, and the

the materials consumed to build and expand cities could more

impacts of climate change.154

than double from their 2010 level by 2050, so cities need to be
planned and built differently.148

low- and middle-income countries. Air in these cities contains

The scale and pace of growth and lack of appropriate planning
and regulation are already imposing heavy burdens on
environmental resources and quality.

Air pollution also imperils public health in rapidly urbanizing

149

Freshwater and

extremely high levels of PM2.5 pollution. These fine particles,

2.5 microns or smaller, are able to bypass the body’s defenses,
making them especially dangerous. They can cause heart

soils are being contaminated and spreading disease because

and lung disease and premature death.155 Nearly everyone in

sewage and wastewater treatment systems are nonexistent

these urban areas is exposed to PM2.5 levels that exceed the air

or inadequate. More than 80 percent of all sewage and

quality guidelines of the World Health Organization (WHO).156

most of the industrial wastewater in developing countries

As shown in Figure 7, South Asian countries face the highest

is discharged untreated into rivers, lakes, or the ocean.150

levels of PM2.5 pollution in the world, followed by African and

Excessive groundwater extraction to meet growing demand
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Middle Eastern countries.157
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Figure 7 | Rapidly urbanizing countries in Africa and Asia have the highest levels of air pollution
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Note: The figure shows the annual average PM2.5 concentration in 2018 relative to the World Health Organization’s guidelines.
Source: Based on Dalhousie University Atmospheric Composition Analysis Group data and Hammer et al. (2020), accessed through Resource Watch
(August 8, 2021), www.resourcewatch.org.

2.7 HIGHEST CLIMATE
VULNERABILITY AND INCREASING
CARBON FOOTPRINTS IN POOR,
RAPIDLY URBANIZING REGIONS
The poorest and most climate-vulnerable regions of the

of global urban carbon dioxide emissions. If current trends

world are projected also to be the hot spots of in- and out-

continue, that share is expected to more than double to 56

migration driven by climate change. Ninety percent of this

percent by 2050.159 However, a recent report shows that by

migration will be in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. By

using technically feasible and widely available mitigation

2050, over 140 million people in Sub-Saharan Africa, South

measures, cities could cut their emissions in key sectors by

Asia, and Latin America could be forced to move within their

almost 90 percent by 2050.160 Planning cities in ways that

own countries to escape the slow-onset impacts of climate

conserve energy, reduce automobile use, and limit commuting

change.

158

They will flee from parched rural areas where crops

distances can accomplish this. How urban growth is managed

are failing and from coastal and low-lying areas menaced

will determine whether low- and middle-income countries

by rising sea levels and storm surges. But in cities, the often

follow a high- or low-carbon trajectory. This will play a pivotal

poor-quality, informal settlements where they live may

role in global efforts to avert catastrophic temperature rise

not be safe either because they are extremely vulnerable to

and protect the natural ecosystems and resources that sustain

floods and storms.

life. If these efforts fall short, it is these same cities and their

As climate change propels urbanization, urbanization could
also accelerate climate change. In 2010, the cities of the
global South accounted for just over a quarter (27 percent)

inhabitants who may suffer the most. Figure 8 shows that
many countries across Africa, Asia, and Latin America are
more vulnerable to climate change and are far less prepared to
cope with it than Western Europe and North America.
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Figure 8 | Climate vulnerability and readiness to deal with climate risks vary by country
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Note: Readiness is measured by considering a country’s economic, social, and governance ability to leverage investments for adaptation actions.
Vulnerability of a country is measured by considering six life-supporting sectors: food, water, health, ecosystem services, human habitat, and
infrastructure. Each sector is, in turn, represented by six indicators that represent three cross-cutting components: the exposure of the sector to
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Source: ND-GAIN, 2018. For the full data set, see the Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative database, https://gain.nd.edu/our-work/country-index/
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2.8 A DIFFERENT KIND OF
URBANIZATION REQUIRES
A NEW APPROACH
In the coming decades, urbanization will accelerate, and

Today’s fastest-growing cities need new tools and approaches

the fastest-growing cities will be in low- and middle-income

to succeed, built on a solid understanding of the economic

countries. These cities are luring millions of people desperate

and demographic conditions they face. The divergence

for a better life, but often their hopes wither. A rising share of

between economic growth and urbanization is a critical

people in the fastest-growing cities find themselves excluded

point of departure. Daunting and cascading problems exist,

from opportunity and locked in a precarious daily struggle

but so do real opportunities to solve them. New mindsets

just to sustain themselves and their families.

and strategies hold the potential to make urbanization more

Freeing those trapped on the wrong side of the services
divide—and unleashing their productive and creative

inclusive, equitable, and sustainable, benefiting not just the
poor, and not just city dwellers, but everyone on the planet.

potential—could help reinvigorate cities and whole nations.
But the strategies that worked for rapidly urbanizing nations
in the past are inadequate and often unfeasible today.
Historically, GDP and income growth went hand in hand
with urbanization and helped finance needed infrastructure
and spread wealth. Today’s urbanization often lacks this
crucial backstop.161

WORLD RESOURCES REPORT | Towards a More Equal City | October 2021 | 65

66 |

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

Part II

A New Approach for
Transformative Change
Based on How People
Experience the City
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Chapter 3.
Why Access to Urban Services Matters
The urban services divide affects every aspect of people’s lives. Those who are
under-served by core services like housing, water, sanitation, transport, and energy
face higher burdens and fewer opportunities in the short and long term than those
who are better served or can provide for themselves.
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3.1 THE URBAN SERVICES
DIVIDE AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
To pursue transformative change that is fundamentally more

expenditures, reduces the income people can save, and

people centered, cities must depart from business as usual.

curtails their opportunities for a better life.

This means starting with the lived experience of people and
using this as the metric of success rather than focusing only
on income, carbon emissions, or another narrow metric.
It is for this reason that we focus on the urban services
divide—the gap between the “better served,” who have access

Across countries of the global South, urban residents spend
almost 25 to 50 percent of their household income on
basic needs such as housing, energy, transport, water, and
sanitation.162 If these core urban services were more accessible
and affordable, these households could instead spend this

to good-quality services, and the “under-served,” who do not.

money on education, health care, and increasing their

This gap lies at the core of rising poverty and inequity in cities

standard of living. Figure 9 contrasts the daily lives of better-

(Box 4). Spotty, unequal access to core services is not just a

served and under-served groups and highlights how the urban

symptom of urban inequality; it is a key cause of it because it

services divide creates more opportunities for the better

widens the gap between “haves” and “have-nots,” increases

served and greater burdens for the under-served in terms of
lost time and expense.

BOX 4 | Existing estimates of access to urban services provide an incomplete picture
Past estimates show that up to 70 percent of the urban population
in the global South is reported to be under-served by one or
more core urban services: housing, water and sanitation, energy,
and transport (see Figure B4.1 for sectoral examples).a For
example, in 2012, more than 482 million urban residents lacked
access to modern fuels; in 2017, 110 million lacked access to
electricity and 615 million did not have reliable, clean water.b
These global averages mask extreme deprivations across urban
neighborhoods, cities, and countries, and they only consider the
magnitude of access to these services, not their quality, reliability,

or affordability for low-income urban residents. These estimates
need to be improved and standardized to measure inequities in
both the quantity and quality of access. Doing so will also help
track progress against the Sustainable Development Goal targets.
Globally, two in three urban dwellers in low-income countries live
in slums, which are defined as places where people lack access to
most of these services. Although this number is already high, the
percentage of the urban population that lives in slums goes up to
77 percent in Mozambique and 88 percent in Sudan, to give just
two examples.c

Figure B4.1 | Billions of urban dwellers lack reliable, affordable, and safe access to these core services
and opportunities offered by cities
Core services:

H O U SIN G

67%

City dwellers that lack access to affordable and secure housing (2020)a
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Urban population in low-income countries that lacks access to electricity (2017)b
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Or more of household income spent on commuting by low-income people (2019)e
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Population in 15 major cities in the global South that lack access to piped water (2018)f
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64%

Sewage and fecal sludge in 15 major cities in the global South that is
unsafely managed (2018)g

Cross-cutting issues:

EMPLOYMENT
L AND

50-80%

Employment across global South cities that is informal (2018)c

80%

Increase in global urban land area from 2018-2030g, with majority of poor living
in unserviced periphery

Note: Analysis from the World Resources Report: Towards a More Equal City, 2016 to 2019.
Figure Sources: a. World Bank, 2018b; b. World Bank, 2016a; c. Venter et al., 2019; d. WRI, 2018; Mitlin et al., 2019; e. WRI, 2018; Satterthwaite et al.,
2019; f. ILO, 2018b; g. Mahendra and Seto, 2019; Seto et al., 2012.
Box Sources: a. Beard et al. (2016), based on data analyzed from PovcalNet database in 2015; Watson, 2009: 183; b. WHO and UNICEF, 2017; World Bank,
2016a; c. World Bank, 2018b.
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Figure 9A | Inequities in access to services affect every part of people’s lives

The urban services divide shows why daily activities are easier for some and a struggle for others
An illustrative urban dweller living in good quality housing or a better served area of the city,
with reliable, affordable and safe access to water, sanitation, transport and energy
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Figure 9B | Inequities in access to services affect every part of people’s lives

The urban services divide leads to higher burdens and fewer opportunities for the under-served
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3.2 THE PERNICIOUS EFFECTS
OF SELF-PROVISION
“Self-provision” is one direct consequence of scant and
unreliable core city services. It exacerbates poverty and
inequality while undermining the economic prosperity and
environmental sustainability of the city as a whole.
Urban dwellers in the global South who are under-served by
municipal infrastructure must rely on informal arrangements
to meet basic needs.163 Boxes 5 and 6 illustrate how families
in African cities such as Accra, Ghana, and Lagos live
through these challenges. In the absence of municipal
services, residents of all income groups must make their own
arrangements to gain access to housing, transport, water,
sanitation, and energy. Because it can be inconvenient and
expensive, self-provision harms everyone. It imposes high
costs not only on individuals but also on society in the form
of lost productivity, higher expenditures, environmental
degradation, and poor health. Without access to clean fuel or
sewage treatment facilities, people burn wood or charcoal for
cooking and illegally empty pit latrines directly into rivers.
Whether they are improvising, bribing, spending most of
their income, or finding other ways to get what they need,
making informal arrangements in unregulated markets adds
extra time, cost, and uncertainty. Private service providers
may be informal workers with unrecognized businesses,
and the quality of services they offer may fall outside safe or
acceptable standards.
Households that experience unreliable core service delivery
but have sufficient economic means are better equipped
to fend for themselves or get what they need through both

times as much for bottled water as they would for piped tap

formal and informal markets. If the power goes out frequently,

water.164 Families may have little left for other needs, such as

they can purchase generators and the fuel needed to run

food and education.

them. If there is no train or bus, or service is unreliable, they
can drive themselves or hire a car to pick them up. If the tap
water smells bad or makes them sick, they can buy bottled
water in bulk or drill their own bore well, as many gated
communities often do. Those with better access have more
opportunities for a productive, prosperous, and healthy life.

As more people with sufficient means find their own solutions
and engage in self-provision by acquiring services through
the market or personal networks, inequalities in access to
services widen. They demand less of decision-makers, which
erodes the incentive for public agencies to improve service
delivery for everyone and undermines local accountability.

But for low-income people, having to self-provide can

The outcome of self-provision is a negative feedback loop of

impose crippling burdens. For them, the quest for essential

citizen resistance to any municipal finance reforms entailing

services can crowd out everything else. Often those who

higher service fees or taxes to improve urban services for

are least able to pay are actually forced to spend the most,

everyone. This continues to perpetuate inequities in access

even in absolute terms, for the same essential services.

to services and handicaps decision-makers and other urban

People who lack safe running water may end up paying fifty

change agents in fulfilling essential functions.165
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BOX 5 | Lack of piped water in expanding outskirts of Accra increases household water stress
Victor lives with his family in Amrahia, a suburb of Accra,
Ghana, that has grown rapidly in recent years, outpacing the
establishment of basic services and infrastructure such as roads
or a water distribution system. Like many families in Amrahia,
Victor’s family struggles every day to get good-quality water. Victor
buys water from a local vendor and collects rainwater when he
can, but the supply is inconsistent. From the private vendors,
Victor fills up his 2,000-liter plastic water tank, which lasts
approximately three weeks and costs about US$7.50, significantly
more than water provided by the public system that does not
reach his home. But sometimes the vendors take a long time to

fill up his tank or refuse to provide the water, in which case Victor
drives his taxi around town with a 25-liter can in search of water.
Leftover wastewater from cooking and bathing is sometimes used
for the toilet, which is connected to a septic tank. Sometimes it
is just thrown outside his house, posing threats to local water
quality. Victor’s family is one of many facing high household water
stress year-round. They fear droughts and other weather-related
disasters and other emergencies that could threaten their supply.
As the community grows, residents hope that the city will install
piped water and a drainage system to all homes.

Figure B5.1 | Bottled or sachet water is commonly sold in the under-served neighborhoods of Accra

Picture credit: World Bank
Note: These vignettes are based on in-depth interviews with urban residents conducted in seven countries grappling with the effects of urbanization (Brazil,
China, Ghana, India, Kenya, Mexico, and Nigeria).

Because it can be inconvenient and expensive, self-provision harms everyone.
It imposes high costs not only on individuals but also on society in the form of
lost productivity, higher expenditures, environmental degradation, and poor health.
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BOX 6 | Energy access proves a daily struggle for low-income households in Lagos
For 29 years, Mrs. Arowojobe has lived in Pedro, a popular
neighborhood for low-income families in Lagos, Nigeria. An
estimated 70 percent of the population of Lagos lives in this type
of neighborhood, with 66 percent of residents lacking secure
land tenure. Only 15 percent of households are connected to an
electrical grid, and there is no centralized sewage or wastewater
management system for the city. Mrs. Arowojobe, 49, and her
husband have two children and live on a combined income of
roughly US$300 per month. Ten years ago, Mrs. Arowojobe left
a job as a nurse in a private school to open a small frozen fish
and meat stand outside her house. She enjoys the flexibility that
this provides her and the time it allows for her to spend with
her children. But sporadic access to electricity makes living and
working difficult.

She currently pays the city utility, the National Electric Power
Authority, a fixed monthly rate of $25, even though she can only
rely on two hours of electricity daily. Blackouts that last up to three
consecutive days are common.
Mrs. Arowojobe also struggles to obtain enough fuel to cook
for her family. She normally travels two kilometers to refill her
12.5-kilogram container with propane every three months, which
costs her nearly $18. She can purchase kerosene as a backup
from hawkers outside her house, but she says, “I like the gas
cooker because the kerosene stove darkens my pot and emits
smoke that chokes me and makes my eyes shed tears.” Mrs.
Arowojobe urges her kids to stay in school, where they do not have
to breathe in the smoke from cooking and have better access to
electricity.

Figure B6.1 | Mrs. Arowojobe at her home in Pedro, Lagos

Picture credit: Abdulmutalib Yussuf, 2016.
Note: These vignettes are based on in-depth interviews with urban residents conducted in seven countries grappling with the effects of urbanization (Brazil,
China, Ghana, India, Kenya, Mexico, and Nigeria).
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3.3 THE GEOGRAPHY AND
SPATIAL DIMENSION OF THE
URBAN SERVICES DIVIDE
Where people fall on the spectrum from better served to

housing inside cities is so scarce that lower-income people

under-served typically depends on where they live. This

in particular are driven either to informal settlements or to

is no accident; instead, it is a result of the choices being

peripheral areas where land and housing are cheaper. This

made in the fast-growing cities of the global South. Urban

fuels outward expansion, which, in turn, makes extending

areas are expected to triple in size between 2000 and 2030,

core services to these locations more expensive. Empirical

and in these cities, much of the growth taking place now is

evidence shows that, as cities spread and density falls, the

basically unsupervised. It is not being planned or regulated

per capita cost of providing public services soars and the

by governments prioritizing the long-term interests of the

likelihood of being linked to services falls. In Indian and

majority of the population. Unmanaged urban expansion

African cities, access to multiple urban services drops sharply

means large, new sections of cities are being built without

just five kilometers from the city center.166 A look at India’s

services. Neighborhoods and informal settlements within

Bengaluru metropolitan region illustrates how the fastest-

cities have matured with no services and none coming any

growing areas in the periphery have the highest proportions

time soon. And once these patterns of development have

of households lacking access to basic services such as piped

taken hold, it is prohibitively costly and incredibly difficult—

water, sewer connections, and drainage (Figure 10). The

perhaps even impossible—to fix or reverse them.

thematic paper on urban expansion shows similar data for

One problem is that most of this haphazard, unplanned
growth occurs not in a city’s center but rather at its periphery.
This is true of both formally constructed buildings and
informal settlements. It happens because affordable
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Mexico City, Mexico, and highlights the spatial inequality
seen in cities today while presenting new analysis of urban
growth patterns over time for nearly 500 cities.167
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Figure 10 | Inadequate basic services in the rapidly expanding Bengaluru metropolitan area leave many

without access
A. Urban spatial expansion, 1990–2015
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D. Percentage of households with access to piped sewer
connections, 2011
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Notes: BBMP = Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike (the municipal corporation of the Greater Bengaluru metropolitan area); BDA = Bangalore
Development Authority. Bengaluru is the new name of the city formerly known as Bangalore. Some city agencies retain the name Bangalore.
Sources: Mahendra and Seto (2019), based on data from the 2011 Census of India, the Bangalore Metropolitan Region Development Authority, the
Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike, and the Bangalore Metro Rail Corporation Limited as well as Global Land Survey and Landsat (U.S. Geological
Survey) images for 1990, 2000, 2010, and 2015. Contributed by WRI India.
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In addition to living without services, lower-income people in

Without careful planning and effective, integrated policies,

outlying areas must often travel long distances to find work

fast-growing cities in low- and middle-income countries

(see Box 7 for an example from Porto Alegre, Brazil).

will struggle to reverse these trends. Unequal, inadequate

But urban peripheries are not the only areas lacking
infrastructure and services. Informal and unplanned areas
inside cities have also been growing denser—and without
service provision—as people crowd into any housing they
can find close to employment.168 These residents often
depend on fragile informal services to meet basic needs and

infrastructure and services will perpetuate a vicious cycle
that becomes harder and harder to escape. The urban services
divide encumbers cities in ways that sap their economic
vitality and raise the very real risk that, instead of propelling
nations towards prosperity, rapidly growing cities will instead
hold them back.

demand can easily outstrip supply. The poor, who may have

The Towards a More Equal City series dives deep into ways that

no choice about where they can live, pay exorbitant prices

cities can break this cycle. It explores the many consequences

as a result. For example, the roughly 300,000 people packed

of the urban services divide for entire cities and their most

into Mukuru, one of the largest informal settlements in

vulnerable populations. It explains the causes and geography

Nairobi, face a “poverty penalty” for drinking water. They pay

of the urban services divide, including the lack of planning

over four times more per cubic meter than those who live in

and the patterns of urban growth that have fueled it. It looks

formal areas of the city.

169

Up to 70 percent of urban residents

in the global South rely on informal arrangements like these
to procure core services.

170

Many also lack access to quality

education, secure employment, and health care.
Unplanned outward expansion and informal settlement stem
from a shortage of affordable housing inside cities, caused or
exacerbated by weak urban planning and land governance,
corruption, onerous and outdated regulations, and real estate
and financial markets that serve private interests rather than

at the repercussions of leaving under-served populations
to fend for themselves and sheds light on the need for
government leadership to address market failures. It points
to the potential for investment in services and infrastructure
to pay for themselves many times over, identifies key sectors
to prioritize, and lays out strategies for achieving the best
results. This report highlights numerous examples of how
cities can provide access to services and opportunities more
sustainably and equitably.

the larger community. These problems are detailed in Part III,
Transformation 6, of this report, which discusses how urban
land management, spatial planning, and land governance
practices must shift to reduce spatial inequalities.

Unequal, inadequate infrastructure and services perpetuates a vicious cycle
that becomes harder and harder to escape. The urban services divide encumbers
cities in ways that sap their economic vitality and raise the very real risk that,
instead of propelling nations towards prosperity, rapidly growing cities will instead
hold them back.
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BOX 7 | Long, unsafe commutes plague Porto Alegre residents
Jaime, a 51-year-old resident of Porto Alegre, Brazil, earns
roughly US$378 per month as a supermarket supplier, but he
has a long and sometimes dangerous commute to work. His job
at Seradil, located in the Gravataí neighborhood, is 16 kilometers
away from his home in Alvorada. To get there, Jaime walks to the
bus stop, waits 20 to 30 minutes, catches an overcrowded bus
for $0.97, then walks another 17 minutes to Seradil. The family
spends a quarter of his income, roughly $93, on transport a
month.
The cost is one problem. Safety is another. “There are many
assaults,” Jaime says. “We suffer almost daily assaults. We have
to give thanks to God on the days when we are not robbed. They
enter as ordinary passengers and take everything . . . because . . .
some parts of the way are remote, with nobody around. Time and
again, there are deaths, too, because sometimes they shoot, hit,

and attack people.” He continues, “Our security is zero. From one
to 10, it is zero. It does not exist. We come down to the bus stop
and we have to walk a lot in an empty area, by the highway, with
the cars passing just next to us, because there are no sidewalks.
It lacks infrastructure and structure—lighting, security, it lacks
everything.”
With the bus system so insecure, Jaime’s family is hoping to buy
a car soon, trusting that it will improve their quality of life. They
already own one but want to upgrade. “It is the dream of everyone,
right?” he says. “To improve life a little bit. We’re trying to save
money for a down payment and buy a car a little bigger, a little
better.” More cars on the road will increase traffic and congestion
for the city as a whole, however, leading to potentially longer
commutes for all and higher emissions.

Figure B7.1 | Jaime waits at a makeshift bus stop to get to work

Picture credit: Mariana Gil, 2016.
Note: These vignettes are based on analysis of in-depth interviews with urban residents conducted in seven countries grappling with the effects of urbanization
(Brazil, China, Ghana, India, Kenya, Mexico, and Nigeria).
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Chapter 4.
The Cascading Benefits of
Closing the Urban Services Divide
Closing the urban services divide avoids economic costs, improves quality of life,
and can trigger citywide transformative change with the right enabling conditions.
Seven case studies from the global South demonstrate how cascading benefits
can occur when cities extend infrastructure and services to the excluded. They
provide valuable real-world lessons that other cities can learn from.

WORLD RESOURCES REPORT | Towards a More Equal City | October 2021 | 81

4.1 AVOIDED ECONOMIC
COSTS FROM CLOSING THE
URBAN SERVICES DIVIDE
The consequences of unplanned, unequal, unsustainable

from avoided economic costs, to quality-of-life benefits, and

urban development stretch in so many directions that they

even to the potential for citywide transformative change

are difficult to measure. They permeate every aspect of life.

(see Figure 11).

As detailed above, they include sprawl, congestion, wasted
resources, pollution, deepening poverty, hobbled productivity,
danger, disease, and accelerating, potentially catastrophic
climate change. Closing or bridging the urban services divide
can avoid these costs. It can also yield large dividends across
sectors and institutions and improve life for a broad swath
of the urban population.171 Steps taken compound and build
upon one another, with the whole process yielding more
than the sum of its parts. These dividends can multiply

Many wider social and economic costs of the urban services
divide mount over time because private markets and actions
do not typically account for them. Private actors cannot
recognize (or immediately monetize) the benefits that would
flow from public investments to narrow the divide and make
cities more equitable and sustainable. This is true even when
investments in services and infrastructure can clearly pay for
themselves many times over. One example is the economic
case for extending sewer service to new neighborhoods.

Figure 11 | Closing the urban services divide can yield cascading benefits for the entire city

1 AVO I D ED EC O NO MIC C O ST S
•Unsafe sanitation imposes $223 billion/year costs globally in health, lost productivity, wagesa
•Traffic congestion costs up to 10% of GDP in lost productivity in large cities (e.g., Beijing and São Paulo)b
•Power outages lead to $150+ billion/year in sales and coping costs in developing countriesc
•Household air pollution causes nearly 4 million premature deaths worldwide every year from inefficient cooking practices
and use of solid fuelsd
•Household expenditure on tanker water costs 25 to 50 times more than municipal piped watere

2 Q UA L I T Y O F LIFE
•Benefits from time savings, better health, productivity of $4 to $34 from each $1 invested in water and sanitationf
•Shorter commutes save low-income commuters 25% of income; better connected, affordable housing provides
access to more jobs, lower air pollutiong`
•Improved livelihoods and opportunities, with energy cost savings from more reliable and clean energy accessh

3 C I T Y WIDE TR A NS FO R M AT ION
•In Medellín, improved transport options to connect poor hillside communities were accompanied
by new schools, public spaces, and housing policies that legalized informal homesi
•In Surabaya, in situ slum (kampung) upgrading with participatory approaches improved
infrastructure and services, provided affordable housing at scale, and improved livelihoods for the poorj
•In Kampala, pro-poor innovations in sanitation involving new partnerships across government,
communities, and small businesses shifted government practices with improvements in other sectorsk

Note: GDP = gross domestic product.
Sources: a. Wee, 2018; b. AfDB, 2012; UN-Habitat, 2013; c. Rentschler et al., 2019; d. WHO, 2018; e. Mitlin et al., 2019; f. WHO, 2012; g. Gwilliam,
2002; Hook and Howe, 2005; h. King et al., 2017; Westphal et al., 2017; i. Beard et al., 2016; j. Das and King, 2019; k. Lwasa and Owens, 2018.
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Doing this will create customers who will pay for the service.
But it also delivers larger, more diffuse economic benefits
by sparing people from being sickened by contaminated
water.172 Healthier residents need less medical care and are
more productive. These types of payoffs can cascade and
multiply in the long term in ways that are hard even to predict
or calculate. That makes them risky and hard to justify to
shareholders of companies looking for revenues and shortterm profits. But research shows that the payoff is huge.173
In Sub-Saharan Africa, for instance, low-income households
spend about one-third of their income on treating waterrelated illnesses. Globally, the lack of safely managed
sanitation imposes $223 billion a year in health costs, lost
productivity, and wages.174 The scale of this challenge is
clear when we consider that slums in cities such as Nairobi
may have one toilet for every 500 people.175 Each dollar
invested in water and sanitation generates between $4 and
$34 in benefits by saving time, improving health, and raising
productivity.176 Without water-related illnesses hampering
people’s productivity, hurting livelihoods, and slowing
economic growth (see Box 8), more households would be
able to thrive.177
Waterborne diseases are just one example of the costs of
current patterns of urban development. Here are some more:

▸

Traffic congestion costs up to 10 percent of GDP for large
cities such as Beijing, China, and São Paulo, Brazil.178

▸

Road accidents consume 5 percent of GDP across low- and

▸

Power outages lead to lost sales totaling $82 billion per

middle-income countries.179

year and additional coping costs of $65 billion per year for
backup generators in developing countries.180

▸

Water shortages cause urgent and expensive citywide
crises. In Jakarta, Indonesia, residents who lacked
piped, potable water resorted to digging and extracting
too much water from unregulated wells; as a result,
the entire city is now sinking as it battles sea level
rise and coastal flooding. The city has calculated that
it may need to spend over $40 billion on a sea wall
around Jakarta Bay.181

▸

2050. That is equivalent to between 1.2 and 6.3 percent of
the country’s GDP. India’s urban population is projected to
nearly double to 800 million by then.182 This means that
by midcentury, better, smarter urban development could
yield economic benefits worth up to more than 6 percent
of India’s entire GDP.183
The fact that so much economic activity takes place
without adequate infrastructure, government oversight,
or support takes a toll across the cities of the global South
as well. Informal workers account for 50 to 80 percent of
urban employment and generate from 25 to 50 percent
of the (nonagricultural) GDP of the global South.184 Yet
home-based workers living in informal settlements, street
vendors, transport operators, waste pickers, and other
informal workers are largely excluded, not just from public
infrastructure and services but also often from public spaces
and public procurement contracts. This severely constrains
their productivity. Power outages, water shortages, and
unreliable infrastructure are bad for business. So is being
harassed, fined, physically assaulted, or evicted from public

A study conducted for India estimates that sprawled,

spaces, as often happens. This, in turn, constrains output and

disconnected, and poorly planned urbanization could

earnings and makes the supply of goods and services less

cost between $330 billion and $1.8 trillion per year by

accessible, reliable, and affordable for everyone.
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BOX 8 | Flooding causes sanitation, health, and financial challenges for Bengaluru’s underserved neighborhoods
Many residents on the outskirts of Bengaluru, India, live in fear
of the rainy season floods devastating their homes. Thulsimma,
a 65-year-old woman whose family lives in a suburb of northwest
Bengaluru, says, “Sometimes we cannot even sleep at night.
We have to be very alert. . . . We protect whatever household
items we can, but we can’t remove everything when the rains
suddenly come.”
Because many low-income communities like Thulsimma’s develop
rapidly, often in low-lying, flood-prone areas, cities often fail to
move quickly enough to provide adequate basic services such as
water, electricity, sewer networks, and solid waste management,
as well as the infrastructure needed to protect homes from natural
disasters such as floods. Each year, Thulsimma and her family
spend one to three months of their combined income repairing
household flood damage. When the rains are very heavy, water

backflow from nearby sewers inundates the rajakluve—a central
drain connecting the neighborhood network of waterbodies
and tanks. Pipes often get blocked by garbage and solid waste
dumped into the drain, forcing residents to clean the drain
themselves two to three times each year.
Bengaluru has invested more in piped water systems for
peripheral neighborhoods in recent years, but the piped water
supply is available only for four hours every other day and is stored
in large drums. If this supply runs out, Thulsimma recruits help
from her sons or neighbors to fetch water from the bore well at
the top of a flight of stairs. This water is often “blackish, muddy,
and has small worms and larvae in it,” she says. As a result,
Thulsimma’s family prefers to buy bottled mineral water rather
than using Tata Swach water filters, which must be replaced for
US$7 to $9 every two months.

Figure B8.1 | Thulsimma’s neighborhood in Bengaluru suffers from being in a low-lying, flood prone

area and piped water is stored in large drums

Picture credit: Radha Chanchani, 2016.
Note: These vignettes are based on in-depth interviews with urban residents conducted in seven countries grappling with the effects of urbanization (Brazil,
China, Ghana, India, Kenya, Mexico, and Nigeria).
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4.2 BETTER QUALITY OF
LIFE FOR HOUSEHOLDS
WITH CITYWIDE BENEFITS
Bridging the urban services divide will improve the quality of

commuters can save upwards of 25 percent of their income

life in poor neighborhoods but can also improve prosperity,

with shorter commutes or more affordable options, and

health, and well-being across whole cities. Inadequate

this does not account for lost wages due to time spent in

sanitation harms even those who live in areas with better

long commutes.187 Better transit options would save time

service. It can pollute drinking water, contaminate food, and

and resources that are drained as millions of residents of

unleash disease-spreading flies. Better sanitation also lifts

sprawling cities sit in idling cars in ever-growing traffic jams.

productivity and incomes.

It could prevent disabilities and lives lost to traffic accidents,

185

and it would reduce emissions from a growing vehicle fleet.

Well-located, affordable housing near employment
opportunities mitigates congestion, traffic hazards, and air

Figure 12 shows the difference across countries in the share

pollution; benefits business; and helps attract investment and

of income spent on commuting by public transport from the

economic development. It also alleviates the pressure to locate

periphery to the city center. Data are drawn from a sample of

housing on high-risk, environmentally fragile land. Makeshift

200 cities and illustrate how residents in poor cities such as

housing precariously situated on hillsides or on or near dump

Dhaka, Bangladesh, spend an average of 29 percent of the

sites regularly leads to landslide tragedies.

median per capita income. In rich cities such as Singapore,

Improving transport for under-served populations also
improves safety, reduces commute times, improves

commuters spend an average of only 3 percent of the median
per capita income.188

livelihoods, and protects the environment.186 Low-income
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Figure 12 | Residents of low-income cities spend high shares of their income on commuting

Commuting transport costs as a share of income
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Notes: Data are from a 200-city global sample with 192 cities reporting values. The data refer to trips from random points at the periphery of a city to
the city center (or the central business district, based on the location of the city hall). We assume 60 trips per month on public transport and 7 round
trips per week, which is the typical movement of the working poor (Carruthers et al., 2005). Average daily expenditure, expressed as a percentage of the
median per capita income, is 10 percent. Beijing is at the average value, Dhaka’s commuting costs are significantly higher, and Singapore has one of
the lowest shares of income devoted to commuting. Compared to other developed cities, such as Hong Kong, London, and New York City, the average
bus fare (S$0.63) and train fare (S$0.86) in Singapore are much lower on a nominal basis. The findings remain consistent after the average fares are
adjusted using the purchasing power parity of the cities.
Source: Authors’ analysis, based on the Land and Housing Survey in a Global Sample of Cities, New York University, Urban Expansion Program, 2016.

leading to higher incomes and output in both formal and

4.3 THE POTENTIAL FOR CITYWIDE
TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE

especially informal firms. Electricity consumption per

Initiatives that help bring core urban services to under-

capita is positively correlated with a city’s per capita GDP.189

served groups can set processes in motion that can achieve

Household air pollution from inefficient cooking practices

transformative change—change that is durable, affects many

and use of solid fuels causes nearly 4 million premature

sectors and institutions, improves life for a large swath of

Improving access to clean energy has far-reaching benefits
as well. Fewer power outages mean less disruption of work,

deaths worldwide every year.

190

Cleaner cooking could

the population, and improves economic and environmental

dramatically reduce indoor air pollution from fires burning

outcomes citywide (see Figure 13). We define transformative

coal, kerosene, wood, and other organic matter. These are a

change as follows:

leading cause of lung and heart disease among women and
children; close to half of deaths due to pneumonia among
young children are caused by household air pollution. In
low- and middle-income countries, WHO has found that 98
percent of cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants do not
meet WHO’s air quality guidelines.191
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Change that enhances quality of life for a large
segment of the population, affects multiple sectors
and institutional practices, continues across
political administrations, and is sustained for
more than 10 years.192
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Figure 13 | Equitable access to urban services can catalyze citywide transformative change

Core urban services
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Environmental degradation
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Cross-cutting issues
EMPLOYMENT
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ENERGY

LAND

Economic prosperity

Enablers
GOVERNANCE

DATA

FINANCE

STATUS QUO

PLANNING

Health and well-being
Environmental quality

CITYWIDE
TRANSFORMATIVE
CHANGE

Source: Authors.

4.4 DIVING DEEPER INTO
HOW TRANSFORMATIVE
CHANGE OCCURS

Focusing on unmet needs in marginalized communities
can build the momentum, coalitions, and mechanisms that
make broad, durable, transformative change possible and put
cities on the path to greater prosperity, sustainability, health,
and well-being.

This synthesis report draws on case studies and patterns that
emerged from the Towards a More Equal City body of work.

This approach has been adopted in cities around the world.

The authors distilled lessons from the long-term experiences

In Colombia, for example, the city of Medellín began
improving transport options for isolated hillside communities
by building a cable car system. This helped create a coalition

of seven cities that initiated change in one or more sectors
to ensure more equitable access (see Figure 14). Below are

of political and private sector leaders interested in citywide

summaries and key lessons learned from each:

change, fueling momentum in other sectors. It led to new

▸

schools, new public spaces, and changes to housing policy
that legalized informal homes.
However, achieving transformative change is difficult. A city
typically needs a strong coalition of leaders and advocates
who share a vision and a long-term political commitment and
also have the resources needed to take on an urgent problem
and implement ambitious reforms. Setbacks and course
corrections are common, and each city’s path is unique, but
we find that cities can learn from one another’s successes and
failures to help usher in their own transformations.

Ahmedabad, India, introduced the Town Planning
Scheme (TPS) to secure urban land for public purposes—
specifically to provide services. The program succeeded
in negotiating noncoercive land transfers from private
landholders for public use. The city was able to obtain
land for low-income housing, open spaces, streets, and
utilities. The TPS enabled the city to avoid the haphazard,
under-serviced expansion that characterizes so many
other Indian cities. The program led to the construction
of thousands of social housing units and the expansion
of a well-planned road network that connects to India’s
largest bus rapid transit (BRT) system. The TPS is credited

WORLD RESOURCES REPORT | Towards a More Equal City | October 2021 | 87

Figure 14 | A snapshot of Towards a More Equal City case studies—documenting how improving access to
services for the under-served created pathways for citywide transformative change

AHMEDABAD
Town Planning Scheme:
Innovative land management process
and negotiations by the local authority
ensured affordable housing in central
locations and denser urban growth

GUADALAJARA
Via RecreActiva:
Civil society actors led a movement for
car-free public space, acquired local power,
and influenced long-term planning and
investment decisions

JOHANNESBURG
Corridors of Freedom:
Transit-oriented development combated
spatial inequality by aligning plans and
policies across scales, but progress on
affordable housing has been slow

KAMPALA
Fecal Sludge Management:
Pro-poor planning integrated informal
service providers and improved access to
sanitation, but projects suffered from
short-term thinking
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Figure 14 | A snapshot of Towards a More Equal City case studies—documenting how improving access to
services for the under-served created pathways for citywide transformative change (Cont.)

PORTO ALEGRE
Participatory Budgeting:
Widely copied and well-structured process
of participatory decision-making but not
sustained due to lack of national-level
support and funding

PUNE
Waste Pickers and Bus Rapid Transit:
Coalitions of civil society actors aligned with
the local authority and supported by
national policy drove change amid
conflicting political agendas

SURABAYA
Kampung Shelter Upgrading:
Leadership collaborated with local
university experts and supported a
creative, flexible process of participatory
upgrading

Source: Authors.
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with increasing street density, reducing average trip
lengths, and easing road congestion. It was also notable
in the way that it accommodated informal settlements in
the planning process.

▸

In Guadalajara, Mexico, the municipal government
established Via RecreActiva, a ciclovía (bike path)
connecting different parts of the city. In four of the
metropolitan area’s nine municipalities, more than 60
kilometers of major streets are closed to motor vehicle
traffic every Sunday. Cyclists and pedestrians reclaim
roads normally dominated by cars, making them
broadly accessible as a public space. The idea came from
a coalition of activists and civil society groups. They
advocated for Via RecreActiva, and then they expanded
their demands to include access to core infrastructure
and services with reforms to allow more public

policies, encourage innovation, and improve service

participation in decision-making. The Via RecreActiva

delivery. These improvements grew partly out of the city’s

transformed the way public space is viewed and used in

partnerships with nonprofits, community groups, and

the city and made governance more inclusive. Though

small business and partly out of its support for flexible,

it has not reversed systematic inequality, it marked

innovative approaches to delivering sanitation services.

an important move towards prioritizing people over

Between 2003 and 2015, the national utility expanded its

cars in Guadalajara, a trend that cities around the

sewer network only modestly but increased the amount

world are embracing.

▸

In Johannesburg, South Africa, in 2013, the city
launched the Corridors of Freedom (COF), an effort

of human waste it was treating more than 30-fold.

▸

to overcome the historic spatial inequality dating

the workers’ political party, which first gained political

public transport networks to under-served areas

prominence at the municipal level, and later came to

and create transit-oriented development along these

national power. Participatory budgeting was remarkable

corridors, including affordable housing for the lower

for its use of deliberative democracy principles at the

middle classes. The ultimate aim was to link these

local level to allocate municipal financial resources and

neighborhoods to better employment opportunities.

for its annual reports on expenditures to strengthen

The city expanded its BRT network to these areas, and

accountability. Under-served communities would

the private sector is slowly starting to respond with new,

identify their urgent needs and propose these priorities

affordable housing along these corridors. This effort was

for municipal funding. Participatory budgeting mobilized

also notable for its success in aligning policy from the

poor communities, improved access to small-scale

national to the local level.

what it means to be an urban citizen. This approach to
budgeting became a model replicated around the world.

and heroic efforts to increase sanitation service in a
resources and local capacity to expand sewer service were
nonexistent. The Kampala Capital City Authority and
the National Water and Sewage Corporation overcame
their historical differences and worked together. They
reformed the institutional culture to adopt pro-poor
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infrastructure and services, and ultimately redefined

Kampala, Uganda, is a story of institutional reform
rapidly urbanizing environment, where the financial

municipal budgeting and sustained this approach for
nearly 30 years. The initiative built on the popularity of

back to the apartheid period. COF sought to extend

▸

Porto Alegre, Brazil, introduced participatory

▸

The transformation in Pune, India, was built upon two
sectors: public transport and solid waste management.
It was led by a diverse coalition of civil society actors,
supported by “open-minded” municipal officials, who
were able to leverage supportive national policies. The
sustainable transport efforts included India’s first BRT

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

system and pro-pedestrian street design. Progress in

and inhibited change over time. We found that transformative

the area of solid waste management centered around

change is neither an outcome nor an end state. Instead, it

creatively integrating informal waste pickers into the

is a dynamic process that requires a constant, sustained,

city’s solid waste management system. This enabled the

collective effort. It requires the continuous commitment

city to provide door-to-door garbage collection and to

of political leaders working together with coalitions of

segregate, process, and recycle waste. It also launched

diverse stakeholders.

India’s first fully self-owned waste pickers cooperative.

▸

When analyzing strategies and conditions that enable

In Surabaya, Indonesia, urban transformation grew

transformative change, key patterns emerge. They include

out of a progressive vision and approach towards the

effective governance, access to financing, land management,

kampung, a local term for informal settlers, the urban

better data, policies inclusive of informality, coordination,

poor, and self-built housing and communities. The

and a shared vision (see Table 1, which maps the cases

Surabaya approach represents transformative change

studies to several key issues, a step towards arriving at the

because it defies the conventional approach that some

transformations presented below).

governments have taken—that is, to make cities “slum
free” by destroying informal settlements and forcibly
relocating their residents to the peripheral areas. The
approach is participatory and incremental, and it has
been sustained over decades. It has allowed poor city
dwellers to live in affordable, well-situated housing;
preserved a traditional Indonesian urban form; and
stabilized the livelihoods and social networks that
underpin these communities.
We selected cities from different regions of the global South

Governance—in different ways—plays a central role in every
single case. This includes changes in laws and administrative
procedures, strong leadership that forges a powerful vision
and facilitates coalitions, and alignment between and across
different levels of government.
Access to finance is another common theme, with enablers
ranging from improved (and wiser use of) access to
increased finance, well-structured subsidies, and innovative
combinations of instruments.

that had begun transformative interventions in different

In several cases, land management—with the right data

sectors to close the urban services divide, consulting with

on land records—was crucial to shaping spatial patterns of

experts and practitioners to understand how they did it.193 We

development to minimize sprawl and incursion into sensitive

looked at the opportunities they seized and the constraints

environmental areas or vital farmlands while ensuring

they faced in delivering core services more equitably, the roles

services as the city expands.

played by key actors, and the factors that triggered, enabled,
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Informality emerges as something to be embraced, although

less progressive and inclusive fiscal priorities. Coordination

not glamorized. Informally provided services should be seen

can be a challenge, too, especially when a large portion of

as a vital part of the city; they provide key services to areas

the funding for major urban infrastructure projects comes

under-serviced by formal systems until improved citywide

from a patchwork of external grants and donor agencies

infrastructure systems can reach them. Policies that support

without a longer-term, citywide plan, as seen in Kampala,

informality can sustain livelihoods, encourage innovative

Uganda, and Pune.194

approaches, and support much-needed services.
But even when cities do practically everything right,

threat to progress is a change in political leadership. New

4.5 FROM VICIOUS
TO VIRTUOUS CYCLES

administrations often like to change course or rebrand

So far, this report has explained the urgent problems gripping

policies to claim credit for them. In Johannesburg, Porto

fast-growing cities in low- and middle-income countries

Alegre, and Pune, subsequent political leaders turned

around the world, why these trends are accelerating, and

away from the visions and programs that had held out

why they must be tackled now. It has demonstrated how

the promise of transformative change. For example,

deepening poverty and inequality, stunted economic

progress on Johannesburg’s transit-oriented development

development, environmental degradation, and a worsening

corridors stalled, with investments delayed or canceled,

quality of life directly link to gaping inequities in access to

when new political leaders decided to modify and rebrand

core urban services, such as good-quality housing, water,

it. Participatory budgeting (PB) in Porto Alegre suffered a

sanitation, transport, and energy. These burdens weigh most

similar fate. It arose when the Workers Party won power and

heavily on the poor and excluded, but they harm everyone.

was designed to align with the party’s democratic socialist

Although closing this services gap is difficult, it can generate

ideas. It lasted for almost three decades but, over time,

a multitude of benefits and broader outcomes that help cities

national funding for PB waned and political change at both

meet the SDGs and goals of the Paris Agreement.

transformative change can be stalled, thrown into reverse,
even derailed by forces beyond its control. A major

national and local levels led to its suspension in 2018, with

Table 1 | Key factors enabling transformative change across Towards a More Equal City case studies

CASE STUDY

EFFECTIVE
GOVERNANCE

ACCESS TO
FINANCE

Ahmedabad

X

X

Guadalajara

X

Johannesburg

X

Kampala

X

Medellín

X

X

Porto Alegre

X

X

Pune

X

X

Surabaya

X

X

Surat

X

X

LAND
MANAGEMENT
X

BETTER DATA

POLICIES INCLUSIVE
OF INFORMALITY

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X

X

X

Note: The table shows the key factors identified across the seven stand-alone Towards a More Equal City case studies of transformative change and two
additional short case studies in the Towards a More Equal City framing paper by Beard et al. (2016). The rest of the findings in this report are based on
both the case studies and the thematic papers, and they build on these factors.
Source: Authors.
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Part I of this synthesis report highlighted the daunting

one sector can unleash positive change on other fronts. With

challenges in today’s growing cities of the global South, and

nations around the world focusing on economic recovery

Part II proposed a new approach for transformative change—

after the pandemic, the next part of this report focuses on an

an approach centered on closing the urban services divide

action agenda that can be embraced to emerge from this crisis

and harnessing the cascading benefits from doing so. Change

stronger and build resilience to future crises.

is possible, and many cities around the world are already
innovating, as the next part of this report will demonstrate.
Our unique focus on the services gap in cities offers both
an explanation for many of their troubles and a way to
escape them. The seven case studies our research analyzed
demonstrate how cities can make progress in extending
infrastructure and services to populations that have been
excluded. They show how, under the right conditions, this
can snowball. The knowledge, hope, coalitions, mechanisms,

Part III of this synthesis report delves more deeply into
how cities can create the conditions necessary to bend
their trajectories. These “transformations” build on the key
patterns that emerged from our case studies. Evidence shows
that prioritizing these transformations can arrest vicious
cycles and begin virtuous ones, begin to solve what have been
intractable problems, and open up a path to a more humane,
just, prosperous, and sustainable future.

and political momentum marshalled to tackle inequality in
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Part III

Seven Transformations for
More Equal, Prosperous, and
Sustainable Cities
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Chapter 5.
A New Approach Highlighting Seven
Cross-Sectoral Transformations
Cities have made progress by transforming practices related to urban
infrastructure design and delivery, service provision, data collection, employment,
finance, land management, and governance.
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This synthesis report shows how cities can halt the downward

been daunting. Five years of research on multiple urban

spiral created by the urban services divide and the burdens it

sectors, case study analysis, and stakeholder consultations

imposes. Through numerous examples, it highlights seven

have resulted in essential lessons about what it takes to reach

transformations to alter current trajectories and galvanize

transformative change. By pulling together lessons learned

action to achieve more equal, prosperous, and sustainable

from cities that have made progress on narrowing the urban

cities. Making these transformations can narrow inequities,

services divide and initiated transformative change, we

improve access to services, and yield cascading benefits that

identified seven essential shifts, or “transformations” as we

reach across sectors and institutions, improving life for a

call them (see Figure 15). These are as follows:

broad swath of the population.
Many cities have demonstrated new solutions and innovative
approaches, as we have documented in this report, but
although organizations and governments are piloting

▸

Transformation 1: Infrastructure Design and

▸

Transformation 2: Service Provision Models—

▸

Transformation 3: Data Collection Practices—

▸

Transformation 4: Informal Urban Employment—

▸

Transformation 5: Financing and Subsidies—

▸

Transformation 6: Urban Land Management—

▸

Transformation 7: Governance and Institutions—

ideas and trying new approaches in fits and starts—in one
sector, one neighborhood—the size of the problem and the
momentum behind traditional ways of doing things have

Delivery—Prioritizing the Vulnerable

Partnering with Alternative Service Providers

Improving Local Data through Community Engagement

Recognizing and Supporting Informal Workers

Increasing Investment and Targeting Funds Innovatively

Promoting Transparency and Integrated Spatial Planning

Creating Diverse Coalitions and Alignment

The knowledge, insights, and guidance they offer are
transferable, even though every city’s story—the set of
social, economic, and political constraints and opportunities
it confronts—is unique. These lessons distilled through
our work are broad enough to be adapted to different
local contexts and needs. Depending on their level of
development and capacity, cities may start with any of
these. These transformations are not mutually exclusive,
and in the discussion we identify some of the links between
them, but each on its own represents a significant shift in
mindsets and practice.
The seven transformations highlighted in Figure 15 are
discussed in detail in the following sections with examples of
how cities have brought them to fruition. The transformations
aim to reimagine service provision, include the excluded,
and enable change for more equal, prosperous, and
sustainable cities.
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Figure 15 | Seven transformations can achieve more equal, prosperous, and sustainable cities

Reimagine
Service
Provision
T R ANSFORM AT I O N 1

T R A N S FO RM AT I O N 2

Infrastructure Design and Delivery

Service Provision Models

Prioritizing the Vulnerable

Partnering with Alternative Service Providers

T R ANSFORM AT I O N 3

T R A N S FO RM AT I O N 4

Data Collection Practices

Informal Urban Employment

Improving Local Data through
Community Engagement

Recognizing and Supporting Informal Workers

Include the
Excluded

Enable
Change
T R ANSFORM AT ION 5

T R A N S FO RM AT I O N 6

T R A N S FO RM AT ION 7

Financing and Subsidies

Urban Land Management

Governance and Institutions

Increasing Investment and
Targeting Funds Innovatively

Promoting Transparency and
Integrated Spatial Planning

Creating Diverse Coalitions
and Alignment

Source: Authors.
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5.1 THE BIG IDEAS UNDERPINNING
THE TRANSFORMATIONS
The seven transformations fall under three overarching ideas:
1.

Reimagine service provision. This involves
transforming the design and delivery of
infrastructure and services to prioritize under-served
populations, address backlogs, minimize carbon lockin, and anticipate future risks. Recognizing that large
numbers of people access informal housing, water,
sanitation, energy, and transport through alternative
providers, cities in the global South must transform their
urban service provision models by partnering with
small, informal, and semiformalized service providers, at
least in the short and medium term. These providers fill a
key gap in parts of the city plagued by spatial inequalities
in access to urban services and opportunities. They
also serve low-income people who cannot afford urban
services offered by the market or the public sector.

2.

Include the excluded. This requires examining the
impact of the urban services divide on under-served
and vulnerable groups in the city and taking actions to
ameliorate it. This can only be achieved by improving
local data and transforming data collection practices
to better engage impacted communities. Credible and
open local data now becoming available demonstrably
improves the diagnosis of challenges, policies to solve
them, and the accountability of decision-makers.
Including the excluded also requires recognizing and
assessing the vastly underestimated contribution of
informal workers to urban and national economies.
They represent over half the urban workforce in
the global South, and they are among those most
vulnerable because their livelihoods and productivity
directly depend on their access to urban services and
opportunities. Transforming employment practices to
support informal workers and improve their working
conditions is in the best economic interest of cities.
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3.

Enable change. This requires preparing the ground

Clustered under these three overarching ideas, readers

for transformative change through solutions related

can find each of the transformations explained in detail in

to financing, planning, and governance. Financing

the following chapters 6–12. Under each transformation,

must be transformed so that higher and better-

we first describe the current bottlenecks that exist today,

targeted financial investment can get money where

discussing what must change and why. Next, we describe the

it is needed most while inviting participation from

corresponding priority actions that can help unclog one or

local communities who are best aware of the needs

more of these bottlenecks. We discuss how cities around the

on the ground. Urban land management practices

world have seen significant breakthroughs despite difficult

must be transformed so that land markets are more

circumstances when implementing these actions. The

transparent and spatial planning is integrated with

examples demonstrate that while challenges are daunting,

delivery of services, goal driven, and coordinated between

progress is possible and there are concrete lessons that can be

regional, local, and neighborhood scales. Last but not

drawn from experiences elsewhere. For each transformation,

least, to sustain change, governance and institutions

we further elaborate the steps that different actors active

must be transformed to create new coalitions for

in urban areas can take to implement and make these

change, including public sector actors, civil society, and

transformations a reality.

other local groups, supported by well-aligned policies at
different levels of government.
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TRA NS F O R M AT I O N 1

Infrastructure Design and Delivery—
Prioritizing the Vulnerable
Municipal infrastructure must be designed and delivered to prioritize neglected
populations, address backlogs, minimize carbon lock-in, and anticipate future
risks. Public infrastructure for housing, water, sanitation, transport, and energy has
long fallen short of meeting the needs of the majority of urban populations in the
struggling and emerging cities of the global South. Cities have a huge opportunity
to build this infrastructure differently to not only improve the quality of life for the
most vulnerable but also respond to threats that are exacerbating inequalities,
such as climate change.
Status Quo

Gaps in municipal
service provision,
at-risk infrastructure

Priority Actions

• Design, improve, and maintain municipal infrastructure to ensure access to services for

the under-served
• Develop well-serviced, affordable housing in accessible locations
• Adopt a new trajectory with low-carbon and climate-resilient infrastructure

Desired Outcome

Equitable access to
services, resilient
infrastructure
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6.1 WHAT MUST CHANGE AND WHY
Infrastructure design and service delivery
fall short, leaving many under-served
Urban infrastructure design and development have long

and Niger had access.198 National-level data on energy access

ignored the stark reality that unprecedented numbers of

masks much worse conditions in individual cities and the

people are crowding into informal settlements devoid of basic

fact that infrastructure is inefficient and electricity supply is

services or moving to the disconnected urban periphery. This

often unreliable. Power outages are common, occurring as

has trapped many urban dwellers in places where their most

often as 25 times per month in South Asian cities and every

fundamental needs are not being met. Coverage is inadequate,

day in African cities.199 Outages burden informal enterprises

service is often poor and costs prohibitively high, and

and settlements the most. Unreliable electricity supplies

investments are skewed to benefit more well-off populations.

force businesses and critical facilities with grid connections,

Without purposeful change, the fast-growing cities of the

such as hospitals and schools, to use dirty and expensive

global South will find it increasingly difficult to escape this

diesel generators to supplement their power. Likewise,

trajectory. They risk continuing to expand in ways that embed

billions of people around the world continue to cook with

poverty and inequality and harm all residents’ quality of life.

polluting solid fuels.200

The gulf between what is needed and what typically happens

Levels of access to piped city water and sewer systems vary

stretches across all sectors. In transport, the majority of urban

widely across regions of the global South. Primary surveys

residents in the global South rely on walking, cycling, and

conducted for the Towards a More Equal City series in 15 cities

public and informal transport; yet practically everywhere,

found that, on average, 58 percent of households had access

transport infrastructure, plans, and policies have favored

to piped water citywide, and 46 percent had access to public

private vehicle users.

195

Upwards of 95 percent of road space

is typically allocated to cars and trucks (including on-street
parking).

196

More and more private vehicles are clogging

sewer systems. These access levels fall dramatically to about
half the citywide average in an informal settlement in the
same cities.201 In the 15 cities studied, almost two-thirds of

streets—with few, if any, controls—and disproportionate

sewage and human waste are unsafely managed. This problem

investment in constructing additional roads and highways

is most acute in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa.202 Even

serves the needs of the vehicle-owning classes, not the poor.197

where safer sanitation infrastructure exists in these regions,

As a result, formal public transport is deficient or nonexistent,

the up-front costs of installing or connecting to it are often

and planning often excludes or neglects the needs of

unaffordable for many households.

pedestrians and cyclists.

In some cases, privatizing these public goods in an effort to

Similarly, making electricity available, reliable, and affordable

attract investment and shore up failing infrastructure has

remains a vexing and overlooked urban problem in much

made matters worse. It has led to institutional structures,

of the global South. In recent years, millions of people have

plans, and policies that routinely leave low-income

gained access to electricity; yet in low-income countries,

households behind with no consideration of what they can

the average levels of access to electricity in urban areas

actually afford to pay (further discussed in Transformation

hovered around 70 percent in 2018. Less than half the urban

5). For instance, alternative informal or private water services

population in countries such as Sierra Leone, Chad, Liberia,

cost 18 times more in Cebu, Philippines, and 13 times more

Primary surveys conducted for the Towards a More Equal City series in 15 cities
found that, on average, 58 percent of households had access to piped water
citywide, and 46 percent had access to public sewer systems. These access levels
fall dramatically to about half the citywide average in an informal settlement in
the same cities.
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in Maputo, Mozambique, than publicly provided water, and

settlements have proliferated, cities have often implemented

safely emptying a pit latrine in Kampala can cost as much as 8

harmful policy approaches, such as slum clearing or

percent of an average household’s income, incentivizing many

relocation to isolated areas. Cities have historically tried

to dump directly into drainage channels or rivers instead.

to become “slum free” by pushing out slum dwellers and

Market-based approaches often allow private companies to

obliterating their communities. Government policies towards

decide which neighborhoods to serve and which are too risky

informal settlements have evolved over time, and some have

to recover costs. This explains why they rarely cover low-

ended this practice.

income areas and informal settlements.

Cities, however, still show a strong bias towards supply-

Another reason for exclusionary water and sanitation

driven, large-scale housing development that caters to

policies is the legacy of colonialism. This is particularly

higher-income populations. It is clear that this does not

acute in African cities, where transport, water, and

work.209 It has failed to provide the quantity and quality of

sanitation systems that exist today were introduced during

housing needed to adequately shelter and service low-income

colonial regimes. Coverage was limited to majority-white

residents. The application procedures for housing often

neighborhoods and excluded the large majority of Africans

exclude the poorest, who do not meet income requirements,

in surrounding neighborhoods.203 For example, in cities

lack required documentation, or may be the wrong gender

such as Johannesburg, racial inequities in municipal water

to qualify.210 Many countries have national policies and

and sanitation service charges, financing, and levels of

subsidies that continue to incentivize mass private sector

investments are well documented.

housing development. Examples include Angola’s My

204

Dream, My Home program; Brazil’s My House, My Life

In some cases, the lack of coverage is intentional.

(Minha Casa, Minha Vida); and Ethiopia’s Integrated Housing

Manipulating essential services such as water for temporary,

Development Program.

short-term political gain is common in cities across Africa
and South Asia.205 In one case, parliament members seeking

Even incentives for building affordable housing can misfire,

votes in an informal settlement in Cairo, Egypt promised to

especially if they focus on the price of land and housing, not

provide residents with running water. After the election, the

on the cost—both personal and economic—of commuting

city did install water lines, but it failed to ensure that water

long distances to work. Subsidies for housing construction in

ran into them, leaving residents in a limbo of having formal

South Africa and Chile spurred public housing construction

access but without available water.206 Politicians also fear

in the periphery of cities such as Johannesburg and

that extending services to neighborhoods without tenure

Santiago, but they discouraged building closer in because

security would bolster claims that tenants have a right to be

they did not cover the expenses of building at higher

on the land. Often urban residents in informal settlements

densities.211 In cities such as Cape Town, South Africa, and

have no formal proof that they own their property. Thus,

Mexico City, formally built, government-subsidized housing

utilities deny them basic services as well, compounding their

in distant, unserviced locations has created higher costs for

woes. For instance, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, received a large

households. Ambitious quantitative targets for social housing

loan from the World Bank to expand its sewer network, yet

that are insensitive to location have been an important driver

the utility would only extend sewer lines to households with

of unserviced urban expansion and have created a mismatch

documents proving land tenure, such as ownership or lease

between where houses are built, where people want to live,

agreements. With almost half the city being tenure insecure,

and where services are available.

most households were left unsafely disposing of human

Governments have also overemphasized homeownership,

waste instead.207

which is simply not an option for the very poor or those who

The affordable housing gap is growing

cannot qualify for mortgages or subsidies and lack access to

By 2025, the affordable housing gap will affect 1.6 billion

incomes, not the under-served or those who work in informal

credit.212 Subsidies benefit people with regular, documented

people.208 The rising number of people who lack adequate,

markets. The overemphasis on ownership also causes other

secure, and affordable shelter demonstrates that existing
housing and past policies have been insufficient. As informal

policies to go unconsidered, ones that might promote more
housing at all price levels that better meets the needs of
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the poor.213 People who cannot afford a home or need more

final energy use and the associated GHG emissions.

flexible housing should have other options, but rental housing

For now, GHG emissions from cities in the global South

is often scarce, especially in the formal housing market, which

remain far lower than in the global North, but in terms

tends to focus on individual private homes for the highest

of absolute emissions, the picture is rapidly changing. In
2010, China and developing Africa, Asia, India, and Latin

income brackets.

214

Although lawmakers in some countries voice support for the
right to adequate housing, governments lack the resources,
capacity, or political will to meet this glaring need. The
problem can be especially severe for ethnic minorities,
women, or those without a legal address. Women in many
countries face severe discrimination and high barriers when it
comes to access to housing and property rights. Laws may bar
them from acquiring and owning a house, plot, or flat, and/
or getting a loan to build, extend, or improve their housing.
Their rights are often inextricably linked to male family
members and marital status. All of these barriers rob poor and
marginalized people of the chance to live in decent housing
near jobs and other opportunities.

America contributed to about one-quarter of total urban
CO2 emissions from the core sectors of buildings, transport,
and waste disposal.216 In a business-as-usual scenario, their
share of these emissions would more than double to about
56 percent by 2050 (see Figure 16). Business as usual would
be catastrophic for human health, the environment, and the
planet. For today’s rapidly urbanizing nations, following the
global North’s fossil fuel–intensive model of development
is not tenable. The risks this would pose are too great (see
Chapter 2). Because the life cycle of built infrastructure spans
decades, national and local governments must make decisions
now about how to build the infrastructure they need without
locking in inefficient, carbon-intensive urban development.
Climate change will put people and urban infrastructure

Carbon lock-in and vulnerabilities
to climate hazards have reached
dangerous levels

in greater jeopardy, and today’s development patterns are
making rapidly growing cities more and more vulnerable.
Often decision-makers are turning a blind eye.217 The dangers
loom larger every year. Poorly constructed shelters succumb

Global energy use is expected to shoot up by roughly 50

to heat stress. Droughts deplete drinking water. Floods and

percent by 2050.215 The vast majority of this new demand will

sea level rise engulf low-lying areas crowded with informal

come from rapidly urbanizing countries, especially in Asia.

settlements. Recent research shows that a 2°C increase in

Urban areas are already responsible for the majority of global

global temperature in 2050 will expose 2.7 billion people,

Figure 16 | Steep increase expected in CO2 emissions in developing regions will drive pollution, energy
insecurity, and climate risks

Share of urban CO2 emissions
in developing regions

27%
2010

56%
2050*

*under a businessas-usual scenario
Note: CO2 = carbon dioxide.
Source: Westphal et al. (2017), based on Erickson and Tempest (2014).
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or 29 percent of the global population, to moderate or high
climate-related risks, with 91 to 98 percent of the exposed and
vulnerable population living in Asia and Africa.218
Sea level rise and storm surges alone could cost coastal cities
$1 trillion each year by midcentury, affecting more than
800 million people.219 The hardest hit will be populations
with little or no access to core urban services, secure jobs,
emergency reserves, or credit.220 Migrants and people without
tenure security, who are crowded into risk-prone informal
settlements, may be especially vulnerable. These impacts not
only threaten physical infrastructure and people’s livelihoods
but also the social networks that foster resilience and quality
of life, especially for those living in poverty.
Failing to address backlogs, meet current needs, and plan
for looming challenges will have grave consequences. City
decision-makers will need to prioritize solutions that can both
address the backlog and safeguard infrastructure, especially
for the urban under-served.

6.2 PRIORITY ACTIONS
A. Design, improve, and maintain
municipal infrastructure to ensure
access to services for the under-served
Targeting improvements in quality, coverage, and affordability
of municipal services to meet the needs of the under-served
can act as a positive multiplier, catalyzing broader changes
and cascading benefits.
Our research on each urban sector highlights a number of
infrastructure design and delivery recommendations that can
bridge the urban services divide. These are discussed below.
In pursuing sectoral priorities, cities that work across
sectors in an integrated manner can do more with scarce
resources, avoid costly mistakes, and harness synergies
across different sectors to deliver services in a more efficient,
inclusive way.221 Cross-sectoral collaboration across agencies
and integrated planning can help generate the cascading

transit in a way that reduces commute times for low-income

benefits we described earlier. (This is discussed further

residents can improve productivity, health and safety, and

under Transformation 7.) For instance, investing in improved

business opportunities. Building on a solid set of sectoral

sanitation services for the under-served can result in citywide

priorities while reaching across silos to address related

improvements in water quality. Planning housing or public

challenges has helped cities do more with less resources.
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Transport
Cities can design safe streets that put the needs of those who
walk, cycle, and use public transport before the needs of
private vehicles. In São Paulo, when streets were redesigned

much as three-quarters. For some, commutes fell from two
hours to just 30 minutes.223 Similarly, in Bolivia, public cable
cars reduced travel time between La Paz and El Alto by 22

citywide to accommodate heavy pedestrian traffic and cycling

percent.224 For these efforts to bear fruit, cities must manage

around major intersections, traffic fatalities dropped by

the demand for private vehicles. Latin American cities,

almost 32 percent and injuries from crashes fell by 33 percent
in just two years (between 2014 and 2016).

222

Cities can also

including Bogotá, Colombia; Mexico City; and São Paulo,
have discouraged private vehicles and incentivized switching

develop an integrated network of multimodal transport

to public, shared, and active transport. A wider selection

services with public transport as the backbone. Medellín

of examples can be found in the thematic paper on urban

showed how investing in multimodal public transport

mobility.225 Figure 17 highlights interventions in the transport

services, including cable cars, can tame congestion and

sector that can increase access to jobs and other opportunities

connect poor, peripheral, or hillside communities with jobs

for the under-served while increasing productivity and

in the city center. This cut one-way commute times by as

reducing emissions citywide. 		

Figure 17 | Priority actions for the transport sector

T R A NS P O R T
1. Build complete and safe street networks
• Complete street networks to improve accessibility for all in the city
• Democratize streets by prioritizing road space for modes used by the majority – walking, cycling and public transport
• Improve safety and security for pedestrians and cyclists

2. Develop an ecosystem of integrated, user-oriented transport services
•
•
•
•

Connect existing services into an integrated multimodal network
Prioritize investment in affordable public transport to improve citywide access for the under-served
Proactively upgrade and integrate informal operators
Harness technology to improve productivity and the user experience

3. Manage the demand for private vehicle use
•
•
•
•

Discourage private vehicle use in dense city cores
Price car use and parking
Promote shared mobility solutions
Ensure new development is well connected to economic opportunities by public transit

For more info, see the thematic paper: From Mobility to Access for All: Expanding Urban Transportation Choices in the Global South.
Source: Venter et al., 2019.

In São Paulo, when streets were redesigned citywide to accommodate heavy
pedestrian traffic and cycling around major intersections, traffic fatalities dropped
by almost 32 percent and injuries from crashes fell by 33 percent in just two years.
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Energy
Cities can accelerate the shift to cleaner cooking through the

improved comfort, health, and resilience to heat waves and

use of modern cooking fuels, such as liquefied petroleum gas

other climate impacts. The thematic paper on urban energy

(LPG), electricity, biogas, and ethanol. This could save over

access includes numerous examples of these strategies.229

550,000 lives lost due to indoor air pollution in urban areas

Figure 18 highlights actions in the energy sector to ensure

and dramatically improve the health of the urban poor.

access to affordable, reliable, and clean energy for the under-

226

Cities can also scale up distributed renewable energy solutions

served while generating cost savings, health benefits, higher

such as solar photovoltaic (PV) systems to improve energy

productivity, and reduced emissions.

access while transitioning to a cleaner future. In 2015 the city
of Cape Town introduced a net-metering scheme that allows

Water and Sanitation

residents and businesses to install rooftop solar PV systems

Cities can improve access to good-quality water and sanitation

to save power and sell any surplus energy they generate to the

by eventually extending the formal piped water and sewer

municipal grid system.227 The cities of Bengaluru and Delhi

networks to serve all residents. Many scholars agree that
in the long term, the most equitable solution is universal

in India have done the same to encourage the adoption of

provision, overseen by the state.230 In the meantime, cities can

solar PV since 2014.228

use safe technical solutions for intermittent water supply and

Options that support the under-served to access solar power
include flexible pay-as-you-go (PAYG) models, which alleviate
high up-front costs, and community-shared solar, which is a
business model that allows people to pool their resources and
jointly purchase PV systems. These promising approaches
are also key for providing more reliable power to home-based
enterprises in informal settlements. As such, affordable

on-site sanitation in water-insecure areas, which are discussed
in detail in the thematic papers on water and sanitation.231
They should prioritize the affordability of good-quality urban
water access and safely managed sanitation services for lowincome households, for which strategies such as targeted
subsidies and flexible payment arrangements have been
used. Our research in 15 cities showed that piped utility water

and reliable solutions for clean energy access will not only

was the most affordable option for low-income residents in

curb air pollution and carbon emissions but also increase

cities. The cheaper alternatives—obtaining “free” water from

opportunities and productivity. Lastly, cities can develop and

often polluted natural sources and illegally dumping human

enforce building codes and appliance standards to increase

waste—endanger public health. When considering network

energy efficiency and help reduce energy costs significantly

extensions, city decision-makers should prioritize the most

for the under-served. This brings the additional benefits of

under-served, water-insecure communities.

Figure 18 | Priority actions for the energy sector

ENERGY
1. Accelerate shift to cleaner cooking
• Move away from solid fuels to cleaner LPG, electricity, biogas, and ethanol to reduce indoor pollution
• Promote the use of low-emission and efficient cookstoves for solid fuels

2. Scale up renewable energy
• Encourage the use of distributed renewable energy such as solar PV, providing affordable, reliable clean energy access to the
under-served.

3. Increase energy efficiency of buildings and appliances
• Develop and enforce energy-efficient building codes and appliance standards to save energy costs and reduce citywide emissions
For more info, see the thematic paper: Powering Cities in the Global South: How Energy Access for All Benefits the Economy and the Environment.
Note: LPG = liquefied petroleum gas; PV = photovoltaic.
Source: Westphal et al., 2017.
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Colombo has done this. Pro-poor policy commitments

what utilities can do. Settlements clustered on hillsides or

made during the 1970s fueled the creation of the Samurdhi

lowland areas with high water tables can make installing

Program, which designates and targets improvements to

underground pipes or septic tanks difficult or unrealistic.

under-served settlements. Today, although almost half of

Thus, some neighborhoods in cities in the global South

Colombo is made up of informal settlements, 98 percent

will need off-grid alternative or complementary solutions

of the city has access to piped water.232 Therefore, rather

(discussed in Transformation 2). Interventions in all sectors

than collecting water from public taps, more households

must be driven by the goal of increasing access to good-

are getting water piped into their homes, improving health

quality services and affordability for low-income households.

and saving time. Upgrading informal settlements in place—

A wider selection of examples can be found in the thematic

when it is safe to do so—is a key way to improve water and

papers on water and sanitation.233 Figures 19 and 20 highlight

sanitation services.

interventions to improve access to good-quality, affordable

Local conditions can make extending the public water and
sewer networks everywhere a challenge. Existing policies
that exclude informal settlements and tenants may limit

urban water and sanitation services for the under-served, with
significant economic, environmental, and health benefits at
the household and city level.

Figure 19 | Priority actions for the water sector

WATER
1. Extend formal piped water network to improve access
• Universal access to piped water connections to the home or plot
• In the short and medium term, provide water standpipes and kiosks located close to homes for those who do not have access to
piped water

2. Address context-specific causes of intermittent water service
•
•
•
•

Universal use of water meters
Improve billing systems
Use technology to detect leaks
Improve regular infrastructure maintenance to reduce leaks

3. Pursue diverse strategies to make water affordable, with special consideration for low-income consumers
• Affordable, water connections
• Strategies to make monthly water service affordable (including subsidized water, cross-subsidies, “free basic water,” incremental
block tariffs, and spatially targeted subsidies)
• Promote flexible payment arrangements for water and water connections

4. Support informal settlement upgrading to improve water access to the urban under-served
• Citywide participatory, in situ, informal settlement upgrading as a means to improve water access and quality of service
For more info, see the thematic paper: Unaffordable and Undrinkable: Rethinking Urban Water Access.
Source: Habtemariam et al., 2021; Mitlin et al., 2019.

Upgrading informal settlements in place—when it is safe to do so—is a key way
to improve water and sanitation services.
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Figure 20 | Priority actions for the sanitation sector

SANIT A T IO N
1. Extend the sewer and simplified sewer networks to household, communal, and public toilets
• Sewers and simplified sewers bring safe sanitation into densely populated urban areas and where residents live in multistoried buildings
• Sewers reduce individual and household responsibility and costs for sanitation
• Sewer systems need investment for construction and maintenance, and daily water supply to function well

2. In the absence of sewer systems, support and regulate on-site sanitation
• Shift the cost, responsibility, and associated risk for on-site sanitation systems away from households and private providers to the
public sector
• Build capacity to regulate and enforce safe fecal sludge management at every step along the sanitation service chain

3. Take a citywide approach to upgrading informal settlements and include access to sanitation services
• Upgrading informal settlements should address sanitation needs
• Coordinate between citywide sanitation initiatives and locally determined sanitation practices
• Cities, community organizations, NGOs, and federations should work together to improve sanitation access, particularly for
low-income households

4. Make sanitation services affordable for low-income households
•
•
•
•

Subsidize household capital costs of sanitation facilities and provide affordable communal toilet blocks and public toilets
Subsidize the cost of household sewer connections and connections to communal and public toilets
Subsidize the costs of safe on-site sanitation management
Ensure water is affordable for households

For more info, see the thematic paper: Untreated and Unsafe: Solving the Urban Sanitation Crisis in the Global South.
Notes: NGO = nongovernmental organization; Simplified sewer is a network or a line of sewers that is constructed using smaller pipes, at a shallower
depth, and sometimes at a flatter gradient than conventional sewers.
Source: Satterthwaite et al., 2019.

B. Develop well-serviced, affordable
housing in accessible locations
Good-quality, well-serviced housing near employment is key

Cities such as Nairobi and Windhoek are working with

to connecting workers to jobs, attracting investment, and

community groups to upgrade informal settlements. They

stimulating economic development. A home is the physical

are changing land-use regulations to increase infrastructure

space where most of these services come together.

quality and access and allow for incremental building over
time, which is often legally forbidden despite the reality

Cities can improve housing options for under-served urban

that this construction is happening anyway.235 Bangkok

dwellers by upgrading informal settlements. Evidence

partnered with community groups and NGOs led by the

shows that in situ upgrading is preferable to relocation,

Community Organizations Development Institute (CODI) to

except when people need to move for their own safety or to

upgrade informal settlements through the Baan Mankong

serve an overwhelming public need.234 Upgrading housing

program, creating a model that has scaled up to over 215 cities

in partnership with slum communities helps city leaders
harness the typically untapped skills and experiences of these
communities, increasing economic productivity, quality of
life, and political agency. Adequate measures should be taken
to ensure that beneficiaries are neither displaced nor priced
out by gentrification.

in 19 Asian countries (see Figure 21). These community-led
shelter services and community upgrades tapped into local
knowledge, energy, and priorities while combining with
government funds and approvals to serve as an innovative
model throughout the region.236
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Figure 21 | Community-led slum upgrading efforts in Bangkok have produced well-serviced, affordable
housing at scale
B E FORE

AF T E R

A slum settlement in Charoenchai Nimitmai, Bangkok, before and after upgrading efforts that were led by Baan Mankong.
Photo credit: Asian Coalition for Housing Rights.

Upgrading housing in partnership with slum communities helps city leaders
harness the typically untapped skills and experiences of these communities,
increasing economic productivity, quality of life, and political agency. Adequate
measures should be taken to ensure that beneficiaries are neither displaced
nor priced out by gentrification.
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Figure 22 | Priority actions for the housing sector

HOUSING
1. In situ participatory informal settlement upgrading
• In situ upgrading preferred over relocation programs, except where there are location-based risks
• Utilize upgrading programs to finance services, amenities, and security of occupancy rights, beyond merely shelter improvement
• Ensure programs are comprehensive, participatory and financially sustainable

2. Support rental housing markets
• Improve legal frameworks
• Avoid financial biases against renting
• Provide well-structured subsidies

3. Conversion of under-utilized urban land to affordable housing
• Realistic regulations and standards, allowing for incremental housing improvements and construction, community ownership
• Straightforward and easy-to-understand processes and zoning rules
• Tax under-utilized land and buildings, and provide incentives for production/conversion to affordable housing
For more info, see the thematic paper: Confronting the Urban Housing Crisis in the Global South: Adequate, Secure, and Affordable Housing.
Source: King et al., 2017.

In Mukuru, a slum area home to more than 100,000 people,

vulnerable groups, which is key to their prosperity and well-

the Nairobi City Water and Sewerage Company, the Nairobi

being as well as to a healthy urban environment.

Metropolitan Service, and a coalition of community-based

Yet to meet everyone’s needs, cities need to provide a

stakeholders are implementing an integrated planning

spectrum of housing options. The types of buildings, the

approach to slum upgrading.237 Such integrated approaches

services they offer, how they are financed, and who owns

deliver better and more sustainable upgrading rather

them can vary widely (see Figure 23).242 Supporting a range

than disjointed efforts where previous progress is undone

of rental possibilities in both informal and formal markets

when the next sector’s improvements occur. Indonesian

would reduce the financial and legal bias towards ownership.

cities such as Jakarta and Surabaya upgraded traditional

Cities can make rental housing more affordable and available

housing via the Kampung Improvement Program over the

for tenants of different income levels by creating formal

last 50 years.238 Residents in Sanjay Nagar in Ahmednagar

rental policies, improving legal frameworks to tenants’ and

(Maharashtra, India) used government funds to design

landlords’ rights, avoiding financial biases that exclusively

their own housing, working with local foundations and

incentivize homeownership, and providing well-structured

experts rather than relying on developer-led redevelopment,

supply- and demand-side subsidies for renting. Rental

creating more practical and attractive options.239 In Buenos

housing possibilities include lump-sum rentals, rent-to-

Aires, Argentina, residents in some of the villas, or

own mechanisms, and cooperative housing. In many Asian

informal settlements, have worked in their communities,
sometimes with the city government, universities, and NGOs,
to improve their settlements.240 Community participation

increasing housing security for low-income households with

the national Comprehensive Neighborhood Improvement
Program (Programa Mejoramiento Integral de Barrios), which
construction, and recuperate public and green spaces.241
Figure 22 highlights strategies to ensure access to secure,
well-serviced, and affordable housing for under-served and

sum rentals provide discounts to tenants who pay for one
or more years in advance.243 Rent-to-own initiatives are

has also been a key element of Medellín’s application of

enabled the city to improve housing and services, spur new

countries, including India, Korea, and Thailand, lump-

limited access to credit in Chandigarh, India; Lagos; the
province of Antioquia in Colombia; and throughout Chile
and Nicaragua.244 The government of Egypt incentivizes
housing cooperatives through loan subsidies and lower
interest rates.245
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Figure 23 | People in cities rely on a spectrum of housing options to meet shelter needs

TYPOLOGY

STREET SHELTER
Temporary
Long Term

CHARACTERISTICS
OF SERVICES AND
SPACE

INFORMAL
SETTLEMENTS

CONDOMINIUMS/
CO-OPS

With No Services
With Some Services
Consolidated

Condominiums
Cooperatives
Single Rooms

Lower-Quality Infrastructure

Higher-Quality Infrastructure

Shared Space and Services

OWNERSHIP

INDIVIDUAL HOMES

Individual Space and Services

Private/Employer/Self
Public
Social/Collective
Indigenous
Contested
Rental

FINANCE

Self-Finance
Subsidies
Microloans
Vouchers
Mortgages

Note: All types of housing conditions can range from short to long term. Although not represented in the diagram, homelessness is an important issue in
some cities in the global South. The dotted line indicates the variability of this characteristic across cities.
Source: King et al., 2017.
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Finally, spatial and economic development must be

under-served urban dwellers an alternative to burning diesel

integrated to help distribute housing near employment

and kerosene, which are dirty and expensive but are currently

centers and ensure good access to jobs. Location must be

relied on in cities across the global South. Evidence shows

a key consideration in social housing policies, balancing

that fuel switching and more energy-efficient building could

affordability with livable density. Converting under-utilized

potentially slash GHG emissions in cities by more than 60

urban land to affordable housing is an effective way to strike

percent by 2050.246 Energy efficiency measures can cut energy

this balance. Close-in, affordable housing can head off

use by 50 to 90 percent in new buildings and 50 to 75 percent

urban sprawl in hard-to-service, risk-prone, and ecologically

in existing buildings.247 They save on energy costs, reduce the

sensitive areas and reduce the cost of connecting homes to

need for new power plants, and provide the greatest potential

infrastructure. Linking investment in social housing and

to reduce GHG emissions. Combining efficient buildings with

public transport can cut down on congestion and pollution,

a greener energy supply generates even more benefits.

boost productivity, and improve people’s quality of life by
reducing the time and money they spend trying to get around.

As cities grow, incentives and investment for clean energy at
scale can produce significant environmental and economic

C. Adopt a new trajectory with low-carbon
and climate-resilient infrastructure

benefits. For example, Brazil encouraged households to

Struggling and emerging cities can chart a new model of

alternatives. It created a national infrastructure and retail

development that limits carbon emissions and enhances

market for LPG production and distribution and provided

climate resilience. Although these cities need support on

subsidies to keep it affordable. In the 1960s, only 18 percent

capacity and financing, many proven technical and locally

of Brazilian households had access to LPG, but by 2010, 100

relevant solutions exist. They will need to invest differently in

percent of urban households did.248 Ecuador has taken this

core urban infrastructure for water, sanitation, and drainage.

policy a step further. Spurred by the fact that the country

New technologies and strategies make it possible to save

relies on imported LPG for 80 percent of its consumption and

money, improve people’s quality of life, and avoid mistakes

spends $700 million a year on subsidies,249 the government

that have warmed the planet and polluted the environment.

is embarking on a campaign to urge citizens to switch

This can be done by accelerating a shift to cleaner cooking,
saving money over the long run with more energy-efficient
buildings and appliances, and incentivizing energy
conservation. Reliable and affordable clean energy offers

shift from cooking and heating with dirty solid fuels such as
firewood and charcoal to LPG or natural gas, which are cleaner

from gas to electric induction stoves. The government is
offering long-term, low-interest loans for purchasing electric
stoves and installation kits and 80 free kilowatt-hours of
electricity per month.
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Better public and active transport infrastructure can both

Cities will need to fortify themselves against climate impacts

cut carbon emissions and improve resilience.250 Researchers

such as increased flooding, water scarcity, and heat waves.253

estimate that investing in mass transit and active transport

City decision-makers should construct new buildings and

infrastructure could potentially reduce GHG intensity in the

infrastructure to withstand projected climate impacts and

transport sector by 20 to 50 percent by 2050, below a 2010

must retrofit existing infrastructure for this purpose. More

baseline.251 Another study describes how a transition to clean

climate-informed infrastructure planning and capital

transport would avert 86,000 deaths caused by air pollution

investments can lead to more innovative thinking around

and generate $76 to $224 billion in economic benefits.252

what can be done differently in the infrastructure cycle.

With a focus on the under-served, city decision-makers can

Protecting built assets from extreme storms, flooding, and

ensure that these benefits reach those most in need. For

heat will reduce maintenance costs, safeguard users and

example, they can connect low-income urban dwellers—

tenants, and increase building and infrastructure lifetimes.

who increasingly live in minority- and female-headed

In South Africa, for example, Durban is upgrading

households—to better jobs while improving the air quality

infrastructure in physically and socially vulnerable areas, such

of neighborhoods most exposed to pollution.

as flood-prone slums, and focusing on watershed restoration.
Restoring ecosystems that cities depend on for their water
supply improves both quality and quantity, leading to less
downstream costs for water treatment.254

Investing in mass transit and
active transport infrastructure
could potentially reduce GHG
intensity in the transport sector
by 20 to 50 percent by 2050,
from a 2010 baseline.

When longer-term environmental and social benefits, as
well as economic gains and avoided losses, are taken into
consideration, the benefits of climate-resilient investments
in infrastructure outweigh costs by 4:1.255 In coastal cities,
for instance, studies found that the annual cost of global
adaptation is one-tenth the total cost of no action.256 These
steps are not easy, but they offer major payoffs in future losses
avoided, greater economic returns, lower infrastructure
maintenance costs, and longer building and infrastructure
lifetimes. Table 2 lists the actions and roles required of
different actors to move Transformation 1 forward.
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Table 2 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 1: Infrastructure Design and Delivery

INFRASTRUCTURE DESIGN AND DELIVERY—PRIORITIZING THE VULNERABLE, BY SECTOR
City Government and Urban Sector Specialists
TRANSPORT

▪

▪

▪

ENERGY

WATER

▪

Build complete and safe street networks

▪
▪
▪

Complete street networks to improve accessibility for all in the city
Democratize streets by prioritizing road space for modes used by the majority—walking, cycling, and
public transport
Improve pedestrian safety and security

Develop an ecosystem of integrated, user-oriented transport services

▪
▪
▪
▪

Connect existing services into an integrated multimodal network combining public, private, informal, and active
(nonmotorized) transport modes
Prioritize investment in affordable public transport to improve citywide access for the under-served
Proactively upgrade and integrate informal operators
Harness technology to improve productivity and user experience

Manage the demand for private vehicle use

▪
▪
▪
▪

Discourage private vehicle use in dense city cores
Price car use and parking to account for true social costs of driving
Promote shared mobility solutions
Ensure new development is well connected to economic opportunities by public transport

Accelerate the shift to cleaner cooking

▪

Move away from solid fuels to cleaner liquefied petroleum gas, electricity, biogas, and ethanol to reduce

▪

Promote the use of low-emissions, efficient cookstoves for solid fuels

indoor pollution

▪

Scale up renewable energy

▪

Increase the energy efficiency of buildings and appliances

▪

▪
▪

▪

▪

access to the under-served
Develop and enforce energy-efficient building codes and appliance standards to save energy costs and reduce
citywide emissions

Extend formal piped water network to improve access

▪

Increase piped water connections to the home or plot, where feasible, considering access gaps and climate risks as

▪

In the short and medium term, provide water standpipes and kiosks located close to homes for those who do not

▪
▪

Encourage the use of distributed renewable energy such as solar PV, providing affordable, reliable clean energy

part of infrastructure planning
have access to piped water
Diversify water supply sources, conserve natural water resources, and integrate climate risk information into
planning and design of resilient water supply systems

Address context-specific causes of intermittent water service

▪
▪

Increase universal use of water meters, improve billing systems, and use technology to detect leaks
Improve regular infrastructure maintenance to reduce leaks, manage demand with growth, and plan for climate
risks such as flooding

Pursue diverse strategies to make water affordable, with special consideration for low-income consumers

▪
▪
▪

Increase affordable water connections
Implement strategies to make monthly water service affordable (including subsidized water, cross-subsidies, “free
basic water,” incremental block tariffs, and spatially targeted subsidies)
Promote flexible payment arrangements for water and water connections

Support informal settlement upgrading in locations with low climate risk to improve water access to the urban
under-served

Table 2 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 1: Infrastructure Design and Delivery (Cont.)

INFRASTRUCTURE DESIGN AND DELIVERY—PRIORITIZING THE VULNERABLE, BY SECTOR
SANITATION

▪

Extend the sewer and simplified sewer networks to household, communal, and public toilets, with a focus on

▪

In the absence of sewer systems, support and regulate on-site sanitation

▪

▪

densely populated urban areas and where residents live in multistoried buildings

▪

Shift the cost, responsibility, and associated risk for on-site sanitation systems away from households and private

▪

Build capacity to regulate and enforce safe fecal sludge management at every step along the

▪

▪
▪

sanitation service chain

Take a citywide approach to upgrading informal settlements and include access to sanitation services

▪
▪
▪

Coordinate between citywide sanitation initiatives and locally determined sanitation practices
Cities, community organizations, NGOs, and federations should work together to improve sanitation access,
particularly for low-income households
Ensure availability and regular maintenance of stormwater drains in flood-prone locations

Make sanitation services affordable for low-income households

▪
▪
▪
▪

HOUSING

providers to the public sector

Subsidize household capital costs of sanitation facilities and provide affordable communal toilet blocks and
public toilets
Subsidize the cost of household sewer connections and connections to communal and public toilets
Subsidize the costs of safe on-site sanitation management
Ensure water is affordable for households

Upgrade informal settlements in situ when located in low-risk, climate-secure locations

▪
▪
▪

In situ upgrading is preferred over relocation programs, except where there are location-based risks
Utilize upgrading programs to finance services, amenities, and security of occupancy rights, beyond merely
shelter improvement
Ensure programs are comprehensive, participatory, and financially sustainable

Support rental housing markets

▪
▪
▪

Improve legal frameworks
Avoid financial biases against renting
Provide well-structured subsidies

Convert under-utilized urban land to affordable housing in accessible, well-serviced locations

▪
▪
▪

Establish realistic regulations and standards, allowing for incremental housing improvements and construction as
well as community ownership
Create straightforward, easy-to-understand processes and zoning rules
Tax under-utilized land and buildings, and provide incentives for production/conversion to affordable housing
National Government

▪

Establish policy frameworks to support service provision for under-served communities, such as national frameworks for informal

▪

Establish pro-poor regulations and provide incentives to encourage and enable utilities to extend service provision and

▪
▪
▪
▪

settlement upgrading and national frameworks for land regulations and integrated urban planning
maintain infrastructure
Enable the participation of local communities, especially from the under-served, peri-urban, and/or smaller towns, in infrastructure
planning, design, and delivery; this is particularly relevant for issues and strategies that extend beyond the administrative
boundaries of the city
Collect independent information about services and charges to better understand the realities of service provision (e.g., the utility’s
service area, associated risks and vulnerabilities, detailed socioeconomic and spatial data)
Raise commitments and investments for low-carbon and climate-resilient infrastructure, recognizing the role of community and local
knowledge; integrate these investments into national and regional climate adaptation and mitigation plans
Monitor and report on progress for equitable service provision as part of national and global goals (e.g., Sustainable
Development Goals); involve community groups or civil society organizations in monitoring, evaluation, and learning programs (e.g.,
water watch groups)

Table 2 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 1: Infrastructure Design and Delivery (Cont.)

INFRASTRUCTURE DESIGN AND DELIVERY—PRIORITIZING THE VULNERABLE, BY SECTOR
Civil Society, including Nongovernmental Organizations, Experts, and Researchers

▪

Work with the public sector to upgrade informal settlements and improve access to affordable and reliable services; ensure that

▪

Support strong community-based coalitions to build political and social capital, establish government partnerships, and organize

▪
▪

strategies and solutions are locally determined and appropriate
with other social movements
Harness community-based knowledge and experience to guide decisions around infrastructure plans, service provision, and locally
relevant strategies for climate-smart infrastructure and climate resilience
Bring forth issues of representation of marginalized communities in multiple stakeholder engagement platforms and other
decision-making forums
Private Sector

▪

Work with the public sector and communities to provide safe, reliable, and affordable services, especially for the under-served, in

▪

Support and build on existing, localized innovations for delivering services in an affordable and sustainable way (e.g., rooftop solar,

▪
▪

areas outside of formal networks and vulnerable to climate impacts
rainwater harvesting, mobile payments for water)
Consider large but under-served housing market segments, engaging with the public sector and financial institutions to structure
and undertake workable projects
Invest in low carbon, climate-resilient urban services infrastructure and affordable housing in well-serviced, accessible locations
International Community, including Development Finance Institutions

▪
▪
▪
▪

Support funding schemes that target improved service access for the urban poor, considering local needs
Articulate equity and justice criteria within multilateral arrangements, projects, and financial documents, considering the local social,
political, and economic context
Ensure that funding reaches local levels, effectively impacting the most under-served
Prioritize strategies and programs that incentivize equitable, low-carbon, and climate-resilient infrastructure design and
delivery at scale

Note: Although we promote integrated planning and implementation, sectoral specialists and institutions are often responsible for implementing the
above actions because of the way city and national government departments are organized. PV = photovoltaic.
Source: Authors.

TRA NS F O R M AT I O N 2

Service Provision Models—Partnering with
Alternative Service Providers
Cities must transform urban service provision to partner with and integrate
alternative service providers to increase access. Informal, semiformal, or
community-run alternative services are a fact of life in cities across the global
South, and populations without access to municipal water, sanitation, energy,
and transport rely on them. Supportive regulations and policies can make these
services more affordable and reliable in the short and medium term, expanding
access for more people.
Status Quo

Unregulated,
informal services
with high costs and
poor quality

Priority Actions

• Integrate alternative services as an intermediate solution to expand access
• Establish and support new partnerships for joint service delivery

Desired Outcome

Integrated service
delivery, expanded
access
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7.1 WHAT MUST CHANGE AND WHY
Where there are gaps in public services in most growing cities

may collude to raise prices. Informal buses, minibuses, and

in the global South, alternative service providers step in to

auto-rickshaws also contribute to congestion and pollution,

fill the void. These providers include private, independent

especially in denser city centers.261

operators (such as minivan drivers or water vendors) as well
as community-based organizations and small businesses
that find ready markets for needed services.257 Whereas
some providers in the service delivery chain may be formal,
with legally recognized status and permits to operate, others
may be informal. Different aspects of their services span the
formal-informal spectrum. For example, water vendors may
legally buy water from utilities but then sell it informally at
higher prices. Auto-rickshaw drivers in India hold permits for
their vehicles but may not work on formal labor contracts.
The services provided by alternative providers may sometimes
be more convenient than public services, but they come at
a cost that the lowest income groups cannot afford. Still,
many poor urban residents often have no choice but to rely
on their services. For instance, many global South cities
do not provide reliable public transport to many areas, so
informal or paratransit services,258 which offer the advantage
of flexible and on-demand operations, are the only option
for getting around. In many cities, they also offer shared
rides to low-income people who split the fare so that it is
more affordable.259

In sum, supply gaps in cities, usually filled by the formal or
informal private sector, can create health and safety risks
and can sometimes drain large proportions of poor people’s
income. At the same time, these alternative vendors often
provide the only opportunity for many households at the
bottom end of the market to access basic urban services.
Figuring out how to manage and regulate this diverse
set of providers, make service delivery effective, and
provide equitable access for all urban dwellers has been
a key challenge.

Alternative or “informal” service
providers are stigmatized or ignored
Despite serving as lifelines for marginalized urban
communities, alternative service providers face hostility,
obstacles, and operational challenges. This is especially
true when they are seen as encroaching on the rights of
conventional operators, and when they operate informally
and without legal authority. Cities often respond by banning,
restricting, and even harassing informal service providers to
stop them from competing for customers or public space. This

In addition to potentially high costs, the quality of these goods

happens even when informal workers provide vital services.

and services may be low or uncertain because there is little

For example, informal waste pickers play an important role

or no government oversight of operations. Thus, alternative

by collecting, sorting, and recycling waste in cities, serving

water supplies may be unfit to drink, and alternative energy

the city, the economy, and the environment. A study of

sources may be dangerous. In the case of alternative transport,

three cities found that waste pickers brought significant

for example, governments do not regulate these services or

environmental benefits by recovering approximately 20

limit who can provide them. This results in severe on-the-

percent of all materials that entered the waste stream

street competition, with oversupply depressing profit margins

and reducing GHG emissions.262 Yet in many cities, they

and thereby forcing operators to reduce service or vehicle

often face stigma, harassment, eviction from using public

quality or to behave aggressively.

260

Alternatively, providers

spaces, and confiscation of the waste by city authorities or
municipal street cleaners.263 (We discuss the conditions and
contributions of informal workers more in Transformation 4).

Informal service providers
meet otherwise unmet needs
for urban services and operate
almost universally without
government subsidies.

Cities may also tend to ignore informal arrangements
because they can be a benefit, even if unacknowledged.
They require no money or effort from governments that lack
the resources and capacity to meet growing demand. They
meet otherwise unmet needs and operate almost universally
without government subsidies.264 City authorities in the
global South have neither the data nor the capacity to oversee
and regulate numerous small-scale operators providing a
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range of services in the city. They often lack the necessary
technical information and political will to set standards for
service quality or technology or to enforce regulations that
safeguard health and the environment. Instead, arrangements
and payments for informal service delivery in the global South
often rest on handshake agreements between households and
small-scale informal providers.265 The government is spared
any administrative involvement.
Alternative or “informal” providers are thus often viewed

Alternative or “informal” providers
are often viewed as a problem
or are ignored; however, better
regulation and performance
standards that incentivize more
efficient operations could make
them part of the solution.

as a problem or are ignored; however, better regulation
and performance standards that incentivize more efficient

ladder of service delivery where different innovative options

operations could make them part of the solution. Informal
service providers are not going away any time soon. They will
remain important, even as cities incrementally expand access

and technologies help provide good-quality, sufficient access
for people at varying levels of income.

to public infrastructure and services. Assuming responsibility

While improving citywide infrastructure and services over the

for the patchwork of alternative, interim solutions that have

longer term, cities may find that more decentralized, alternate

sprung up in cities across the global South poses challenges.

solutions may serve demand well in specific locations, such

But this informal sector is too huge and vital to be stifled.

as in low-density or disjointed peripheral areas. For example,

A major mindset shift is needed for cities to support and

formal and informal transport services can complement

regulate these services while recognizing their potential for

one another in many places. In the neighborhoods of

local innovation and entrepreneurship.

Johannesburg, where public transport services such as BRT
exist, residents wanted help getting to bus stops. They asked
for and got three-wheeler tuktuks to pick them up and drop

7.2 PRIORITY ACTIONS

them off. This much-needed first-mile/last-mile service poses

A. Integrate alternative services as an
intermediate solution to expand access

customers to use it.267

Cities must build upon existing alternative modes of service

emerging consensus is that the public sector is best placed to

delivery, integrating them into a citywide system instead of

undertake the planning, regulation, and oversight of public

replacing them. City authorities must harness the vitality

services, and alternative operators must provide services

and diversity of multiple delivery modes, operated by

through some form of organization that is accountable to

conventional public utilities, local private entities (small

users and regulators.268 They can be required to meet service

firms, NGOs, individuals), informal and small-scale operators,

quality standards set by the city before their services are

and community-based organizations.

266

no threat to public transport and, in fact, encourages more

In sectors such as transport, water, and sanitation, the

officially adopted and scaled to increase coverage. Regulating

In making them part

of the citywide system, city authorities have a responsibility to

service delivery requires authorities to show flexibility and

create standards of practice and performance, nudging them

willingness to tailor approaches to the local context, engage

to operate better. As cities integrate alternative solutions

with alternative service providers, and experiment with

and incrementally expand public infrastructure, they can

new approaches.

set regulations to meet basic standards of service delivery,
public health, safety, environmental quality, and affordability
for under-served groups. They can consider hybrid service

it may be more appropriate to upgrade informal services
incrementally to improve productivity and service quality

delivery configurations in the short and medium term.

without requiring all-out formalization.269 For instance, in the

Under these, conventional networks should coexist or merge

case of transport, gradual fleet renewal programs for informal

with alternative services within an appropriate regulatory
framework that ensures equitable service delivery. It is useful
for rapidly growing cities in the global South to consider a

In cities with lower technical, political, and financial capacity,

operators, coupled with funding and institutional support,
successfully replaced thousands of old and polluting vehicles
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in Alwar, India; Dakar, Senegal; and Kathmandu, Nepal.270
Given the scarcity of funding, these actions must be deliberate
and creative. For example, operators qualifying for such
support may also be given access to infrastructure (such as
priority lanes at intersections and terminals) to help improve
their operating efficiency without losing the flexibility and
demand responsiveness of the informal transit model.271

B. Establish and support new
partnerships for joint service delivery
Cities can partner with alternative or informal vendors to
help reach under-served communities quickly and cheaply.
Instead of trying to replicate the development trajectories of
cities in the global North, struggling and emerging cities can
establish new institutional structures for more organized,
efficient, and equitable service delivery. Partnerships with
communities and small vendors to create or coproduce
new, hybrid formal-informal models of service delivery can
accelerate progress without imposing prohibitive costs (see
Box 9). In some cases, formalization may be necessary to
“integrate” these service providers effectively into the service
delivery system and practices so that they can bid and receive
payment for government contracts. But it is important to
integrate them in ways that are humane and supportive and
will improve both their livelihoods and the quality of service.
Figure 24 highlights how cities can shift from ignoring to
recognizing and integrating these informal and alternative
solutions to transform service provision and improve access
to services for all.
Partnerships can work on multiple fronts and across sectors.
For example, the Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI)
federations in many cities in the global South comprise
community groups in low-income neighborhoods that bring
together residents, primarily women, to save, share their
resources, and jointly address their collective needs. They
combine their own savings and loan funds with funds from
external agencies, such as local and national governments,
to improve infrastructure and services in their settlements in
collaboration with local authorities. These local groups and
the larger federations to which they belong engage in many
community-driven initiatives to collect data, link to other
grassroots groups and social movements, build relations with
local authorities, upgrade informal and squatter settlements,
improve tenure security, and offer residents new development
opportunities.272
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Partnerships can extend water and
sanitation services
Utilities in some cities have been working with private
water providers to extend access more affordably. Even
with access to the piped network, service is likely to be
intermittent, so the additional water supply continues to be
a critical lifeline. In Hubli-Dharwad, India, the utility has
contracted private vendors to install kiosks in urban areas
with no piped connections or clean water supply nearby.
The kiosks draw and filter water from reservoirs, improving
water quality so that it is suitable for drinking.273 Utilities
are also partnering with community-based organizations
or water user associations to extend service into informal
settlements. In Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, the utility
cooperates with small entrepreneurs to resell water at
controlled prices to residents of informal settlements.274 In the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mercy Corps has worked
with the government to rehabilitate and expand the Goma
Water Network to reach 150,000 unserved residents while
empowering communities to participate in water systems
management.275 In Lilongwe, Malawi, and Nairobi, utilities
collaborate with community-based organizations and water
user associations to oversee and manage service delivery
through prepaid water kiosks in some informal settlements.276
Such arrangements give communities a say in how the service
is delivered and where facilities are built, and they create local
employment opportunities as well. These partnerships have
also helped overcome residents’ mistrust of the utility and
have convinced more people to pay for services.277
In Kampala, our case study details how the city government
successfully partnered with small businesses, community
groups, and the national water and sanitation utility to
improve fecal sludge collection from pit latrines. It supported
the use of affordable, nontraditional technologies while
creating new livelihood opportunities for community
residents. One example of such a technology is the Gulper, a
handheld vacuum pump used to empty latrines and transport
the fecal sludge on smaller three-wheeled vehicles to large
tanks, where paths are too narrow for large vacuum trucks,
which is a common situation in informal settlements.278
Between 2003 and 2015, Uganda’s national utility increased
its fecal sludge treatment rate by 30-fold without a large
increase in sewer coverage.279
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BOX 9 | Coproduction between government, communities, and informal actors makes urban
services more accessible
Coproduction has been defined as “a process through which
inputs from individuals who are not ‘in’ the same organization
are transformed into goods and services.”a In many cities that
were the focus of the Towards a More Equal City series, the
vast majority of urban residents reside in informal settlements,
and much of the urban fabric is informal. Formal systems of
infrastructure and service delivery must coexist and coordinate
with informal systems if these residents are to receive even
basic services in the short to medium term.b For instance, due
to intermittent municipal water supply, low-income households in
Lagos, Nigeria, meet their water needs through both communal
sources and small-scale private hawkers or cooperative providers.c

Side-by-side formal and informal service provision is common
in the water and sanitation sectors. Extending access to piped
water and sanitation infrastructure is usually thought to require
coordinated urban planning, good governance, and substantial
financial investment, but coproduction has, to a limited extent,
addressed the access gaps. Specifically, in the case of low-cost,
on-site sanitation systems such as pit latrines, collaboration
between city governments or utilities and community residents
(or their organizations) is needed to improve sanitation, partly
because neither can do it alone and partly because collaboration
enhances mutual accountability.d

Figure B9.1 | A man sells water in Lagos, Nigeria

Picture credit: Abdulmutalib Yussuf, 2016.
Sources: a. Ostrom (1996: 1073) cited in McGranahan and Mitlin (2016: 308) and McGranahan (2015: 245); b. Mitlin, 2008; c. Based on field observations
in Lagos in 2016; d. McGranahan and Mitlin, 2016.
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Figure 24 | Existing alternative services, when appropriately integrated with formal public delivery systems,
can expand access
Water & Sanitation Services

Ignored — Formal
systems may serve core
neighborhoods but
peripheral areas and
informal settlements are
not connected. They must
rely on unrecognized,
informal systems with
high environmental and
health costs.

Electricity Services

Transport Services

C IT Y WI DE I MPACT S
AFFORDABILITY
COVERAGE

FORMAL

QUALITY OF SERVICE
PRODUCTIVITY
ENVIRO/HEALTH BENEFITS

INFORMAL

Recognized — The first
steps in improving
services and access are
recognizing informal
systems and increasing
transparency about their
operations and usage.
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AFFORDABILITY

FORMAL

COVERAGE
QUALITY OF SERVICE
PRODUCTIVITY
ENVIRO/HEALTH BENEFITS

INFORMAL

Integrated — Once
recognized, integration
with formal systems
through partnerships,
financial assistance, and
supportive regulations
can enable more
efficient, safe, and
affordable access for all.

C IT Y WI DE I MPACT S
AFFORDABILITY

FORMAL

PRODUCTIVITY
ENVIRO/HEALTH BENEFITS

INFORMAL

Note: Citywide impacts are schematic.
Source: Authors.
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In India, community organizations helped the city of

seen as making important contributions to door-to-door

Mumbai to rethink its approach to sanitation. Supported by

waste collection as well as to the environmental objectives

Mahila Milan (the federation of women slum dwellers’ savings

of segregating, processing, and recycling waste materials.

groups), groups of women living in informal settlements or

Some cities have invited informal workers to participate in

on sidewalks redesigned public toilets so they were managed

relevant rule-setting and policymaking processes, which has

by the community rather than the local government,

increased their access to public services, public spaces, or

providing improved facilities to half a million residents. The

public procurement opportunities that allow them to work for

Mumbai government financed the toilets’ construction, so

the city with reliable livelihoods.

the community pays only for operation and maintenance.
Residents buy monthly passes that provide access to all

Partnerships can provide transport

household members for less than two dollars per month.

Although some cities have banned alternative operators,

People passing through the community can use the toilets

others have integrated them into new transport systems,

for a higher fee. This helps cover maintenance costs and can

with financial assistance to upgrade vehicles and training

allow the community to hire a full-time toilet manager to

to build new skills.285 In many cases, transport providers

work on-site.

are “semiformal,” meaning they are legally authorized with

280

vehicle permits but operate under informal rules related to

In Pakistan, a local NGO, the Orangi Pilot Project (OPP), took

daily vehicle leasing and wages.286 Some city governments

the lead in improving Karachi’s sewage treatment through

have helped transport providers better organize themselves,

community-government partnerships. They built and

form corporations, and formalize their operators.

financed OPP’s model of simplified sewers across informal
settlements in Karachi and other cities. OPP ran programs

Cities can improve access for the under-served by partnering

that helped over 15,000 households across 285 communities

with existing providers of informal transit, bus, rail, and

in Pakistan build these systems in their neighborhoods and

cycling services for a better-connected transport network.

connect them to city sewers and sewage disposal points built

This helps develop a more user-oriented multimodal transport

by the government.

network, improving both access and efficiency. Specific

281

strategies include building integrated, pedestrian-friendly

Partnerships can manage solid waste

transfer facilities for travelers switching between modes;

Cities in Brazil—Belo Horizonte, Porto Alegre, Santo

reorganizing minibus and informal transit routes so they

Andre, and São Paulo—were the first to integrate waste

better connect to fixed-route public systems; and promoting

pickers and their cooperatives into city solid waste

integrated fare-payment solutions to reduce the cost of

management systems.

282

Several cities across Colombia and

transfers for travelers, which can particularly burden low-

Argentina have also integrated informal waste pickers into

income commuters.

their solid waste management services to support door-todoor recycling, as have Bengaluru and Pune in India.283 This
has unlocked economic productivity as previously informal

Approaches to integrate informal transport services have
varied across cities. Although there is no single path for this,
several short-term measures have reaped benefits for cities,

waste pickers now have better and more secure livelihoods,

including investing in dedicated infrastructure and transfer

health insurance, and other benefits, and they provide waste

locations, changing concessions and service agreements,

collection services that reduce waste, pollution, health risks,

and training and supporting informal operators. Cities

and GHG emissions for the entire city through recycling.

implementing large formal systems, such as BRT, can help

Our case study of Pune traces the story of how a waste picker
cooperative (Solid Waste Collection and Handling) negotiated
a contractual agreement with the municipal government to

incumbent informal operators preserve their livelihoods by
forming operating companies and contracting them to run
parts of the new formal services (such as the trunk services

provide door-to-door waste collection for city households.284

in Lagos, the feeders providing essential last-mile access

The city of Pune creatively integrated informal waste pickers

in Quito, or a combination of both, as seen in Cape Town

into its formal solid waste management system, with support

and Santiago).287 Over time, they could move towards a

from state and national policies and political commitment

competitive tendering regime (as in Bogotá; Lima, Peru;

from the municipal government. Informal waste pickers were

Mexico City; and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil).288 Research in
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Rio de Janeiro has shown that regulatory reform aimed at

Supporting and integrating informal transport services

distributing route concessions among informal operators on

with appropriate regulations and investment has improved

the basis of competitive tendering confers significant benefits,

operators’ productivity, livelihoods and quality of service.292

especially to the poor, because of drastically lowered fares.289

This has also made cities safer and cleaner.293 Although it

Technology can be harnessed to improve productivity
further and help knit services together. Mobile apps are
already helping passengers travel affordably and efficiently
by offering dynamic trip-planning features that consider
multiple existing and emerging transport modes in cities.

costs money and political capital to regulate and integrate
services in this way, the increased efficiency and improved
access provided by such an integrated system yields positive
outcomes and long-term benefits for the city as a whole, with
great potential to unleash private investment and innovation.

Examples include e-hailing for boda-boda motorcycle

Cities will need to build the capacity to collaborate with and

taxi services in Uganda, Thailand, and Vietnam or Ola

effectively oversee a wide variety of informal and alternative

motorcycle and auto-rickshaw services (aimed specifically at

service providers. They will need to regulate competition, set

lower-income users) in more than 100 cities in India.290 Ola

quality standards, and incentivize joint delivery of services.294

has been innovative in its use of text messaging to get around

This will require the following:295

poor Internet connectivity in India, and it has a technology
platform that is available in nine regional languages because

▸

few drivers speak English.291 Such technologies could enhance

informal, alternative solutions instead of banning or
trying to replace them and cutting crucial lifelines for

the productivity of informal transport operators by better

many households

matching supply with demand, especially in locations with
poor accessibility.

Creating institutional arrangements to integrate

▸

Aligning incentives that encourage service providers
to form coalitions based on clearly defined standards of
service provision

▸

Enforcing these standards of service provision

▸

Overseeing operations of all service providers

▸

Segmenting the market by differentiating supply by
service levels, providers, and tariffs and demand for
services based on people’s needs, ability to pay, and
location in the city

▸

Investing to scale solutions that have proven effective,

▸

Developing regulations that protect rather than repress

affordable, and safe

and relocate alternative service providers

Accomplishing these goals will require a shift in the mindset
of government officials and urban practitioners. They will
need to recognize and value the contributions of alternative
service providers, including those in the informal sector,
and provide funding and institutional support to help create
a more complete service provision ecosystem. Table 3 lists
the actions and roles required of different actors to move
Transformation 2 forward.

Table 3 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 2: Service Provision Models

SERVICE PROVISION MODELS—PARTNERING WITH ALTERNATIVE SERVICE PROVIDERS
City Government and
Urban Sector Specialists

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

National Government

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Civil Society, including
Nongovernmental
Organizations, Experts,
and Researchers

▪
▪
▪
▪

Private Sector

▪
▪

International Community,
including Development
Finance Institutions

▪
▪
▪
▪

Source: Authors.

Recognize the role of informality in the city, including how informal employment bolsters the formal
economy, how informal settlements provide affordable shelter, and how informal service providers fill in
service delivery gaps
Engage with community groups and alternative service providers regularly to implement and manage
shared services at the neighborhood level
Incentivize joint delivery of services based on clearly defined standards of service
Pursue innovative partnerships with communities, the national government, and the private sector to
finance and provide core services to under-served areas and populations; ensure the urban services
divide is addressed in pricing policies
Establish institutional structures to integrate informal and alternative service providers into a
unified service delivery system and enhance coverage, recognizing their livelihood concerns
Set regulations to meet basic standards of service delivery, public health, safety, environmental
quality, and affordability for under-served groups; prevent exploitative practices and regressive pricing
Recognize the role of informality in the national economy, including how informal employment bolsters
the formal economy, how informal settlements provide affordable shelter, and how informal service
providers fill in service delivery gaps
Legalize the integration of informal and alternative service providers into a unified service delivery
system, recognizing their livelihood concerns
Set regulations to meet basic standards of service delivery, public health, safety, environmental
quality, and affordability for under-served groups; prevent exploitative practices and reform regressive
pricing policies
Incentivize joint delivery of services based on clearly defined standards of service provision and
appropriate governance structures
Pursue innovative partnerships to finance and provide core services to under-served areas
Establish social safety nets and insurance programs for small-scale or informal service providers and
increase access to credit, public space, and public procurement opportunities
Facilitate the engagement of informal worker associations and vulnerable communities with city
agencies to improve service delivery
Mediate to help increase community buy-in to work with the government to improve services (e.g.,
water user associations operating water kiosks)
Participate in local coalitions to advocate for access to credit, public space, services, and procurement
opportunities and services to city leadership
Encourage a shift in the mindset of government officials and urban practitioners to recognize and value
the contributions of alternative service providers and the informal sector
Work with city agencies to provide affordable services to disconnected areas and underserved communities
Innovate on business models, products, and services to meet the demands and needs of lowincome consumers
Partner with small-scale informal or semiformal providers to deliver services efficiently and at scale
Share knowledge and good practices with practitioners and decision-makers to develop hybrid
systems of service delivery, integrating formal, informal, and community-run systems and creating
appropriate regulations to help achieve equitable access
Develop financing programs that help cities integrate alternative service delivery solutions into a
better-regulated system over time, meeting basic standards of service delivery, public health, safety,
environmental quality, and affordability for under-served groups
Encourage a shift in the mindset of government officials and urban practitioners to recognize and
value the contributions of alternative service providers and the informal sector

TRANSFO R M AT ION 3

Data Collection Practices—Improving Local
Data through Community Engagement
Credible, open local data creates an opportunity to ensure sound policies and
investments, understand their impacts on vulnerable communities, and improve
governance processes in cities. The lack of disaggregated local data that could
help diagnose problems is a huge handicap for decision-makers. Cities should
transform data collection practices to gather more granular local data with
community participation. Good data need not be expensive to collect and can
improve decision-making, regardless of the income level of the city.
Status Quo

Ineffective
decision-making that
excludes the most
vulnerable

Priority Actions

• Use new technologies and partnerships for better data and more granular local insights
• Increase city capacity to collect and effectively utilize data
• Coproduce and share data to foster more effective and inclusive governance

Desired Outcome

Sound, inclusive
policies with higher
accountability
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8.1 WHAT MUST CHANGE AND WHY
Local, spatially disaggregated data
is lacking
Decision-makers may not understand the need for better

Importantly, it leads to an inefficient and possibly incorrect

local data on the availability and quality of urban services,

allocation of scarce resources. Missing data hampers

infrastructure, jobs, education, health services, and other

policymakers’ ability to make crucial decisions amid political

necessities. Failure to analyze granular information collected

pressure and conflicting advice. In struggling and emerging

from different parts of the city can mask vast inequities. The

cities, with limited resources for collecting data, citywide

socioeconomic indicators needed to track levels of access and

surveys are performed infrequently, and they typically lack the

quality are not consistently defined or measured, and they

detail needed to draw meaningful inferences about vulnerable

are rarely expressed spatially, making it harder to identify

and under-served population groups (see Box 10). Often, data

under-served locations within the city. Without spatially

are not shared across public sector agencies or with other

disaggregated data, cities rely either on nationally collected

stakeholders because there are no mechanisms or platforms

data, which are then downscaled to the city level based on

with basic standards for data quality or consistent metrics to

population or other simple assumptions, or on citywide data,

allow wider access. Sometimes, city leaders hesitate to share

which do not capture or convey the heterogeneity across

or use data for political reasons.

neighborhoods or disparities within them. Standard satellitebased methods of analysis cannot accurately characterize
informal settlements or slums or the absence of services
there, and censuses do not typically include such settlements.
The majority of remote-sensing studies only document
outward growth, ignoring inner-city redevelopment and
increasing density.

Studies suggest that official statistics used by governments
and international agencies understate the extent of urban
poverty in most low- and middle-income nations.296 Similarly,
global efforts to monitor access to particular services, such
as water and sanitation, underestimate the deprivations that
urban dwellers face because they neglect to assess whether
the services are of adequate quality.297 Our research shows

Poor-quality or unavailable data
hinders decision-making

that data on informal housing, as well as widely used global

Data gaps at city and neighborhood levels lead to

contributes to ineffective planning and management of these

misinformed, ineffective, or incomplete policy responses.

services. For example, the Joint Monitoring Programme

Inadequate data make it impossible to diagnose the gaps in

(JMP) of the United Nations has created universal categories

access to services across neighborhoods, the externalities

to measure, monitor, and compare progress on water access

these create, and the vulnerabilities of different populations.

in connection with the SDGs. However, these categories fail

indicators on access to water and sanitation, underestimate
the extent of the urban water and sanitation crisis. This

to meaningfully consider water quality, regularity of supply,
or affordability, and the data are not detailed or granular

Inadequate data make it impossible
to diagnose the gaps in access to
services across neighborhoods,
the externalities these create,
and the vulnerabilities of different
populations. Importantly, it leads to
an inefficient and possibly incorrect
allocation of scarce resources.

enough to identify urban populations at risk (see Box 10).
Although the JMP reports that a growing proportion of
the global population is gaining access to running water,
the share of urban populations receiving piped water has
actually fallen since 1990. In 2015, less than half of the urban
population in many developing nations was receiving piped
water on premises.298
Data on land-use regulations and planning processes across
cities categorized as struggling and emerging often fail to
track the type of urban growth that is occurring. Our research
found that, when remote-sensing data is combined with
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urban demographic and economic indicators, many lower-

populations. Figure 25 compares levels of access to jobs,

income cities are experiencing significantly more outward

education, and health care in the Mexico City metropolitan

growth than upward growth. That is, they are sprawling

area within 30 minutes or less on foot or by public transit. It

outward at their periphery rather than building more mid- to

shows the stark difference in access to these opportunities

high-rise buildings within existing city margins.

between people living in one of the wealthiest neighborhoods
of Mexico City and those living in the poorest areas. Wealth,

Better data would provide insights on what drives this often-

in this case, is measured by the government’s Urban

unmanaged outward growth. These growth patterns have
significant implications for providing services across the city,
as well as access to both jobs and services for under-served

Marginalization Index, which combines social, economic,
demographic and access to services indicators.299

BOX 10 | Data challenges often hinder action or may lead to misinformed policies
To address the lack of comparable city-level data on water and
sanitation access, we compiled data on 15 cities in the global
South. The data illustrate the true costs for households of
accessing water, dealing with sanitation, and pursuing coping
strategies when public services do not exist. The study also found
that available city-level data on water and sanitation can be
inaccurate, misleading, or outdated.
For example, in Mumbai, India, the most recent publicly available
statistics on municipal water coverage date from the last census
conducted in 2011. It reported that 82 percent of households
had access to piped water within their own or nearby premises.
Several local experts believe these numbers overestimate
access, especially considering that over 40 percent of the city is
made up of informal settlements that typically lack formal water
connections. Data from one centrally located informal settlement
with over 2,000 households showed that not one of them was
connected to the public piped network. Although it lies within
the utility’s jurisdiction, the city considers this settlement an
“undeclared” slum, where households are not eligible for water
connections.a Most households relied on buying water from tanker
trucks, which cost 50 times more than piped water. In many other
cities in the global South, residents of informal settlements also
are denied access to piped water due to the politics of land use
and informality.
In addition to missing, outdated, and inaccurate data on basic
coverage, cities contend with a lack of official data on access.
They do not know if the water supply is dependable, affordable, or
safe. Households that ostensibly have access to piped water may
not always have water available in the pipes. In Bengaluru, India,
the piped network is shown to cover at least 70 percent of the city,
yet in many neighborhoods water is only available for three hours
and for only three days of the week. Few cities capture information
on the affordability and quality of water services, especially for

lowest-income users. Low-income households in cities such as
Windhoek, Namibia, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, spend 9
percent and 17 percent of their income, respectively, on piped
water where this exists (to access the World Health Organization’s
recommended minimum quantity of water of 50 liters per person
per day).b Where piped water does not exist, they spend even
more—12 percent and 38 percent, respectively—on communal
water supply.
Our study also highlighted how official city-level data fail to capture
the prevalence of unsafe sanitation practices. For example, we
know that many households dig a trench and discharge untreated
human waste directly into a nearby waterway or stormwater
drainage channel. The field researchers gathered data for our
study in Bengaluru; Caracas, Venezuela; Cochabamba, Bolivia;
Colombo, Sri Lanka; Kampala, Uganda; Karachi, Pakistan;
Lagos, Nigera; Nairobi, Kenya; and Santiago de Cali, Colombia.
All of them report that these self-provisioned drains for untreated
sewage exist, but they acknowledge that there is no reliable way to
estimate the percentage of households in the city that use them.
Dhaka, Bangladesh, has self-provisioned drains, but these are
primarily used in the urban periphery. Maputo, Mozambique,
and Mzuzu, Malawi, do not have self-provisioned drains because
households mainly use on-site sanitation in the form of pit latrines.
The waste from a majority of these is discharged untreated into
farms or streams, flooded out, or buried with high potential to
contaminate surface and groundwater sources.c Ironically, some
self-provisioned drains function as open sewers and are likely
included in sewer estimates, thus leading to an overestimation of
how many households have sewer access.
Without local, disaggregated, spatial, and up-to-date data to
capture everyday realities, policies and approaches to improve
access will not be effective.

Notes: a. Anand, 2017: 87; b. WHO and WEDC, 2013; c. Satterthwaite et al., 2019.
Source: WRI, 2018.
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Figure 25 | Access to jobs, education, and health care varies between wealthy and poor neighborhoods in

the Mexico City metropolitan area
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Note: These maps measure access to services available within a 30-minute ride by public transport or walking combined with the government’s Urban
Marginalization Index. Better access is displayed in green, with red representing less access, and dark maroon representing neighborhoods with no
coverage. Access to jobs is measured by the total number of formal jobs in each neighborhood from Mexico’s Economic Census, and travel time was
calculated using the street grid and public transit map.
Source: Brito et al., 2021.
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Cities lack the capacity to manage,
share, and use data
Cities may not be able to assemble the data they need without

populations are measured, cities must also ensure the

help. Collecting data on levels of access to different services

protection of privacy for all. Better data creates an opportunity

across the city can be extremely challenging. This lack of

for all cities to become better equipped to diagnose and

data is often an obstacle to making improvements or holding

solve problems.

governments accountable. Spatial data for access indicators

Ensuring that the data are disaggregated by population group

are often missing and must be gathered, mapped, combined
with other data, and shared across service-providing agencies
to ensure more integrated and inclusive planning. Cities need
standards for collecting, sharing, and using representative,

and neighborhoods can help cities understand prevailing
inequities. It can help identify gaps in access to services,
especially in vulnerable communities and locations. For
instance, under SDI’s Know Your City initiative, community-

good-quality data to inform decision-making. Without

gathered data from thousands of informal settlements across

such standards, it is difficult to compare conditions across

approximately 500 cities is being used to improve conditions

cities and neighborhoods within cities in a consistent way.

and upgrade services (see Box 11). Based on evidence that

This makes it hard to understand how exclusion from core
services affects people’s quality of life. Gauging the true costs
of the services gap, for whole cities, regions, and nations, is

“inclusive outcomes demand inclusive knowledge and
action,” the initiative trains residents of informal settlements
in surveying, enumeration, and mapping so that they can

difficult as well.

bring these data to the attention of decision-makers and lobby
for improved infrastructure and services.301

8.2 PRIORITY ACTIONS

The United Nations’ New Urban Agenda and SDGs recognize

A. Use new technologies and
partnerships for better data and
more granular local insights

commitments to improve the quality of actionable data for

the importance of more accurate data. Both include
cities and development. The Million Neighborhoods Map, a
new global tool designed to detect gaps in services in informal
settlements, is valuable in helping to identify communities

New technologies and partnerships now make it possible for
cities to bring together the high-quality, disaggregated spatial
and socioeconomic data they need to make better decisions,

with limited access to street networks, which can be a good
proxy for access to other services, such as power, water,
sanitation, and other infrastructure (see example of Dar es

regardless of whether they are rich or poor. An explosion

Salaam, Tanzania, in Figure 26). Low-access neighborhoods

of new insights from various sources is revolutionizing

are colored red, whereas those with high access to streets

data collection and presents a breakthrough opportunity

are colored blue. Zooming in on a city on the Million

for under-resourced cities in particular. Tools to do rapid

Neighborhoods Map quickly identifies areas most likely to be

community surveys and gather crowdsourced information,

informal settlements that have sprung up with little planning

anonymized mobile phone records, electronic transactions,

and possibly little essential infrastructure.

and satellite imagery can generate unprecedented amounts
of precise, granular information. “Big data” is proliferating,
on traffic flows, cell phone communications, Internet usage,
and financial and other transactions. Some of this is available
to the public. This data can now be collected cost-effectively,
frequently, and at high resolutions of spatial detail and
disaggregation across socioeconomic groups.300 Cities
can seize this opportunity to utilize different data sources,
methods, technologies, and types of data. They can identify
activity patterns, job growth locations, and levels of service

An explosion of new insights from
various sources is revolutionizing
data collection and presents a
breakthrough opportunity for underresourced cities in particular.

coverage. Yet while ensuring that the needs of low-income
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Figure 26 | New technologies help measure the level of access to street networks in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania

Level of access to street networks
High access
Moderate access
Low access
Limited access
Very limited access

Source: Mansueto Institute for Urban Innovation, Million Neighborhoods Map, https://millionneighborhoods.org.

Satellite imagery combined with aerial photography using

areas are being converted to urban land use—formally or

drones provides a low-cost way to tackle the otherwise

informally—and whether new urban settlements have access

expensive exercise of land mapping. Increasingly, cities

to core services. With increasing use of artificial intelligence,

in China, India, Rwanda, Tanzania, and some Latin

satellite imagery is being used to “train” machine learning

American countries are using these technologies to monitor

algorithms to provide citywide land-use maps, maps of

development patterns, complete land cadasters, enforce

vulnerable environmental sites, locations of slums, and

land-use regulations, and collect tax revenue.

302

Detailed

more.303 This has the power to drastically improve planning

drone images combined with satellite imagery generated over

and policymaking in cities where technical capacity is limited

time can help monitor growth patterns, service provision in

and where even basic land-use maps do not exist or are not

informal settlements, and the condition of open spaces and

updated. However, these data obtained through satellite

environmentally vital areas. This type of data can be very

imagery and artificial intelligence need to be matched with

useful to bring transparency in land records and transactions

fieldwork in a sample of locations to understand error rates

and enable spatial planning (see Transformation 6).

and be checked against and supplemented with information

Combining advanced technologies such as satellite imaging

obtained from communities and from ground-level surveys.

and drone surveys with community-gathered data is helping

Satellite imagery provides only a rough sense of where

shed light on conditions in informal settlements (see Box

informal settlements exist. Their type and form (shacks, tin

11). Satellite imagery can detect where peri-urban and rural

or thatched roofs, mud huts) vary so much that algorithms
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cannot yet make sense of them in any standardized way. This

seven-year study by researchers to map informal settlements

is why ground truthing through fieldwork is so important,

in Bengaluru using satellite imagery and machine learning

and why satellite imagery must be combined with far more

combined with ground truthing efforts recorded about 2,000

detailed drone surveys and/or data directly gathered by

informal settlements in the city, whereas government records

communities. These combined approaches provide powerful

showed fewer than 600.304

new insights on the under-served. For example, a recent

BOX 11 | Using geospatial data with community mapping helps plan neighborhood improvements
Whenever official data are out of date or not available, as is often
the case for the informal sector, cities can explore new data sets
provided by other stakeholders. For instance, organizations such
as Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI) or the Asian Coalition
for Housing Rights have produced systematic and aggregated
data on informal settlements. Data sets such as those developed
under the Know Your City campaign, SDI’s global initiative, can
provide unique insights and complement existing official surveys.
This geo-referenced community-collected survey data can provide
information on tenure security, service density, housing quality,
and other issues related to informal settlements where little
empirical knowledge is currently available (Figures B11.1 and
B11.2).

Figure B11.1 superimposes drawn imagery with community
maps of all structures in the informal settlement of Westpoint in
Monrovia, Liberia. The combination of high-resolution imagery
and community data can improve the accuracy of maps and
contributes useful information for planning that could not be
obtained until recently. For instance, based on the maps and
underlying data, we can provide metrics of total settlement
population, population density estimates, and calculate the
amount of built-up and open area per capita. Such metrics are
necessary to understand current conditions and implement
planning improvements. Figure B11.2 shows the location of
different infrastructure services (water points, toilets, electricity
transformers, streetlights, garbage disposal, etc.) as well as
services of interest to the community (schools and religious
institutions).

Figure B11.1 | In the informal settlement of Westpoint in Monrovia, Liberia, community-gathered data

are used with drone imagery to assess gaps in access to services

Source: SDI, 2018; Kallergis, 2018.
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BOX 11 | Using geospatial data with community mapping helps plan neighborhood improvements (Cont.)
Figure B11.2 | A neighborhood map can pinpoint key services

Source: SDI, 2018; Kallergis, 2018.

In practice, community members, especially women and youth,
are trained in digital data collection, including the double-checking
of entered data, as a core practice. The information gathered
is geo-referenced and then provides spatial data for settlement
borders; service points such as water taps, toilet facilities, and
health clinics; and major identifying landmarks nearby. All profiles
automatically require a time stamp, physical contours, and
surveyors’ names and contact information so information can be

verified, assessed over time, and understood by third parties.
Beyond producing geographic information, settlement profiling
culminates with identifying risks and priorities for each community
and careful enumerating of what can be broadly described as
the social fabric of settlements (i.e., the presence of community
leadership, the number of community-based organizations,
savings groups, women and youth clubs, schools, churches, etc.).

B. Increase city capacity to collect
and effectively utilize data
Credible spatial data disaggregated to identify vulnerable

collection, sharing, and use. Sharing data across government

locations and communities and the ability to share such

agencies within cities and between local, regional, and

data publicly are key to creating a shared understanding of a

national agencies can facilitate greater transparency in

problem. National and regional governments can help cities

decision-making and support citizen innovation and

acquire the tools and build the capacity to gather, analyze,

engagement. This is especially important if cities are to play a

and share data while protecting people’s privacy. National

key role in solving problems that are regional in scope, such as

and regional governments must invest in building technical

curbing air pollution, managing water resources, mitigating

capacity in cities and setting standards for consistent data

climate risks, and conserving biodiversity and green spaces.
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For example, Figure 27 shows how spatial data can usefully
highlight areas in Egyptian and Bangladeshi cities to prioritize
for adaptation measures against sea level rise.

C. Coproduce and share data to foster
more effective and inclusive governance
Investing in better data has many payoffs over time. It can

New technologies coupled with adequate resources and data

enhance decision-making, improve quality of life for all

sharing can give governments and planners unprecedented
insight into a wide range of problems and potential solutions.
For example, given the growing use of digitized maps to plan

sections of the population, increase efficiencies in resource
use, help plan for and avoid costs of future risks, and support
citizen participation in policymaking processes. Broader

major infrastructure projects, it is possible to overlay data on

participation can improve local and regional governance

core infrastructure networks (transport, water, sanitation,

and support reforms promoting economic development,

electricity) with settlement data, allowing stakeholders to

education and training, public health, economic and social

analyze the need for future investments to expand service

welfare, and resilience. Data collection and monitoring needs

provision. It is also possible to further overlay these service

to be a continuous capability that governments invest in over

networks with data on job locations, education, health care,

time because data are constantly changing. Data sources and

transport hubs, and green spaces to identify key challenges

outputs must be compatible with each other over time to

facing marginalized populations across the city. Investing

produce meaningful insights. Keeping up to date data requires

in city capacity to develop better data systems can be an

partnerships across key data providers, communities, the

extraordinarily productive way to spur innovation and

private sector, local researchers, and universities that bring

improve decision-making, if city leaders are willing to attack

the data they have access to and help sustain this capability

the problems exposed through better data.

(see Figure 28).

Figure 27 | Coastal flooding risks from sea level rise may impact large swaths of built-up areas including
in Egypt and Bangladesh
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Note: “Urban centers” are cities and large urban areas; “urban clusters” are towns and suburbs or small urban areas.
Source: Center for International Earth Science Information Network (Columbia University), CUNY Institute for Demographic Research (City University of
New York), and the Institute of Development Studies, 2019. For the Coalition for Urban Transitions and the Global Commission on Adaptation. Published
in Chu et al., 2019.
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Figure 28 | Data from multiple actors can lead to more effective and inclusive decision-making

When the right data and capacity are absent....
Ineffective, exclusionary policy
1

Government Agencies
- Outdated data, only formal areas
- Insufficient disaggregated data

2

Private Sector

3

Global/National Orgs
DA

4

Research Institutions

5

Universities

6

Community Organizations

1
TA

SO

UR

CE

2
3

4

5

6

When diverse data and capacities are harnessed....
Effective, inclusionary policy with well-informed targets and indicators
1

Government Agencies
- Updated service access data
- Subcity, disaggregated data

2

Private Sector
- Service provision data
- Financial data

3

Global/National Orgs
- Geospatial, regional data
- SDG monitoring data

4

5

6

Research Institutions
- Climate risk data
- SDG monitoring data
Universities
- Demographics
- Natural environment
Community Organizations
- Data on informal settlements

1

2
3
DA

TA

SO

UR

4
CE

S

5

6

Source: Authors.

140 |

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

Democratizing data production and access and integrating

and environmental sustainability and to hold decision-

useful community knowledge can make governance and

makers accountable. Data transparency and sharing can be

planning more inclusive. Beyond generating useful data,

politically empowering.

shifting to new paradigms of knowledge coproduction

Data transparency and mandates to share data across

can lead to more inclusive outcomes for cities. Engaging

jurisdictions and stakeholder groups can also help local

community actors to produce and share data can both shed

authorities build trust and improve their performance.

light on inequities and gaps in service and help craft policies

The Towards a More Equal City case study of Johannesburg

to address them. But for this to work, data proliferation is

describes the development of a comprehensive, publicly

not enough; the data must also be operationally useful. It

available database of landownership records in partnership

needs to be organized, analyzed, and shared in ways that

with private developers and property owners. 308 The database

can help inform and mobilize support for better regulations

proved valuable for the planning of an urban development

and policies. The increasing availability of open data and

zone meant to encourage economic growth and affordable

common standards for data collection are making it easier

housing in inner-city areas, along with the design of

to share crucial local-level information with multiple actors.

incentives for private developers.

Making such data more transparent can help energize
citizen pressure and spark innovation for more sustainable

Concerns have arisen in recent years around data privacy,

growth. Self-enumeration projects conducted by SDI, NGOs,

private technology companies exploiting and selling data for

and community groups in Nairobi mapped over 50,000

profit, and taking the lead in driving the growth of “smart

households in the city, with community organizations

city” initiatives.309 Technology companies are advancing into

collecting, producing, and using data to arrive at a common

delivering urban services such as transport (e.g., Uber, Ola,

vision and set of priorities.305 These groups were then able

EasyTaxi), managing energy and water infrastructure, and

to lobby the city’s water and sewer company to provide

deploying sensors to measure air and water quality, among

convenient water sources. In some of the largest informal

other smart systems within cities. This can leave public

settlements, such as Huruma, Kibera, Mathare, and Mukuru,

sector agencies with low capacity, scrambling to manage

residents were able to successfully challenge the city’s
evictions and slum-clearance efforts and negotiate upgrading
schemes with landlords.306

Paulo passed an innovative regulation requiring all transport
network companies operating in the city to provide the city

and meet needs, data can help them uncover problems. For

with data on trip origins, destinations, times, distances,

example, they can monitor development that is illegal and

travel routes, prices charged, and service evaluation by the

environmentally detrimental, built by private developers
without government approvals. Examples include huge gated
of Bengaluru. Environmental groups and future residents

setting conditions for the collection, use, and sharing of data
generated about citizen needs and choices. For example, São

In addition to helping communities and citizens to identify

communities that sprang up in a lakebed on the periphery

this transition and protect citizens. Some cities have begun

customer. The data remain confidential and secure and
provide invaluable real-time information that the city can use
to plan transport services and operate the road network more

who invested in the community raised the alarm when
they found out it had been built without environmental
clearances in a sensitive ecological zone.307 Authorities may
know illegal development is happening and ignore it. But
making the data visible allows citizens to take action. The
right information provides impetus for public action and
allows coalitions of stakeholder groups to come together to
make decisions around investment, set common objectives,
negotiate mutual commitments, and lobby policymakers
(see Figure 28). It enables them to monitor, track, and expose
the impacts of public policies and private actions on equity

Better data allows citizens
to monitor, track, and
expose the impacts of public
policies and private actions
on equity and environmental
sustainability and to hold
decision-makers accountable.
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efficiently, as well as to charge fees from these companies

marginalized groups rather than looking for ways to help

for the use of public streets.310 Although São Paulo has

them. It is important that these technologies should be used

established a collaborative lab, MobiLab, involving transport

to include—not to exclude—the under-served. They should

professionals and computer and data scientists to analyze the

support enabling regulations to improve their living and

data, many cities struggle with the technical capacity needed

working conditions, and they should be used to promote

to draw insights from similar big data sources.

data transparency.

Relying on data generated by private companies may present

Our research shows that combining the information

other challenges. Data gathered from people’s smartphones

provided by a wide set of stakeholders—community groups,

as they move around the city typically miss some of the most

universities, NGOs, and the private sector—can help ensure

vulnerable, who do not own or use a smartphone. Phone

its credibility and bring new insights. Gathering, sharing, and

data then does not capture the behavior and preferences of

using better data can drive transformative change. It creates

those most at risk and are unable to provide any insights on

an enormous opportunity to respond more effectively to many

questions of equity. It is important to note that data gathered

of the practical problems that cities and neighborhoods face

from any source, even highly accurate data, can be used for

today. Table 4 lists the actions and roles required of different

a variety of purposes. Some governments have used new

actors to move Transformation 3 forward.

mapping and technology to clear slums, further harming
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Table 4 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 3: Data Collection Practices

DATA COLLECTION PRACTICES—IMPROVING LOCAL DATA THROUGH COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
City Government and Urban
Sector Specialists

▪

Build capacity to bring together high-quality, disaggregated spatial and socioeconomic data by

▪

Utilize advanced technologies such as satellite imaging and drone surveys, supplemented with

▪
▪
National Government

harnessing new technologies and forging new partnerships
community-gathered data to understand access gaps and inform decision-making
Engage community actors in producing and sharing data, and integrate community knowledge in
planning and governance processes
Democratize data access to support citizen participation in policymaking, build trust, and diagnose
gaps in government action

▪

Invest in building technical capacity in cities and set standards for consistent data collection,

▪

Develop guidance on urban metrics and evaluation indicators that can be used by regional and local

▪

sharing, and usage
agencies for inclusive planning
Invest in building inclusive governance practices informed by data gathered from vulnerable
communities, such as by engaging civil services staff to enforce rules on transparency under good
budgeting, accounting, and reporting standards and with community input

Civil Society, including
Nongovernmental
Organizations, Experts,
and Researchers

▪

Support communities to gather data on the quality and quantity of core services in informal

▪

Advocate for data transparency and mandates to share data across jurisdictions and stakeholder

▪
▪
Private Sector

International Community,
including Development
Finance Institutions

groups to expose gaps in government action and improve governance processes
Influence decision-makers to shift to new paradigms of local planning and decision-making, based
on coproducing and sharing knowledge across local community groups and a wider set of stakeholders,
including universities and the private sector
Collaborate with public sector officials to help build technical capacity, train staff, and develop new
approaches for collecting and using data to inform decision-making

▪

Provide funds and expertise for cocreation of knowledge and collection of good-quality, consistent

▪

Increase the availability of open data, new technologies to gather data, and the development of

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Source: Authors.

settlements and neighborhoods where vulnerable groups reside

data to inform decision-making
common standards for data collection
Partner with government bodies to access and share disaggregated data to enable problem-solving
Create knowledge and develop tools and standards to make spatial, disaggregated, socioeconomic
data available at local, national, and global levels
Incentivize data transparency and mandates to develop, maintain, and share data across
jurisdictions and stakeholder groups in urban areas
Use peer exchange and knowledge networks to share lessons from good practices in designing
integrated urban actions and policies that help achieve multiple desired goals, such as the Sustainable
Development Goals and climate action at local, regional, and global levels
Influence decision-makers to shift to new paradigms of planning, governance, and operations, based
on coproducing and sharing knowledge across community groups and a wider set of stakeholders,
including universities and the global private sector
Provide financing to build technical capacity in cities to use data for decision-making and to set
standards for consistent data collection, sharing, and usage

TR ANSFO R M AT I O N 4

Informal Urban Employment—Recognizing
and Supporting Informal Workers
Informal economic activities must be supported because they not only provide
livelihoods for the working poor but also supply goods and services that keep
the city’s formal economy running. Transforming urban employment policies to
recognize the hidden value of informal employment and support informal workers
can increase their well-being and boost the economic resilience of cities.
Status Quo

Unrealized potential
of the urban
economy

Priority Actions

• Quantify the contributions and challenges of informal workers
• Stop the exclusion of informal workers from city life
• Expand access to public spaces, services, customers, and social safety nets

Desired Outcome

A stronger, more
inclusive urban
economy
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9.1 WHAT MUST CHANGE AND WHY
Informal work is the cornerstone of the
global South’s economies
Worldwide, 2 billion workers operate in the informal sector,

workforce and may need to take these jobs because they

representing more than half the urban workforce in the

have lower levels of education.315 Many informal jobs trap

global South. Informal workers supply many of the goods and

workers in poverty and provide little protection or security.316

services that keep cities running, “holding up the world” like

But although the informal economy is often associated with

the mythical giant Atlas, yet they are largely invisible to city

poverty, it is important to acknowledge its diversity and the

administrations, and their working conditions remain unsafe

fact that some workers choose informal work over other types

and insecure.

of formal low-skilled jobs.317 For now and the foreseeable

311

future, the informal economy will remain a key factor in the

The informal sector refers to the production and employment

well-being of the urban economy as a whole.318

that takes place in unincorporated or unregistered small
enterprises.312 Informal employment is employment without

Informal workers generate income, consume goods and

legal and social protection, both inside and outside the

services, and create jobs for others. Although the informal

informal sector.

313

economy does not typically generate tax revenues for the city,

The informal economy encompasses all

many governments charge informal vendors for day licenses,

units, activities, and workers defined as such and the output
from them.

314

permits, and operating fees and levy other kinds of taxes

These terms are often used interchangeably

and imprecisely, yet it is clear that together, informal

and penalties. Contrary to common perception, informal

workers and enterprises form the broad base of the global

and formal enterprises seldom operate in isolation and are

workforce and economy.

actually often mutually dependent.319

Although most economic theorists predicted that the

Whether they sew garments, drive minibuses, cook and

informal economy would decline as countries developed

sell food, pick waste, construct buildings, or run small

and urbanized, this has not happened. On the contrary, the

manufacturing businesses from home (see Figure 29),

informal economy has persisted and is growing and generally

informal urban workers play an essential role in the

thrives in cities alongside robust formal sectors. The poor

economies of the global South.

and women make up a disproportionate share of the informal

Figure 29 | Informal workers in India play a significant role in key sectors of the urban economy
1% UNKNOWN
9% TRANSPORT
9%

27% TRADE

22% Street vending
5% Other trade

22%

12% CONSTRUCTION

9%

12%

27%

12%
1%

5%

6%

24% SERVICES

17% Other services
6% Domestic work
1% Work

24%
27%
17%

27% MANUFACTURING
10%

Source: Chen and Beard (2018), using data from Chen and Raveendran (2014).
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17%

17% Home-based
10% Other manufacturing

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

With barely any data on informal
employment, most cities do not
recognize its interlinkages with and
contribution to the formal economy.

Though it is vast and vital to both the urban poor and the
cities where they live, the informal sector has received
relatively little attention. Much past research has focused on
strategies for boosting formal sector productivity in cities
as a pathway out of poverty.320 The World Bank identifies
institutions and regulations, infrastructure and land (which
includes urban services), skills and innovation, and enterprise
support and finance as the four categories of interventions

providers who generate almost $64 million (approximately

needed for “competitive cities,” but their study does not

7 billion Kenyan shillings) annually. It supports both local

explore the role of the informal economy.321 Cities with large

livelihoods and the economy of the entire metropolitan

informal sectors have also tended to ignore them, push them

region, representing a fifth of the total revenue of the Nairobi

out of sight, treat them as a liabilities, or get rid of them.

City Council for the 2015/16 fiscal year and about 4 percent of

Many have barely any data on informal employment, and the

the Kenyan government’s annual national budget.327

interlinkages with and contribution to the formal economy
are not widely recognized.322

Dharavi in Mumbai—often considered Asia’s largest
slum—has an active informal economy with about 20,000

Our research aims to help fill this void. It underscores what

small-scale manufacturing units and household enterprises

a growing number of economists have come to believe:

producing leather, textile, and pottery products exported

the informal sector is not just a problem to be solved by

around the globe with an annual turnover of over $1 billion.328

“formalization” but an opportunity to improve livelihoods

These enterprises provide livelihoods to slum residents.

and prosperity for all. With the right kinds of support, it

Reports show that 60 percent of Mumbai’s segregated waste is

can raise productivity and incomes for the poorest workers

processed in Dharavi, which is home to almost 30,000 waste

and generate additional benefits citywide.323 Affordable

pickers, and indicates the vital role this informal settlement,

and reliable services are a key component of that support.

which houses almost a million people, plays in managing

Currently, informal workers suffer disproportionately324 from

solid waste in a megacity.329

poor access to infrastructure and services,325 making it more
difficult for them to connect to inputs and customers, avoid
interruptions, and eke out a livelihood. Being under-serviced
multiplies the costs of getting and treating water, managing

dwellers to India’s urban economy, which was based on
surveys conducted in 50 Indian cities and comprising over

waste, and generating or buying power. It can hit small,

5,000 households, found their total contribution to be 7.5

cash-poor operations the hardest. In some African cities, for

percent of national GDP.330 The survey looked at a broad

example, households and small businesses lack access to
electricity and water not because the service does not exist but
rather because the connections are too costly.326

A study on the contribution of urban informal settlement

set of social, economic, and demographic issues in Indian
informal settlements, considering incomes, expenditures,
education, and living conditions, including their levels of
access to services such as electricity, tap water, and sanitation.
Across the 50 cities, one-third to half of all residents lacked

9.2 PRIORITY ACTIONS

one or more of these services, but in some of the lower-

A. Quantify the contributions and
challenges of informal workers

these facilities.

income Indian states, 80 percent of slum residents lacked

Studies like this clarify two issues. First, not all workers living

Local officials must collect, analyze, and incorporate into

in informal settlements are “informal.” Some are indeed

official planning better data on the true extent of informal

self-employed or own account workers, but others may be

work and its importance to the city as a whole. Data from

employed in formal or legal businesses but their productivity

Mukuru, one of Nairobi’s largest informal settlements,

and quality of life are affected by the absence of basic services

indicates it has a robust informal economy comprising over

in informal settlements. Second, those who are informal

20,000 independent and undocumented small-scale service

workers produce the goods and services that benefit the
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formal local economy, and as such, their lack of access to

Transformation 2 provides more examples of how cities

services and poor living and working conditions have high

across Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, and India have

shadow costs for the economy, with negative impacts on well-

altered their employment practices to contract previously

being and economic resilience. Detailed surveys, such as the

informal waste pickers and their cooperatives for door-

studies mentioned here, can help assess the value generated

to-door waste collection as part of municipal solid waste

by otherwise invisible and uncounted informal workers and

management systems.333

enterprises located in informal settlements and then bring it
to the attention of decision-makers.

B. Stop the exclusion of informal
workers from city life
Cities can begin by acknowledging the legitimate value
of informal and home-based workers—not harassing
or penalizing them—and by ensuring they are granted
the same rights as other workers. These rights include
legal recognition, economic and social rights, access to

C. Expand access to public spaces,
services, customers, and social
safety nets
Legal recognition and full acknowledgment of the rights
of informal workers implies a full and fair expansion of
the benefits of urban living to include all city residents.
Government should:

▸

core infrastructure and services, social protection, and

of informal workers—into plain sight.

▸

▸

its importance to the livelihoods and well-being of all city

would change these calculations. Recognizing the informal
sector’s importance and better meeting its needs can help
achieve its potential.
In Indian cities such as Surat and Ahmedabad, the Mahila
Housing Trust has tried this approach by negotiating with
city agencies and leveraging city funds on behalf of informal
workers. These funds have been used to upgrade housing
conditions and access solar energy technologies to run
refrigerators, soldering irons, and sewing machines for homebased businesses. These changes have raised incomes, saved
money, and lowered energy consumption.331 In Bangkok,
an organization of home-based and other informal workers
called HomeNet negotiated with the Bangkok Mass Transport
Authority to extend service to the outskirts of the city where
most informal workers reside, giving them access to inputs for
their products and markets to sell them.332
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Allow informal worker organizations to compete for
public procurement to increase demand for their
goods and services

dwellers. A different formula, one that factors in the value of
shared opportunities and resilient livelihoods for all citizens,

workers to pursue their livelihoods (while balancing
pedestrians who need to use sidewalks)

traditional measurements of labor productivity and economic
of the informal economy in the global South. They obscure

Grant regulated access to public spaces for informal
the interests of other users of these spaces, such as

Urban governance attitudes have too often been shaped by
development, which do not recognize or capture the value

sanitation to informal workers to make their home-based
and other workplaces more productive

better representation in city decision-making (see Figure
30). Legitimacy brings the invisible giant—the large number

Provide core public services such as electricity, water, and

▸

Extend social safety nets to informal workers

▸

Promote access to credit for informal workers and
their organizations

Examples from cities across the global South illustrate how
these steps can improve informal workers’ earnings, wellbeing, access to opportunities, and economic contributions.334
For example, a number of cities have opened more space for
street vendors. Informal worker groups and NGOs engaged
with India’s Ministry of Urban Development, which led to
the adoption of a national law to recognize and protect street
vendors and identify designated zones for them to operate.335
The cities of Bhubaneshwar, India, and Durban have
worked with local NGOs and informal worker groups to create
designated zones in public areas and improved markets for
street vendors, acknowledging their important role in each
city’s economy.336

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

Figure 30 | Cities can support informal workers in various ways for a more inclusive economy (illustrated by
three categories of informal workers)

Legal Identity
and Standing

Economic and
Social Rights

Recognition as
workers with a clear
legal standing;
recognition as
legitimate economic
agents who contribute
to the economy and
society by urban
planners and
policymakers who
formulate urban
policies, regulations,
and rules.

Regulated access to
public space to pursue
their livelihoods;
inclusion in local and
national economic and
urban plans; right to
workspaces and
housing (which often
doubles as workspace
and storage space) in
central well-connected
locations; access to
credit and the right to
compete for public
procurement bids.

Access to Core
Infrastructure
Services
Affordable and
accessible core
services—water,
sanitation,
electricity—at their
homes and
workplaces;
affordable and
accessible transport
services between their
homes, workplaces,
and markets.

Social
Protection

Organization and
Representation

Social protection
against the contingencies of illness,
disability, old age, and
death; protection
against occupational
health and safety
risks; and safety nets
when work or incomes
are disrupted.

Recognition and
support of their
organizations;
representation of their
organizations in
relevant policymaking
and rule-setting
processes.

Sector-specific needs and demands
HOME BASED WORKERS

STREET VENDORS

WASTE PICKERS

• Freedom from forced
relocations and zoning
restrictions

• Freedom from harassment, bribes, confiscation
of goods, evictions, arbitrary warrants and
convictions, arbitrary relocations

• Access to waste

• Secure tenure and
upgrading of their
homes-cum-workplaces

• Right to vend in public spaces in central
locations near pedestrian and customer traffic
under fair and reasonable conditions (which
balance competing rights of different users of
public spaces)

• Recognition for their economic and environmental
contributions

• Basic infrastructure
services—water,
electricity, sanitation
• Occupational health and
safety services

• Integration of natural markets of street vendors
in urban zoning, land allocation, and market
development plans
• Fair, transparent, and participatory system for
allocating licenses and permits
• Basic infrastructure services at vending sites,
including shelter, water, sanitation, and
storage facilities

• Freedom from harassment and confiscation of collected
waste and reclaimed materials by city officials

• Integration as paid service providers for collecting,
segregating, recycling, and transporting waste in solid
waste management systems
• The right of their organizations to bid for solid waste
management contracts
• Space and equipment for collecting, transporting,
sorting, and storing recyclable materials, including
safety equipment and clothing
• Equipment for processing reclaimed waste (e.g., balers,
compactors, and grinding and pelleting machines)
• Ban on the use of incineration and landfill disposal
technologies that are harmful to the environment and
the livelihoods of waste pickers

Source: Chen and Beard, 2018.
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assistance to the numerous migrant and informal workers
affected by the pandemic.338 In 2020, Nigeria committed
almost $200 million as part of a survival fund to compensate
informal workers, including transit operators idled by the
COVID-19 pandemic.
In Lesotho and Vietnam, unemployment benefits have been
expanded to workers in the informal sector.339 Many countries
have expanded their cash transfer programs, with most
Latin American countries, including Bolivia and Colombia,
explicitly including informal sector workers.340 In one case in
Brazil, the city of Maricá has gone even further, providing
additional payments to those with lower incomes.341 Programs
like these, which are typically more prevalent in rural areas,
also need to cover urban informal workers to protect their
lives and livelihoods and, in doing so, protect the economic
resilience of cities.
We argue that informality is not an anomaly or a transient
phenomenon but rather is the very essence of contemporary
urbanization in the global South; therefore, urban policies
need to be developed from this perspective.342 Trying to
formalize the entire informal sector quickly is not feasible,
realistic, or necessarily desirable. National governments
should make it easier for informal enterprises and workers
to join the formal economy if they want to. National
City governments have also offered procurement
opportunities. In India they have begun working with the
Self-Employed Women’s Association, a trade union with 1.5
million members, to give self-employed women jobs that
provide core public infrastructure services. The partnership
is organizing workers and linking them to specific city
government departments responsible for sanitation, water,
electricity, and housing. Since these cities lack the budgets
and investment capital to meet the demand for services,
employing these informal workers fills unmet needs, creates
employment, fosters more inclusive cities, and saves money
that would otherwise have to be spent on hiring city staff to
manage service delivery.337
As COVID-19 has made all too clear, informal workers need
social safety nets, just as other workers do.
In response to the pandemic, the World Bank has allocated
$1 billion to improve social safety net programs for the
urban poor in India, and the Indian government is creating
the National Database of Migrant Workers to better target
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governments can provide legal standing to informal
enterprises and self-employed informal workers. Legal
standing might require them to pay taxes; yet in return,
they would no longer need to pay daily bribes or other
fees and penalties to be able to operate. They would gain
security and more reliable income. Simplifying complex
business registration regulations could at least give
informal business operators choices.343 Studies show that
reforming employment practices to make it easier to register
a business can boost employment because larger informal
business owners will formalize their businesses and smaller
business owners and daily wage earners are likely to shift
to formal jobs.344
More inclusive cities recognize the legitimacy of informal
workers and grant them the rights to which other urban
workers are entitled. Acknowledging the current and
potential contributions of the informal workforce is necessary
for achieving greater prosperity citywide. Table 5 lists
the actions and roles required of different actors to move
Transformation 4 forward.

Table 5 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 4: Informal Urban Employment

INFORMAL URBAN EMPLOYMENT—RECOGNIZING AND SUPPORTING INFORMAL WORKERS
City Government and Urban
Sector Specialists

▪

Recognize the challenges of different types of informal workers and the value they generate in

▪

Increase the access of informal workers to public spaces, services, procurement opportunities,

▪

the urban economy across sectors
and social safety net programs
Grant informal workforce the same rights as other urban workers: legal identity and standing,
economic and social rights, organization and representation, social protection, and access to core
infrastructure services.

National Government

▪

Reform laws and regulations to support informal workers with easy business registration

▪

Gather data on informal and migrant urban workers, by sector, including their working

▪
▪
▪
Civil Society, including
Nongovernmental
Organizations, Experts,
and Researchers

and operating fees informal workers already pay
Create incentives for cities to offer public procurement contracts for services such as waste
management to informal worker organizations with a path to formalization and benefits
Engage informal worker organizations when setting policies in sectors in which they are
employed, and support them in negotiations with local governments

▪

Advocate for a more inclusive vision of economic prosperity, so that it is shared across all who

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Source: Authors.

Ensure taxation programs are progressive and transparent and account for the informal taxes

Work with city government to increase the access of informal workers to public spaces, public

▪

International Community,
including Development
Finance Institutions

conditions, wages, and contributions to output in different economic sectors

▪
▪

Private Sector

procedures and social safety net programs, and penalize their harassment

services, and public procurement opportunities
contribute to the workforce
Ensure equal employment rights and security for informal workers, including social and fiscal
safety nets in times of crisis and disasters
Support and facilitate participation of informal workers groups in urban decision-making that
affects their lives and livelihoods
Recognize the contributions of informal workers to the overall economy, including formal
business and output, and penalize their exploitation
Partner with informal small entrepreneurs to invest in and scale local innovations
Comply with wage laws and offer paths to formal employment and reliable livelihoods with
benefits and insurance schemes
Include informal workers in supply chains for goods and services and provide reliable business
to support their livelihoods
Create and operationalize innovative credit instruments in the banking sector for informal
workers and businesses investing in informal settlements, thus fostering financial inclusion
Develop financing programs that help cities integrate informal workers into formal
employment and service delivery systems, with social and fiscal safety nets, health benefits, and
secure livelihoods
Incentivize a change in mindset to acknowledge the implications and contributions of the
informal economy
Design programs that ensure economic gains are distributed for shared prosperity, ensuring
access for all citizens to the full range of opportunities the city offers

T R A N SF O R M AT I O N 5

Financing and Subsidies—Increasing
Investment and Targeting Funds Innovatively
Cities, countries, and investors need to substantially increase investment
and target it innovatively to fill the gap in affordable urban services. National
government support is essential, especially in the global South, where it can build
an enabling ecosystem using its power of the purse, regulations, and control of
financing institutions. Developing innovative financing instruments and engaging
local communities can get money to where it is needed most.
Status Quo

Chronic
underinvestment in
core services

Priority Actions

•
•
•
•
•

Increase national government investment, directing it where the need is greatest
Create well-structured, targeted subsidies for affordability and social returns
Use innovative financing instruments and creative payment schemes
Regulate private entities and strengthen oversight capacity
Incorporate wider social costs and benefits into financial analysis and involve the community

Desired Outcome

Higher investment in
core services, targeting
the most vulnerable
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10.1 WHAT MUST CHANGE
AND WHY
Financing for vast needs is inadequate
in the global South
In struggling and emerging cities of the global South,

(in the short and medium term) without significant public

investments in core services and infrastructure could pay for

investment and subsidies to make services more affordable to

themselves many times over, and the costs of inaction can be

customers with low incomes.

staggering. But these cities face a major constraint: money.
Low- and middle-income cities can rarely afford to finance
such projects on their own. Big-ticket infrastructure projects
cost far more than they can collect in taxes. Many of the
fastest-growing cities in the world have the smallest budgets
per capita to meet the growing demand for public services.345
The urban services divide will continue to grow unless
cities make large, up-front capital investments in necessary
infrastructure and core urban services; they also must invest
differently to ensure that the money reaches those whose
need is greatest. Ensuring that the poor and marginalized
have equitable access to those services usually adds costs.
Even investments that will be more than offset by the multiple
health, economic, and environmental cobenefits they provide
over the long term may prove out of reach for most cities.

During the 1990s a number of private companies began
providing piped water to cities in the global North and South.
Cities privatized municipal water suppliers because they were
starved of resources or because their systems were too poorly
maintained to provide the quality and quantity of water
needed by urban dwellers (See Box 12). But by 2005 most of
these companies were losing money. They were required to
connect water lines and service to low-income households
that could not afford their fees.346 Private companies may have
had the know-how and capital to fix leaking pipes and aging
systems, but without subsidies, the water was too expensive
for consumers, and privatization failed to live up to the hopes
it raised. Privatization also stirred up controversy because
many objected to the notion that water could be owned and
commodified. Activists and scholars have argued that access

Options are limited. Municipal governments in most

to safe, reliable, affordable water is a human right.347 Some

low-income countries cannot borrow from international

believe this also applies to sanitation, energy, and public

development banks. Private finance has generally not been

transport. In the public transport sector, privatization of bus

forthcoming because short-term returns to investors are low

services without strong government oversight and regulation,

or uncertain while financial risks are high. Available capital

and poorly structured PPPs, have sometimes led to excessive

gets absorbed by safer and more immediately profitable

competition for passengers, poor service and maintenance,

investments that benefit more high-end customers.

more road accidents, and gaps in coverage along lessprofitable routes.348 These and other disappointments have

Privatization is not a panacea
In recent decades, cash-strapped cities have contracted
with private companies to build or repair infrastructure and
manage services for a profit, sometimes through publicprivate partnerships (PPPs). But it is unclear whether any

pointed to the need for governments to oversee and regulate
transit to keep it safe, reliable, and affordable. Enlisting the
private sector to build housing can also yield mixed results,
with private developers less inclined to target low-income
groups than more affluent ones.

core urban service will become profitable for the provider

The urban services divide will continue to grow unless cities make large, up-front
capital investments in necessary infrastructure and core urban services, while
ensuring that funds are targeted where the need is greatest.
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BOX 12 | Concerned about water quality from the tap, families turn to expensive private vendors
in São Paulo
São Paulo has long struggled with providing water to its residents.
In 2014, when rainfall was scant, the city’s water supply system
completely dried up, leaving 8.8 million city residents without
access to drinking water. Even before this drought, Ivaneide, who
lives in a hilltop neighborhood in northern São Paulo, distrusted
the municipal water supply. She says it was “a little earth-colored,
too chlorinated, [and] we did not risk drinking it because of its
appearance.”

Ivaneide earns between US$251 and $378 per month as a selfemployed seamstress and spends nearly $25 per month buying
water from a private vendor to supplement her piped water supply
due to quality concerns with the piped water (Figure B12.1).
“Today, we buy the water. Previously we used the tap, which was
treated and safe. But after the lack of water, we don’t use it for
drinking anymore.”

Figure B12.1 | Ivaneide prepares her purchased water supply

Picture credit: Merylin Esposi, 2016.
Note: These vignettes are based on in-depth interviews with urban residents conducted in seven countries grappling with the effects of urbanization (Brazil,
China, Ghana, India, Kenya, Mexico, and Nigeria).
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Urban infrastructure investments ignore
social and environmental costs
Cities appear to make the greatest progress towards providing

The public sector is uniquely positioned to direct capital

equitable access to core urban services when those services

to investments based on their true costs and benefits and

are provided or at least regulated by the public sector. The

their ability to best serve the public good, but in cities of the

benefits can be denied to those who cannot or do not pay

global South, they often lack the capacity and resources to do

for them. But outcomes for the public good, such as cleaner

so effectively.

air and water or improved health, are not achievable if most
individuals lack access to these systems. In cities of the global
South, resource constraints and deficits in the supply of water,
sanitation, energy, housing, or transport may deny access to
all but the privileged few. This leads to social and economic
inequalities that perpetuate across generations.
The methods used to analyze and decide upon these
investments often do not capture the true long-term economic
and social costs and benefits for the city as a whole, tending
to focus on direct monetary costs and benefits. Aspects that
are more difficult to measure, such as environmental, social,
and distributive costs and benefits, network impacts, and
longer-term uncertainty, tend to be incorporated weakly

10.2 PRIORITY ACTIONS
A. Increase national government
investment, directing it where the
need is greatest
The public sector must take the lead when it comes
to financial innovation. Since growing cities have few
public resources and need substantial and sustained
financial investment in core infrastructure, national
governments must help.

or not at all.349 These methods also often overlook needed

National governments have a substantial role to play, for

maintenance expenditures and their benefits over the life of

many reasons.350 They are uniquely positioned to finance

the investments.

the large up-front capital investments needed to build and

The measures residents must take to provide for themselves
when core urban services are lacking illustrate another
serious market failure: the tragedy of the commons. Public
goods may be exploited for private benefit or used in ways that
fail to consider the effects on others. Discharging untreated
waste into rivers, stripping forests to burn wood for fuel,
digging bore wells that drain aquifers, or driving private
vehicles in congested cities, may be a cheap, expedient option
for individuals. But the “negative externalities,” the price
others and future generations will pay for this, are left out
of the equation.

connect infrastructure. They collect almost three-quarters
of total public revenues worldwide, dwarfing what cities can
raise. They can also tap into funding from banks, multilateral
lending institutions, development agencies, and, in some
cases, philanthropic organizations. Thus, it is not surprising
that cities in the global South often depend on fiscal transfers
from national governments. National governments typically
transfer funds to regional and municipal governments in the
form of grants and subsidies. In countries such as Malta,
Peru, and Tanzania, grants and subsidies account for over 80
percent of these revenue transfers.351
Even projects that are popular, effective, and successful over
many years can falter without sustained national government

National governments are uniquely
positioned to finance the large upfront capital investments needed to
build and connect infrastructure.

support. Pulling the rug out from under them can stall or
regress transformative change. In Porto Alegre, the PB
model successfully mobilized local communities, including
the poor, improving access to small-scale infrastructure and
services, and increasing citizens’ direct political engagement.
352

Yet the proportion of Porto Alegre’s municipal budget

allocated through this mechanism remained modest, always
under 10 percent, and especially modest in comparison to
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the share dedicated to larger investments. Fiscal transfers

National governments are key conduits in channeling funding

from the national government were necessary to support the

from international aid agencies and external programs

city’s overall budget, including this innovative financing

to cities that cannot directly access these funds. Tools are

mechanism. In 2018, after national-level support and funding

available to help national governments identify programs

dried up due to national and local political changes, local

designed to achieve particular goals. For instance, since

authorities suspended this otherwise successful program.353

2012, the World Bank’s municipal Program-for-Results
(PforR) funding instrument has been helping national

It is important that fiscal transfers not only be reliable

governments effectively disburse resources to regional and

but also adequate to enable effective budget planning and

local governments in low- and middle-income countries.358

management across all tiers of government. The structure

It offers guidance on how to direct funding based on results

of transfers and the conditions attached to them can

achieved in reaching specific goals, such as protecting the

determine their impact as well. Requirements for tracking

environment or improving access to services for vulnerable

and transparency, as well as aligning priorities between the

groups.359 Resources can be allocated to local programs

national program and local needs, can contribute to success.

that support or complement national social or community

Some transfers can be ongoing for general obligations,

development programs. Pakistan used this instrument

but others can be part of larger, more specific policy goals.

for urban property tax reform. India used it to scale up

Examples of the latter include Mexico’s Federal Program

energy efficiency and rooftop solar programs. Tunisia used

to Support Mass Transit (Programa Federal de Apoyo al
Transporte Urbano Masivo; PROTRAM) for transport, Kenya’s
Water Sector Trust Fund, and India’s Jawaharlal Nehru
National Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM) and Atal Mission
for Rejuvenation and Urban Transformation (AMRUT) for a

Kenya’s Water Sector Trust Fund provides grants and finances

ran from 2005 through 2014, city development plans were

Burkina Faso to increase access to water and sanitation. This

progress. It can help countries design indicators and risk

technical assistance provided to improve operations.354

complements to its financing.355 India’s JNNURM, which

safety net programs for poor and vulnerable residents, and

to help recipients improve the way they administer and track

systems to reduce GHG emissions in Mexican cities, with

also includes capacity building and monitoring as key

municipal infrastructure, Kenya to establish national

targeting instrument provides both financing and training

range of urban services. PROTRAM finances public transit

water and sanitation services in under-served areas and

it to improve local governance and support for delivering

management procedures and implement good standards
for budgeting, accounting, and reporting. The PforR makes
up a rapidly growing segment of the World Bank’s lending
portfolio, especially in low-income countries of Africa
and South Asia.360

required, along with state cofinancing, to access federal

Finally, national government financing can scale innovations

or national financing of urban infrastructure.356 AMRUT

in urban service delivery. This is essential because private

followed under new political leadership in 2015, prioritizing

investors and many financing institutions cannot risk

water supply and sewer networks, with requirements

investing heavily in relatively new approaches. National

for state annual action plans and use of PPPs to leverage

governments can also work through their development

government funding.357

finance institutions, whether national, regional, or global.

WORLD RESOURCES REPORT | Towards a More Equal City | October 2021 | 157

Governments often establish their own development financial

resources towards pro-poor development, thus reducing the

institutions domestically, such as national banks, investment

burden on the poor and vulnerable groups.362 Likewise, the

agencies, and investment funds, and they have votes in

Dominican Republic targeted direct cash transfers to the

multilateral or regional institutions, where they can set rules

poorest 40 percent when reforming its LPG subsidy in 2008.363

requiring cofinancing, set terms and conditions, and develop

More recently, poverty maps have been used by the World

new products and services for different needs.361

Bank in Luanda, Angola, to target under-served populations,

All these pieces together display the national government’s
ability to help create an enabling ecosystem to bring

and more accessible data and map processing should allow
such efforts to be expanded.364

resources to cities. This ecosystem involves good planning

Electricity subsidies illustrate the unintended consequences

that prioritizes inclusion, equity, and sustainability. National

when subsidies are not properly targeted. Governments

governments can align policies, policy instruments, and

subsidize electricity in myriad ways, including directly

institutions to create mechanisms that develop quality

through budget allocations, indirectly through price controls

projects, scale them, and aggregate smaller projects into

on diesel to run generation plants, and through soft loans or

larger ones of greater interest to private financiers. They

tax breaks for investment. Governments sometimes subsidize

also can provide “bridges” to domestic, multilateral, and

grid extension and utility operating costs or impose price

international funding sources to help implement and monitor

controls so that consumers pay less for electricity than the

those investments.

cost of providing it. But price controls can mean that utilities
continuously operate at a loss. Those that cannot recover their

B. Create well-structured,
targeted subsidies for affordability
and social returns

operating costs have no incentive to add more power lines and

Financing for urban services can support transformative

often flow not to the lowest-income groups but to better-off

change if it ensures service coverage and affordability for all.

people already connected to the grid.

To accomplish this, subsidies can be targeted to close gaps
in specific under-served communities and neighborhoods,
reduce the costs of services, and lift the crippling burden that
self-provision often places on poor households. Measuring
the cobenefits of such targeted subsidies and monetizing
them would render this investment more financially
viable for investors, but this kind of precise targeting poses
challenges for governments across the global South. In some
cases, policies designed to lower the cost of services do not
reach the poorest of the poor, and they can even widen the
gaping divide between those who are well served and those
who are not. In all cases, targeting imposes administrative
costs, which must be balanced against the benefits that

customers, especially poor customers who cannot pay even
price-controlled tariff rates. Subsidies and price controls are
politically popular and are hard to abolish. But their benefits

To connect low-income people to electricity and other core
services, cities must focus on key barriers that exclude them,
such as up-front costs. A “service drop” fee for hooking up to
power lines can cost what a poor household earns in a year.
Typically, it has to be paid as a lump sum up front rather
than in installments, and households cannot borrow money
to cover the costs given their lack of access to credit. For
electricity and water services, tariffs are typically lowest for
low-income customers, but they are not low enough. When
Bolivia needed a loan in 1997, the World Bank required it to
privatize its water and sewer systems for the city of El Alto,
which were in disrepair and hemorrhaging money.365 The

targeting can provide.

company that took over raised water prices by 35 percent,

Many countries in the global South have used targeting to

Many Bolivians earned about $2.50 a day (about $800 a

strengthen their social safety nets and ensure that money

year), so the connection fee would absorb a large proportion

goes where it is needed most. Examples include Brazil’s
Family Allowance (Bolsa Familia) program starting in 2003
and Chile’s efforts during the 1990s to use means-targeted
subsidies for conditional cash transfers. In 2005, Indonesia
began an iterative process of cutting fossil fuel subsidies that
flowed mostly to higher-income groups while redirecting
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pushing the cost of a hookup for a single house above $445.

of yearly earnings.366 This may have reflected the actual
costs of expanding service, but residents were incensed and
protested until the contract was annulled. Governments
can use subsidies to lower such fees or to pay companies
directly to wire households and connect them to the grid.

Seven Transformations for More Equitable and Sustainable Cities

They can spread out the payments, offer loans, or organize
bulk discounts for hooking up many homes in the same
neighborhood. They can also provide subsidies to make
service and hookups more affordable.
Identifying low-income urban households that need subsidies
can be challenging and can impose additional administrative

Many countries in the global South
have used targeting to strengthen
their social safety nets and
ensure that money goes where it
is needed most.

and monitoring costs. Some targeting efforts have been
more successful than others. Bengaluru and Nairobi use
“incremental block tariffs” to make water more affordable
for low-income households.

367

who receive government subsidies. But a lack of transparency

However, the benefits flow

and competition has resulted in both high subsidies and

only to those who already have running water in their homes.

high fares that the poor still cannot afford.371 The high capital

Multiple families or tenants sharing water taps (in other

and operating costs in this sector make targeted subsidies

words, poorer households) miss out. Better ways to target

for low-income groups necessary. By using smart cards and

those most in need of help might include subsidized or

carefully screening beneficiaries, it is possible to minimize

flexible payment arrangements for household connections,

leakage of the subsidy to higher-income users who can afford

shared kiosks, or subsidized pay-per-use systems. Chile

to pay more.372 The city of Bogotá aims its transport subsidy

introduced direct water subsidies to offset the cost of

squarely at social welfare beneficiaries through its National

privatized water and structured the program to funnel the

Beneficiary Selection System (Sistema Nacional de Selección

largest subsidies to the lowest-income families.368 Colombia’s

de Beneficiarios). It provides up to a 60 percent discount on

water subsidy is targeted to neighborhoods and is based on

a maximum of 40 trips per month on its integrated public

a six-tier classification system, representing socioeconomic

transport network.373 Early evaluations show that it is used

status. This channels subsidies to low-income households

mostly by people on the outskirts of the city with the highest

while avoiding the costs of collecting detailed household-

fare burdens, and that the free transfer has increased overall

level economic data for means testing. Although targeting by

accessibility levels in the city.374 As this shows, transfer

neighborhoods may misdirect some subsidies, it can provide

policies, routes, and fare levels can be tailored to assist

many of the same benefits with fewer expenses.

those most in need.

Providing a finite quantity of water per person at a below-

In all cases, the structure of subsidies matters and must be

market cost offers another way to reach the poorest of the

context-specific. Such subsidies are discussed in the sectoral

poor. The city of Medellín established a “lifeline water

actions under Transformation 1 and in more depth in our

tariff” of 2.5 cubic meters (m3) per person per month at a

thematic papers.

subsidized cost, and Bogotá allows qualifying households

C. Use innovative financing instruments
and creative payment schemes

to receive 6 m3 per person per month of subsidized water. In
Durban (eThekwini metropolitan area), a “free basic water”
policy gives households a free monthly water allowance

Cities can combine funding from diverse sources—national

of 9 m3.369 However, tensions between free basic water and

and local, public and private, domestic and external—to

alternative water supply models continue because South

finance investments to improve access. And to ensure

Africa’s government has introduced the right to water as

investments yield lasting benefits, they must set aside

part of the new constitution while simultaneously trying to
maintain a cost-recovery management model. One weakness
of South Africa’s approach is that free water is provided
only to formal homeowners; informal tenants are excluded

funds for maintenance.375 Cities can also rely on innovative
combinations of traditional and less standard revenue
streams and instruments. Land value capture techniques

from the program.370

(described in Transformation 6) or green bonds can be

In public transport, ensuring access for the lowest-income

Partnering with the private sector can also play a role here.

groups has led to mixed experiences. In Argentina and

Blended finance, pairing commercial and concessional

coupled with more traditional property taxes and subsidies.

Brazil, transport services are supplied by private operators
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funding, can tap into wider markets to raise the cash needed

powered by cleaner fuels such as LPG.380 Digital data solutions

to build, operate, and maintain infrastructure.376 Innovative

can expand flexibility with PAYG as well, with benefits for

mechanisms and combinations are key to capturing value

both providers and consumers. Digital data can improve trust,

from public investments, generating potential sources of

transparency, and revenues as information is available to

revenue, and fostering private sector involvement. Likewise,

everyone, not just to those with connections. Service problems

engaging local communities, both civil society and the private

can be identified more readily, and corrupt “adjustments”

sector, in planning and allocating investment can allow cities

become clear to all. When digital solutions were implemented

to respond to true needs on the ground.

for PAYG water in Niamey, Niger, the city posted improved

In financing access to energy and housing, cities face obstacles
that include large, “lumpy” up-front costs and shared or
uncertain asset ownership. Lumpy costs are fixed costs paid at
the outset that do not change based on the quantity produced,
such as a housing down payment or deposit and a connection
to the electricity grid. Uncertain ownership of land and
inadequate legal assurances or resolution processes can make
capital investment risky. These raise the risk profile, making
financing more expensive.
Blended and innovative financing schemes and structures
can help overcome these obstacles. Along with targeted
subsidies (discussed above) cities can use innovative, flexible,
cost-effective technologies and payment plans to help bring
services within reach. They can raise the money needed
to help pay for renewable energy and energy conservation
projects that require up-front investments but will end

revenues and increased trust and consumers saved time
and money.381 M-KOPA, headquartered in Nairobi, is one
of the most popular companies offering PAYG systems in
Africa. From its commercial launch in October 2012, M-KOPA
has connected more than 280,000 homes in Kenya, Tanzania,
and Uganda to solar power, and it continues to connect 500
new homes each day.382 Customers acquire solar systems for
a small deposit and then buy daily usage “credits” for $0.50,
which is less than the price of traditional kerosene lighting.
For the finance innovations of PAYG to be fully successful,
they often must be accompanied by educational efforts
to promote behavioral changes along with the payment
changes.383 For example, a household needs to adjust its
budgeting and cash management to ensure that money is
available when needed, not just for one lump-sum payment.
Similar efforts often accompany microfinance as well.

up saving money and providing environmental benefits.

Creative payment, ownership, and financing packages expand

Thailand, for instance, levies a petroleum tax that raises

access to housing. Through land trusts, communities can

around $50 million a year to finance its revolving Energy

collectively purchase land to build homes and meet other

Conservation Promotion Fund. This fund finances energy

ongoing community needs while ensuring that, when their

efficiency programs in factories and buildings by providing

investments raise property values, the profits flow back to

capital to Thai banks at no cost. The banks then provide low-

the residential community. Collective landownership in

interest loans to energy services companies.377 Bangladesh

Thailand’s Baan Mankong program384 and land trusts in

has used a combination of subsidies, microfinance, and

Bolivia, Brazil, and the United States combine innovative

concessionary loans to encourage homeowners to invest in

finance with creative ownership structures to minimize the

solar panels. This program started in 2003, and by 2014 it had

challenges of gentrification, thus helping manage demand

led to 3 million systems being installed.378

for finance over time.385 Land trusts are often financed by

Nonprofit financing, working together with the private
sector, can also help address this challenge. PAYG models for
consumer installment finance have helped households that
cannot afford high initial lump-sum payments. PAYG has been
successfully used to pay for solar lighting and clean cooking in
Ghana, Kenya, and Zambia.379 In Uganda, PAYG approaches
have made mobile phones affordable. In Ghana, PAYG has
enabled customers living in informal settlements who were
burning dirty fuels indoors to switch to sharing kitchens
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philanthropy that seeks to maximize community benefit,
not financial profit. Chile’s ABC program stands for ahorro
(“savings”), bono (“subsidy”), and credito (“loans”).386 The ABC
program uses creative schemes for financing housing. It uses
residents’ savings as a base, offering loans and providing
subsidies to make housing more affordable. Any one of
these approaches (savings, loans, and subsidies) alone would
be insufficient; it is the combination that allows increased
access to housing.

National governments can also promote innovative taxation
at the local level, including municipal land value capture
policies. These policies enable municipalities to recover
increases in land value that result from public investment
and other government actions. Cities can capture land value
by selling land and building rights, or by levying additional
taxes or fees when the public infrastructure spending pushes
up property values. They can also finance infrastructure by
selling bonds that are backed by future increases in property
tax revenue that will be realized when land values appreciate.
When adding infrastructure makes it possible to build denser
neighborhoods and taller buildings, cities can collect revenue
by selling the air rights to build higher than standards
normally permit without additional fees. In Brazil, Águas
Claras, near Brasília, financed its underground metro line
by selling land plots as well as air rights. Between 2006 and
2010, São Paulo raised over $1 billion by selling development
rights.387 Bond and air rights sales have helped cities around
the world finance the infrastructure they need.

D. Regulate private entities and
strengthen oversight capacity

New financing instruments connected to carbonrelated emissions and credit instruments provide
additional nontraditional financing sources. One

There are times when it is appropriate for the government

example is green bonds. Mexico City issued its first

to contract private entities to build physical infrastructure

green bond in 2016, with proceeds used for energy-

and deliver services. The high cost and large scale of many

efficient lighting, BRT improvements, and water
infrastructure modernization.388 Bogotá’s BRT, Transmilenio,
and Delhi’s metro system both have tapped the Clean

infrastructure projects, and the length of time it takes to
recoup what is spent, means the cost of some of these systems
can dwarf what the public sector has on hand. Governments

Development Mechanism’s carbon emissions reduction

turn to the private sector for long-term financing, which can

credits traded on the carbon market.389 Such financing

include loans, equity investment, and sometimes innovative

requires that the recipient accurately measure emissions

contracts. These arrangements often give a private company

reductions, limiting possibilities because of challenges in
measurement, but improvements in sensors should offer new
opportunities in the future.

a say in operations, tariff setting, and fee structures. So,
to protect the public interest, the government will need to
set and enforce regulations to ensure quality and public

Cities can pay to extend services and infrastructure to

safety and also monitor the price charged to consumers for

marginalized communities by tapping into fees paid by

the service. Most regulatory authority lies with national

the rich. Ouagadougou uses fees paid by high-income

authorities, but local officials can engage communities to

households for sewer service to support safe on-site sanitation

ensure they are getting services of acceptable quality at prices

for low-income households, create a training program for safe

they can afford.

emptying practices, and construct school latrines.390 When

The issue of the cost to consumers is particularly crucial

money collected from customers, national and local revenue

where the market and service structure favors a single

streams, and overseas development is insufficient, cities

supplier. Piped water and sewers are such natural monopolies.

can consider PPPs. South Africa now has standard criteria

Having multiple providers extending physical lines in an

and methodologies for overseeing PPPs, reducing risks and
clarifying dispute-resolution procedures. These kinds of laws
and regulations are important to unleash capital flows and
increase investment.

infrastructure network would be inefficient and negate
economies of scale.391 But single providers can use their
market dominance to charge exorbitant prices or deliver
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poor service. To guard against this, regulators need credible

they include social and environmental outcomes. Social and

information about the service quality and prices charged.392

equity impacts can be gauged through distributive cost-

Competitive tendering, well administered, can help address

benefit analysis. This methodology revealed, for instance, that

this challenge, yet the capacity constraints are significant.

in Bogotá; Istanbul, Turkey; Johannesburg; and Mexico

Another way to learn what is happening on the ground,

City, BRT systems benefited the under-served more than the

especially in low-income communities, is for public regulators

richest strata of society over time.401 Challenges, however,

to engage with civil society organizations. Negotiating with

in accurately monetizing both costs and benefits, even with

utility managers and financiers to improve services requires

proxy variables, complicate this type of analysis. Survey data

regulators to have sophistication, skill, and experience, along

from users can complement these quantitative analyses.

with authority and political will to apply and enforce their
decisions. They often require training and capacity building to
develop these skills.

Giving communities a voice in planning infrastructure
investment and allocating public spending can build
confidence and trust in government and improve service

For government officials to meet higher technical demands

delivery to traditionally under-served areas and populations.

and build more participatory processes, they will need

In Porto Alegre, PB was an integral part of transformative

training in both the “hard” technical skills of setting and

change in the city. The PB model successfully mobilized local

enforcing regulations and in the “softer” skills of more

communities, including the poor, helping them choose the

inclusive planning and consultation processes. Building

investments that would most improve their lives, and building

both technical

393

and process-oriented skills

394

will allow

the small-scale infrastructure they needed. It helped pave

government officials to ensure that finance helps catalyze

streets, add sewer and water lines, improve local parks, and

transformation rather than obstructing it.

build and renovate schools, medical clinics and community
centers. It also nurtured citizens’ direct political engagement.

E. Incorporate wider social costs
and benefits into financial analysis
and involve the community

Instead of being simply clients, recipients, or beneficiaries

Cities must adopt a longer and wider financial planning

and allocated the money specifically for them to help them

horizon that looks beyond short-term financial concerns and

achieve their goals.

factors in broader benefits as well as costs. When calculating
the pros and cons of public investments, planners and
funders should weigh not just the financing requirements for
individual projects but also the cobenefits for urban residents
in terms of health and productivity.395 For example, cities can
get social benefits worth between 4 and 12 times the cost of
improving water and sanitation,396 and cities such as Beijing
and São Paulo could save up to 10 percent of GDP by investing
in public transit and reducing congestion, road accidents, and
dangerous levels of air pollution.397
Better analysis requires new tools, concepts, and ways
to measure both explicit and implicit costs and benefits,
including externalities.398 Models used need to factor in
social and environmental outcomes—such as the costs of
environmental degradation, the value of ecosystem services,
the health impacts on specific populations, and so on—but
often these are left out.399 There are many tools that can help
governments estimate the costs and benefits of services over
time.400 Governments should use them, and make sure that
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of the government, they became part of the process. The PB
program built on the strength of civil society, encouraging all
communities, including the poor, to set their own priorities,

Newer techniques used either in person or online can also
tap community opinion and enthusiasm about budget
allocations. Simulation and role-playing games, especially
those concerning budgets, can be helpful in getting input
from different stakeholders. However, care must be taken
to ensure that they do not merely confirm the government
position, as was the case recently in India.402
Increased and better-targeted investment to address longignored needs is essential for a more equal city. This will not
be possible without strong national government involvement,
well-structured and targeted subsidies, and innovative
financing instruments. It will also require financial analysis
and regulatory approaches that consider broader social and
environmental costs and benefits. Governments will need to
build the capacity to perform these calculations, negotiate
with service providers, catalyze additional resources, and
use them well. Table 6 lists the actions and roles required of
different actors to move Transformation 5 forward.

Table 6 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 5: Financing and Subsidies

FINANCING AND SUBSIDIES—INCREASING INVESTMENT AND TARGETING FUNDS INNOVATIVELY
City Government and
Urban Sector Specialists

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

National Government

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Civil Society, including
Nongovernmental
Organizations, Experts,
and Researchers

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Private Sector

▪
▪
▪

International Community,
including Development
Finance Institutions

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Source: Authors.

Prioritize ways to reduce the cost of urban services for the lowest-income consumers, considering
the local context
Increase investment in urban services to ensure service coverage and affordability for all by targeting
investments to close gaps in services in specific under-served communities and neighborhoods
Adopt a longer, wider financial planning horizon factoring in broader social benefits and costs and
engaging the community
Regulate the private sector’s role in financing, building, and delivering core infrastructure and services
Give communities a voice in the allocation of public spending to build confidence and trust in
government and result in more effective service delivery
Consider innovative and diverse ways to increase the affordability of all urban services through the
use of cost-effective technologies, targeted subsidies, and flexible payment mechanisms that allow
people with irregular incomes to pay for them
Support the financing of large capital investments in urban areas by enabling fiscal transfers with
conditions for performance outcomes related to equity and sustainability
Ensure adequate funding to urban authorities to support bottom-up processes, such as
participatory budgeting
Channel funding from international aid agencies and external programs to cities that are unable to
directly access these funds
Enable alternate, innovative financing techniques by creating the right regulatory and policy
frameworks, such as public-private partnerships and land value capture; ensure financial regulators are
not working at cross-purposes with other policies; incorporate social costs and benefits into financial
analysis and oversight
Authorize local and state governments to increase own-source revenues and collect land-based
revenues and taxes
Create and fund well-structured, targeted subsidies for affordability and social returns
Regulate private entities and strengthen oversight capacity
Support the design and implementation of appropriate targeting mechanisms and processes to
identify vulnerable populations in cities and get money where it is needed most
Advocate for embedding equity criteria in investment programs (national, local, private, and
international) and monitoring their impact on vulnerable groups
Participate in and push for inclusive, participatory budget allocation processes at national, state,
and local levels
Gather data on public sector expenditures and ensure accountability for equitable allocation;
consider using community groups and universities to help gather and maintain these data
Support up-front investments to address the urban services divide in urban areas by developing new
models and partnerships with government and financial institutions
Develop innovative financing structures, collaborating with the public sector to ensure laws and
regulations keep up with innovations
Explore creative payment schemes and blends of financing to invest in urban services and keep them
affordable for low-income people
Disburse resources to subnational levels of government through new tools and financial instruments
Direct resources into locally implemented development programs with the condition that investment
be targeted to achieve equitable access goals
Ensure resources and capacity for adequate monitoring, evaluation, and learning, and share knowledge
of international good practices and performance standards
Mandate well-designed and well-structured processes for public participation in decision-making for
recipients of financial resources
Incorporate social costs and benefits into financial analysis for project approval and allocation of
financial resources

T R A N SF O R M AT I O N 6

Urban Land Management—
Promoting Transparency and Integrated
Spatial Planning
Transparent, well-regulated land markets and effective integrated spatial planning
are absolutely central for delivering services equitably and ensuring the long-term
future of the city. In rapidly growing cities, the scarcity of well-serviced land and
weak planning have exacerbated spatial inequities. Through better regulations,
innovative incentives, provision of secure tenure, and integrated planning, many
cities have made land markets more transparent and inclusive and have enabled
equitable service provision.
Status Quo

Spatial inequities
and unsustainable
urban growth

Priority Actions

• Structure regulations and incentives to make land markets more transparent
and inclusive
• Improve services in informal settlements to achieve affordable, livable density
• Practice integrated spatial planning for better urban services and sustainable growth

Desired Outcome

Equitable land
markets, well-planned
urban growth
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11.1 WHAT MUST CHANGE
AND WHY
Urban land markets have
a sordid underbelly
Cities across the world struggle with corruption and rapacious

Even well-intentioned policies can misfire. Regulations

behavior in land markets because land is such a valuable

and tax incentives designed to spur denser and infill

asset. Land markets in many cities of the global South are

development may merely enrich landowners or large private

opaque and distorted. The reasons include poor records of

developers and prompt them to build more high-end and

landownership, lack of transparency on property transactions,

luxury housing in well-serviced locations.407 Scant and

complex land titling regulations, and excessive land value

unenforced regulation and real estate speculation can make

Nonexistent or ineffective land regulations

well-serviced urban land unaffordable for most people. Such

speculation.

403

mean public sector stakeholders cannot prioritize the public’s

speculative investment crowds out smaller developers and

interests, make crucial decisions about what gets built where,

regular households looking to make investments, and the

harness the benefits of increasing land values, or use this

unaffordability it creates may contribute to the growth of

asset to generate the municipal revenue needed to invest in

informal settlements.408

services and infrastructure.404 These challenges are magnified
where city officials either have no development plan or have
no power to implement or enforce one. They may lack the
statutory authority or technical capacity to create incentives
or regulations to guide building activity.405 Opaque and
nonparticipatory planning and decision-making fails to take
people’s real needs into account and widens inequities (see
Box 13 for an example from Bengaluru).
Urban land is highly valuable and therefore a tempting prize
for the powerful and well connected. Politicians and large
private developers often collude, using insider information
to buy land cheaply then steering development to benefit
themselves or interest groups that support them. They and
their allies (including construction and real estate moguls)
strike backroom deals that fuel speculative investment and
piecemeal development. City development plans are shunned
in favor of maximizing profits. Corruption is ubiquitous. In
struggling and emerging cities, the bribes paid by developers
for building permits and to get around bureaucratic red tape
can amount to half of total construction costs.406

In addition, when cities do try to upgrade overburdened and
inadequate infrastructure, private interests may reap all of the
benefits and pay none of the costs. Public investments raise
land and property values, but there are often no mechanisms
for capturing a portion of this windfall and using it to
benefit the public.
Poor land records and uncertain property rights help explain
why these problems are pervasive. Murky or missing records
of landownership and value prevent well-functioning and
fair land markets in many struggling and emerging cities.
Overlapping land tenure systems, common in many African
cities, create confusion and conflict over landownership and
inhibit investment. They also foster exploitative practices,
which are frequently seen in transactions between private
land developers and individual landowners or farmers in
the outskirts of cities. 409 Further, the lack of systematic and
transparent land value assessment systems creates a black
market for property transactions and increases the difficulty
of compensating landowners fairly.410 Many real estate
investment transactions fall within the informal economy
and are neither trackable nor taxable.411 Without clear land

Murky or missing records of
landownership and value prevent
well-functioning and fair land
markets in many struggling and
emerging cities
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records, it is hard for city governments to negotiate with
developers to achieve goals such as allocating urban land
for affordable housing, capturing benefits from rising land
values, or financing public infrastructure.
The lack of complete and up-to-date records of landownership
and transactions is a key barrier to designing effective land
regulations, property taxation, and incentive schemes. This
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BOX 13 | Fast, unserviced urban expansion in Bengaluru threatens to displace the poor
Sushila’s family has lived on the outskirts of Bengaluru, India,
making and selling pottery, for more than 65 years. When her
parents first moved into the Kengeri village, they found an
abandoned kalyana mantapa (a space for marriage ceremonies)
in the forest and set up their home there. Sushila, now 25 years
old, has seen tremendous change across Bengaluru. Near her
home, trees have given way to roads and shops. But infrastructure
has lagged behind development. The built-up areas enveloping
Sushila’s home have few city services.
For instance, access to water has improved only slightly. For about
an hour a day, Sushila’s family can fetch water from a nearby
bore well, which they use for bathing and washing clothes. They
have to purchase the water for drinking and cooking. There is
a bus stop about a five-minute walk from their home, but there
are no designated footpaths, so the walk can prove dangerous.
Solid waste management has not arrived, except that the city
sometimes dumps waste into a nearby stream.

Sushila’s family’s combined monthly income is US$90 to $105,
which is barely enough to pay for the maintenance and upkeep
of their old, deteriorating house. Even though they have lived in
their house for more than six decades, they do not have any legal
documentation that says they own the property. This could soon
be problematic as private developers continue to push outward
from the center of the city. “Once an individual or real estate
developer comes and builds something like houses and apartment
complexes, the next one comes along, and the next . . . and there’s
a lot of open land here to go,” says Sushila. She adds that there
is no transparency about how land is sold to developers. She has
heard of proposals for public projects such as extending the metro
to Kengeri or widening Mysore State Highway, but neither she nor
any anyone she knows in the community has been engaged in this
planning.

Figure B13.1 | Sushila gathers with her family outside their Kengeri village home on the outskirts

of Bengaluru

Picture credit: Radha Chanchani, 2016.
Note: These vignettes are based on in-depth interviews with urban residents conducted in seven countries grappling with the effects of urbanization (Brazil,
China, Ghana, India, Kenya, Mexico, and Nigeria).
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is why real estate developers and speculators, instead of local

Our research identified a host of risk factors and policy

authorities, end up capturing all the benefits from public

choices that can accelerate outward, sprawling growth. High

expenditures on infrastructure that raises property values.

subsidies for fuel and low costs for private vehicles contribute

Yet putting together accurate records is difficult, and many

by reducing the perceived costs of driving long distances.413

rapidly growing cities simply do not have the capacity to

Restrictive density or building height regulations in well-

do so. Based on an analysis of landownership and land-use

serviced inner-city areas can push development outward.414

regulations in 200 cities, we found that in struggling cities,

This outward growth typically occurs in areas on the urban

land registration records for the urban periphery, established

periphery with unclear jurisdiction, involving multiple

land-use plans, and the ability to implement or enforce them,

local (and sometimes regional, state, or rural) authorities

may be missing altogether. And even when plans exist,

that do not coordinate on service provision or land-use

private developers and public agencies may ignore them.

planning. As a result, it creates blind spots in some cases

The largely outward growth currently under way in these

and confusion in others in the governance of burgeoning

cities is therefore either undocumented or occurring through

new settlements. Outside city limits, developers also find

informal transactions, meaning it is unplanned and occurs

bargain land prices, lax record keeping, and fewer land-use

in a weak regulatory environment. Emerging cities are only

regulations. This allows them to build many units on large

slightly better off.

land parcels, achieving economies of scale more easily and
profitably than building in more central locations. Rapid,

Low-density growth occurs on cheaper
land in the urban periphery

haphazard, unplanned sprawl then compounds the challenge

New data gathered for Towards a More Equal City show how

cities to channel, or draw value from, land price surges and

struggling and emerging cities with scant financial resources
and severe deficits in built infrastructure are growing outward

and raises the cost of providing infrastructure and services.
And limited control over peripheral areas makes it harder for
building frenzies.

much more than upward. This accelerates the consumption

Perverse incentives add to these problems. Governments

of resources such as land, energy, and water and hampers

sometimes fuel building booms in the urban periphery by

the delivery of urban public services. As a city’s area expands

promoting investment in housing and special economic

and its population density declines, the per capita costs of

zones without regard for location and services. Social

public service provision rise, and so do social costs imposed by

housing programs typically evaluate affordability in terms

congestion, pollution, and urban inefficiencies.

of income and housing costs alone, neglecting the high price

412

of commuting or connecting housing with services. Thus,
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across Brazil, Chile, Ethiopia, India, Mexico, and South

Weak spatial planning directly
contributes to unmanaged
urban expansion, which has
far-reaching economic and
environmental consequences.

Africa, private developers have built in the urban periphery.415
Some governments, such as those of India and South Africa,
are even building this type of housing themselves. Residents
who move to these remote locations suffer because social
networks that supported families and livelihoods get broken.
They are saddled with long, expensive commutes that cut
into their productivity and can eat up whatever they save in
housing costs and choke cities with traffic congestion and air
pollution. Evidence from African, Indian, and Latin American

cities in the global South are not connected to a central water

cities shows that access to multiple urban services, including

system, many households rely on privately or self-provided

paved roads, drainage, and good-quality piped water, drops

bore wells. In Bengaluru, Jakarta, Mexico City, São Paulo,

sharply in peripheral areas.

416

and elsewhere, indiscriminate, unregulated bore wells

For these reasons, residents in

have rapidly depleted groundwater and caused the land to

a number of cities have abandoned some of these housing
developments on the periphery altogether.

417

subside or sink.423 Clandestine connections to the municipal

A national

housing program in Mexico reportedly cost $100 billion

water supply are commonplace, leading to overextraction

between 2001 and 2012 and built millions of homes in the

and water stress.

distant outskirts of cities (e.g., 40 miles outside Mexico City).
Today, a large proportion of these homes, which still lack
running water and electricity and are not connected to public
transport, sit abandoned.418

Weak spatial planning has had another consequence: a
growth in informal, self-built settlements that are now home
to over a billion people around the world. Some settlements,
such as those in Kampala and Mumbai, are closer to city

Weak spatial planning can result
in mounting long-term costs

centers and jobs. But whether located centrally or in the

The long-term cumulative costs of low-density growth in

water, sanitation, and electricity. Housing quality is poor,

peripheral areas typically dwarf what cities and households

living spaces are overcrowded, and households, even families

imagine they are saving.419

who have occupied the same spot for generations, often

periphery, what most have in common is what they lack:
essential public services and infrastructure, including streets,

have no security of tenure. At any moment homes may be

Weak spatial planning directly contributes to unmanaged

bulldozed and valued possessions destroyed. Someone may

urban expansion, which has far-reaching environmental

decide to locate a toxic waste dump next door.

consequences. Studies predict that, by 2030, global urban

Towards a More Equal City presents new analysis of the links

expansion will menace biodiversity hot spots and threaten
Fast-growing cities

between accessibility (the relative locations of jobs and

envelop prime agricultural land and compete with food

housing) and the time and money spent on mobility.424

production. They also accelerate GHG emissions, air

It shows that, in the global South, up to half of urban dwellers

pollution, and urban heat effects.

likely experience restricted access to jobs, leading to either

ecosystems far beyond city limits.

420

Urban sprawl exposes citizens to a variety of dangers that will
undermine health and economic productivity. For example,

expenditures. It illustrates a typical pattern: residents who are

elevation coastal zones, which are vulnerable to floods, sea

under-served by transport options tend to be located on the

level rise, and other impacts of climate change. 421 Around

periphery of cities, which are far from most jobs.

the world, unabated and illegal construction on urban

One group categorized as the “stranded under-served,” face

floodplains and water bodies in cities is already causing
disastrous flooding.

31 categorizes residents of Johannesburg and Mexico City
according to their access to opportunities and their mobility

some of the most rapid urban expansion is occurring in low-

422

high travel burdens or exclusion from opportunities. Figure

At the same time, the opposite problem

such severe access constraints that they travel little or not at

of water scarcity is growing rapidly and creating disastrous

all. This group includes many who can only commute on foot

ripple effects. Because 60 percent of new developments in

or by bicycle as well as those stuck in such poor locations that
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travel is completely unaffordable. Another group, the “mobile
under-served,” do travel, often starting from peripheral
suburbs far from economic opportunity. They spend a long
time and up to 35 percent of their income on commuting.425
We also identified two other categories: “well-located
commuters” and “well-located urbanites.” Well-located
commuters are better off in terms of access to opportunities
because they may own private vehicles, and well-located
urbanites are located either close to jobs or in public transit
corridors that provide easy access to the majority of jobs. In
both cities, fewer than 1 in 10 people fall in this last category.

11.2 PRIORITY ACTIONS
A. Structure regulations and incentives
to make land markets more transparent
and inclusive
Cities can use an array of policies and fiscal instruments to
make land markets more inclusive, efficient, and responsive
to the needs of the public.428 They can establish incentives
to direct development towards specific locations within
cities, impose time limits on how long land can be held
without being built upon, tax vacant land and buildings, and

Overall, the majority of people in both cities—74 percent

implement land value policies that benefit both private land

in Johannesburg and 62 percent in Mexico City—face

developers and the city. Planning focused on spatial equity

higher-than-average costs in terms of both time and money
to reach their destinations.

426

This analysis is backed up by

can stop urban development and real estate investment from
exacerbating existing patterns of inequality, segregation, and

other evidence. A study of social housing residents living

isolation. Regulations can guarantee that adequate urban

in peripheral areas of secondary cities in Brazil, Colombia,

infrastructure is provided wherever new development and

and Mexico found that households pay on average about 40

urban regeneration occur. This helps avoids the economic,

percent less than they would for a centrally located unit in

social, and environmental costs that result from unmanaged

a low-income area, but their commutes cost twice as much

expansion and self-provision of services.429

and take three times as long as they do for centrally located
households.427 This poor accessibility directly affects people’s
productivity and, ultimately, their earnings.

Regulations and incentives to enable affordable
housing in accessible locations
Regulations can enable land development and the
construction of affordable housing in well-serviced locations
as well as require private developers to contribute to
infrastructure costs. These steps can achieve more equitable
outcomes and allow all residents, regardless of their location
in the city, to access urban services and opportunities. For
example, after Brazil and Mexico made the mistake of
building now-abandoned affordable housing in the urban
periphery, they changed course. They began providing
national housing subsidies to developers to build affordable
housing in designated zones based on regularly updated
spatial and socioeconomic data on access to core services
and employment.430 In 2013, 80 percent of housing in Mexico
was built in these identified zones, which are called Urban
Containment Perimeters (Perímetro de Contención Urbana),
and the subsidies were significantly reduced after 2018.431 In
other locations, developers are required to fund and build
infrastructure to extend core services (water, sewer networks,
electricity) and sidewalks to their developments, and
municipalities are responsible for operating the services.432
In 2003, South Africa passed a law offering tax incentives to
developers to build, extend, or improve buildings in specific
urban development zones (UDZs).433 In Johannesburg, the
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Figure 31 | New analysis shows spatial inequities in access to jobs and mobility expenditures in
Mexico City and Johannesburg

Notes: Accessibility is the number of opportunities reachable within 60 minutes; mobility expenditure is the actual amount of time and money
spent traveling. This analysis allows decision-makers to consider strategies that increase accessibility while keeping mobility expenditures low by
understanding the needs in different locations of a city. It allows them to integrate land-use and transport considerations in their decision-making.
Source: Venter et al., 2019.
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city with the largest UDZ, a comprehensive, publicly available

taxes or special development charges, can generate much-

property database was developed in partnership with property

needed local revenue to finance infrastructure and services.439

owners, which has enabled the design of incentives for

In Bogotá, for example, a betterment levy (contribución de

developers to build in the city’s new BRT corridors.

valorización) charges property owners a fee to defray the costs

434

Facilitating supply of well-connected land
and housing to reduce scarcity

of public works improvements. From 1997 through 2007, this
mechanism financed over $1 billion worth of investment in
217 public road and infrastructure projects all over the city.440

Cities can also impose time limits on landholding and tax

Such land value capture instruments have also been used to

vacant land and buildings to prevent land hoarding or high

finance transport-related improvements in Bogotá, Brasilia,

vacancy rates. Land and housing units are often held back

Hong Kong, Hyderabad, Mumbai, and São Paulo.441

from the market in the hope of higher returns later.435 This

These instruments have succeeded by jointly managing

creates shortages in supply of land and pushes up prices.

the development and sale of land with the construction of

China and several Latin American countries tax vacant land

transport infrastructure. They show how critical it is for

to reduce speculation, induce development, and bring vacant

cities to coordinate across agencies and adopt an integrated

units into the rental market. As a strategy to limit speculation

approach to land development and transport improvements.

and discourage land hoarding, some countries, such as

More examples of land value capture tools can be found in

Colombia, Malaysia, and Sri Lanka, temporarily freeze

Transformation 5 on transforming financial investment to

land values in locations where major urban development

prioritize and subsidize urban services for vulnerable groups.

schemes have been announced. 436 City governments need
the statutory authority, resources, and capacity from
higher levels of government (national and state) as well as
trained staff to devise and enforce development plans and

Box 14 illustrates how a change in land-use laws allowed
Ahmedabad to use a mechanism known as the Town
Planning Scheme (TPS) to manage the growth of the city. It

regulations of this kind.

also shows the application of land value capture policies,

Raising public revenues from urban land

while creating additional revenues to finance infrastructure.

which are one way to combine land regulations and incentives

There is a compelling case for cities to implement land
value capture mechanisms, which include property taxes,

virtuous circle: investing in infrastructure to foster economic

B. Improve services in informal
settlements to achieve affordable,
livable density

development and rising land values, which, in turn, create

Transformation 1 includes many examples of successful

demand for more infrastructure. In many cities of the global

approaches to making housing more affordable and livable.442

South, weak institutions and land governance structures—

Here, in discussing interventions specifically related to land

and subversion by political or private development

and spatial planning, we focus on how cities can extend

interests—can stymie such schemes.438 But a large and

core services to already very dense informal settlements

growing number of cities around the world are using them.

and create affordable, livable density through flexible

Even simple forms of land value capture, such as property

planning standards.

charges for building rights, and development impact fees.
437

Using these mechanisms, cities can raise funds to create a
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BOX 14 | Ahmedabad uses the mechanism of Town Planning Scheme for sustainable expansion
The Towards a More Equal City case study of Ahmedabad,
India, showed the Town Planning Scheme (TPS) has been
transformational in allowing the city to increase the supply of
well-connected land in planned locations and sustainably manage
its urban expansion. The TPS involves negotiations between the
city, private developers, and landowners. Instead of just taking
land for public services through eminent domain, Ahmedabad
readjusts the boundaries of private plots, making space for roads
and sewer and power lines and other infrastructure. Landowners

get compensated for land taken, minus a portion of the cost of
providing the infrastructure. Therefore, the city and landowners
share the costs and benefits. The TPS faced challenges in
Ahmedabad. It was difficult to engage tenants, raise financing, and
win cooperation from farmers in locations slated for new growth.
But it has reduced commuting distances, increased street density,
and prompted the construction of affordable housing in close-in,
accessible neighborhoods.

Figure B14.1 | Land is planned and serviced through an area development approach

BEFORE: Proposed Road Alignment

AFTER: Without Land Readjustment
Inefficient and inequitable development

AFTER: With Land Readjustment Opportunity
to plan, service, and finance development.
All landowners benefit with space created for
community benefit.

Figure Source: Mathews et al., 2018.

Implementing the TPS in Ahmedabad required changes in state
law that allowed the city to do so. The state of Gujarat passed an
amendment under the Town Planning and Urban Development Act
that encouraged coordination across sectoral agencies to deliver
urban services in tandem with the city’s development plan, with

infrastructure financing generated from land sales. In addition,
national-level financing programs for housing for the urban poor
supported the construction of affordable housing within the TPS.
These national- and state-level actions enabled the city to utilize
the TPS to guide urban development.

Source: Mahadevia et al., 2018.

Affordable, livable density means a level of housing density that

Cities have a long track record of displacing residents,

allows a good quality of life and well-being for all, especially

sometimes involuntarily, to “affordable” housing in the

the more vulnerable, without placing an undue burden on

urban periphery. We argue that affordable, connected

household finances (see Box 15). It means no overcrowding in

housing can often be better provided by upgrading informal

living spaces, good access to core services, and a human scale

settlements in place if they exist in otherwise secure

that achieves a balance between mid- to high-rise buildings,

locations, minimizing vulnerability to climate risks. In

open public spaces, and street connectivity. In line with SDG

Medellín, the public sector utility company Empresas

indicators, affordable would mean no more than 30 percent

Públicas de Medellín, which provides electricity, gas, water,

of a household’s monthly income spent on housing and

sanitation, and telecommunications services, has for decades

transport combined.443
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BOX 15: Density and its effects must be better understood
Although density offers many advantages, including efficient
delivery of public services and accessibility, it has been
a contentious topic, often leading to misinformed policy
prescriptions and unintended consequences. On the one hand,
highly restrictive regulations that limit densities in growing cities
are partially responsible for driving urban sprawl; on the other
hand, high-end, high-density development is often accompanied
by unaffordability, gentrification, and displacement. a Further,
recommendations to densify rely too much on a single operational
measure: population density. They may neglect important
aspects of the built environment, such as the quality and design
of structures, whether buildings are tall and close together or
have open space between them, and whether they are already
overcrowded.b On paper, an urban area may not appear to be

dense; yet, in reality, each house may be packed with people.
For example, the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s
capital, Kinshasa, has a lower population density than Dhaka,
Bangladesh, or Hong Kong, even though it has almost double
the floor-space occupancy (or crowding) of Dhaka and almost four
times that of Hong Kong.c This highlights the problem with overly
simplistic recommendations to “densify.” In a low-income city
where affordable housing and urban infrastructure are in short
supply, building tall, high-end apartment buildings with lots of floor
space per capita actually exacerbates spatial inequalities, even
if it increases density. To accommodate growing populations, to
provide a humane, healthy environment where they can thrive, be
productive, and contribute to the civic and economic life of the
city, cities must prioritize affordable, livable density.

Figure B15.1 | Very high levels of density in the city of Dhaka

Picture credit: Dominic Chavez, World Bank
Sources: a. Economist, 2015; Bertaud and Brueckner, 2005; Brueckner and Sridhar, 2012; Rode et al., 2014; Ahlfedlt, G., and E. Pietrostefani, 2017.; b.
Angel, 2019; Neuman, 2005.; c. Angel, 2019.
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run a program called Fitting-Out of Dwellings (Habilitación
de Viviendas) to extend services to people living in the
city’s growing informal settlements.444 Similarly, in the
Social Urbanizers project in Porto Alegre, municipalities
engaged with private sector informal developers to ensure
set minimum levels of service provision and better-planned
informal subdivisions. This experience has been replicated in
Colombia and El Salvador.445 Regularization programs for
informal settlements in Rio de Janeiro and other Brazilian
cities have provided legal titles and upgraded services at
the same time.446
With or without formal regularization programs, improving
services and livability in very dense informal settlements
requires that cities adopt flexible minimum planning
standards. Inclusionary zoning, such as the Zones of Special
Social Interest (Zonas Especiais de Interesse Social) used in
Brazilian cities, allows less restrictive densities and building
standards and features lower transaction costs for building
approvals. It allows rezoning of informal settlements, or
favelas, so that they can be legalized and connected to city
services. Existing informal settlements—such as Khudaki-Basti 3 in Karachi, La Candelaria in Medellín, and
several in Windhoek—utilized smaller plot sizes and lower
infrastructure standards to increase affordability while
upgrading informal settlements, with the ability to densify
even more over time. 447 This has increased the number of
services reaching under-served areas in the city without
displacing residents. Sites-and-services projects in the Indian
cities of Mumbai and Chennai used similar principles to
allow for incremental development while allocating space for
commercial and social services and facilitating high density
through a hierarchy of streets and open spaces.448
Tenure insecurity in informal settlements makes
implementing such actions difficult. With significant
proportions of urban residents living under insecure land
titles and tenure, some cities are paying more attention to
existing community-recognized titles and tenure systems.449
Particularly in Africa, overlapping public, private, tribal,
and customary landownership rules create challenges
as tribal and customary ownership is often deemed
“informal.” But increasingly countries such as Botswana,
Namibia, Rwanda, and Zambia are recognizing customary
landownership as part of formal land tenure systems and
regularization programs.450

C. Practice integrated spatial
planning for better urban services
and sustainable growth
Cities must develop density and land-use policies—aligned

Cities should densify strategically so that they consume land

across spatial scales from metropolitan to regional to

more efficiently. There are four ways they can do this:

local—to guide citywide growth and development of
neighborhoods.451 We created the first publicly available

▸

Using under-utilized or vacant land within the city

▸

Upgrading informal settlements within the city to good-

▸

Targeting well-located, well-serviced land within the city

global data set of upward and outward growth over time in
almost 500 cities, showing most cities expanding in both
dimensions, with the dominant type of growth varying across
parts of a city.452 These growth patterns were also analyzed
by type of city, showing that struggling cities have negligible

because it is already connected to services

quality and well-serviced affordable housing

upward growth relative to other cities in the sample. It is

to densify—that is, increasing affordable housing with

clear from the data that a two-pronged approach is needed

medium building heights while enhancing services453

when considering where to expand the supply of serviced
land. In vacant, under-utilized, or low-density areas within
cities, municipal governments can encourage more upward
and compact growth near employment centers and services,
such as along public transit corridors. In cities that are
growing upward to accommodate more people and expanding
rapidly outward as well (e.g., Chinese cities), trade-offs need
to be made. These rapidly growing cities must increase
the supply of serviced land, working in partnership with
private developers and landowners to balance the cost of
land with the cost of connecting it with services. Spatial and
economic development must be integrated so that land and
infrastructure plans guide the development of new housing
and employment centers. This also ensures a more even
distribution of jobs and residential densities. Investing in
reliable public transport to support these plans saves people
the time and money they must spend on getting around and
can further improve productivity and livelihoods, preserve
social networks, and protect the environment.

▸

Planning for new affordable housing in the immediate
periphery as needed while ensuring that trunk
infrastructure is extended to these developments as
they are planned

Further, crafting flexible standards for living space and
services for different income groups and their lifestyles can
make housing more affordable. Households can add building
height and additional rooms as their incomes increase,
provided the trunk infrastructure can support the higher
density. This strategy has been used in Chennai, Mumbai,
and Windhoek. Features such as smaller lot sizes, narrower
streets, and more community open spaces instead of private
ones have allowed density to increase and have opened up
more access to housing for lower-income groups, but in a way
that improves quality of life and livelihoods (see Figure 32).
Table 7 lists the actions and roles required of different actors
to move Transformation 6 forward.

The first publicly available global data set of upward and outward growth over time
in almost 500 cities shows struggling cities predominantly growing outward with
negligible upward growth over time.
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Figure 32 | Using land efficiently, ensuring its connectivity to employment and services, and upgrading
informal settlements in place bring great value to cities
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Table 7 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 6: Urban Land Management

URBAN LAND MANAGEMENT—PROMOTING TRANSPARENCY AND INTEGRATED SPATIAL PLANNING
City Government
and Urban Sector
Specialists

▪

Use fiscal instruments to help make land markets more inclusive and productive and to capture land

▪

Develop regulations and incentives to limit land value speculation, encourage transparent land records,

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
National Government

and promote well-located affordable housing
Understand changes in built form and accessibility needs to inform policies on density and local landuse regulations; consider indicators of density, crowdedness, and access together to prevent misinformed
policies and unintended consequences
Practice integrated planning of land and infrastructure to address spatial inequities in line with local
economic development, low-carbon development, and climate-resilient plans
Utilize vacant land and develop denser mixed-use neighborhoods within the city while enhancing the
infrastructure and services needed to support higher density
Plan for urban expansion with space allocated for core infrastructure and services while protecting vital
ecological areas (e.g., green spaces as flooding buffers, wetlands, biodiversity zones) and ensuring new
housing and employment centers are accessible by public transit to reduce emissions
Upgrade informal settlements in secure locations into affordable housing that meets residents’ needs
and improves living conditions instead of displacing them to housing in the urban periphery
Design and implement flexible planning standards to make good-quality housing with services available
for a range of income groups
Incorporate information on climate risks in planning urban infrastructure and services; build the climate
resilience of the most vulnerable populations
Engage community actors in urban development planning to fully understand the needs of the most
vulnerable communities

▪

Establish complete and transparent nationwide urban land records of ownership, values, and

▪

Ensure planning for affordable housing programs accounts for land costs, service provision costs,

▪
▪
▪
▪
Civil Society, including
Nongovernmental
Organizations, Experts,
and Researchers

value to invest in public infrastructure

transactions, at least in urban areas where land is highly contested and subject to speculation
access to core infrastructure, and connectivity to employment
Authorize local and state governments to collect land-based revenues and taxes
Create land acquisition laws and land management regulations that fairly compensate original land
owners, with provisions for landless workers and tenants
Incentivize integrated spatial planning in urban areas that incorporates climate change mitigation and
adaptation actions in regional and urban development plans
Establish planning processes and mandates for inclusive urban planning that engage vulnerable groups
and the broader community

▪

Engage in and help design participatory processes to provide input on local development plans; organize

▪

Provide data and analysis to ensure local officials understand the short- and long-term socioeconomic,

▪
▪
▪
▪

communities when these plans are detrimental to community concerns
environmental, and equity impacts of land regulations and spatial plans, including climate risks
Advocate for and develop tools to support local officials in completing land records and making land
transactions more transparent
Act as watchdog to monitor when development flouts approved plans and regulations or creates social
and environmental risks
Advocate for embedding equity criteria in local development plans, land-use regulations, and
housing policies
Inform and educate vulnerable groups so they can participate in planning processes, and push local
officials to include them

Table 7 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 6: Urban Land Management (Cont.)

URBAN LAND MANAGEMENT—PROMOTING TRANSPARENCY AND INTEGRATED SPATIAL PLANNING
Private Sector

▪

Invest in land and property development within the framework of local land-use and regional plans

▪

Contribute to transparent land records and support public authorities to develop a database of land

▪
International
Community, including
Development Finance
Institutions

ownership, values, and transactions to limit speculative prices increases
Partner with local land and regional land development authorities to increase supply and financing of
well-serviced, well-connected land for affordable housing and other public infrastructure

▪

Support cities with knowledge and tools to develop better and more transparent land records that enable

▪

Incentivize data transparency and mandates to share disaggregated and spatial data across jurisdictions

▪
▪
Source: Authors.

and regulations

property tax collection, more inclusive land markets, and limit land value speculations
and stakeholder groups in urban areas
Use peer exchange and knowledge networks to share international good practices on land-use
regulations, integrated spatial planning, climate action planning, slum upgrading, and other mechanisms to
ensure equitable access to urban services and a more sustainable city
Share lessons on national, regional, and local land-use regulations and building approval processes to
limit exploitative practices in land acquisition, reduce speculation, and limit the increase of informality

T R A N SF O R M AT I O N 7

Governance and Institutions—Creating
Diverse Coalitions and Alignment
Cities need to transform governance to work for, with, and by the people.
Diverse coalitions of public, private, grassroots, and civil society organizations
can galvanize political action around a shared vision and achieve lasting change
when empowered by coherent policies.
Status Quo

Fragmented
governance and
conflicting interests

Priority Actions

• Form and support coalitions of local actors with access to decision-making
• Create incentives, resources, and mandates for policy alignment and collaboration

Desired Outcome

Effective governance
supporting coalitions
for change
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12.1 WHAT MUST CHANGE
AND WHY
Multiple sectors, actors,
and systems work against each other
Cities and urban areas do not exist in isolation but rather

The absence of vertical collaboration and policy alignment

in a spatial and political context comprising national and

across different scales of government can lead to national

subnational actors at the state, regional, provincial, and local

policies clashing with or neglecting urban needs and

community levels. Cities often lack the power, jurisdiction, or

priorities. Providing urban services such as good-quality

resources to make needed changes within their administrative

housing, transport, energy, water, and sanitation often

areas or the regions where citizens live, work, and interact

depends on metropolitan or regional agencies planning

with nature. Metropolitan or regional agencies may have

within national policy and financing frameworks. Many

control over networked infrastructure such as transport,

struggling and emerging cities rely on their national and

energy, water, and sanitation. These sectoral agencies and

state government for policy, regulatory, and technical support

levels of government must be aligned so that they can

as well as for large portions of their budgets. National and

move together in a consistent, coordinated way, in the same

regional governments depend on cities too. Actions taken

direction, to avoid duplicating efforts, stymying one another,

by cities have the potential to generate both positive and

or working at cross purposes.

negative economic and environmental impacts that reach

Without aligning goals and policies towards a shared
vision for a city, it is difficult to achieve the consensus and

far beyond their boundaries, with repercussions for whole
regions and nations.

momentum needed for durable change. Collaborative

The absence of horizontal collaboration and the lack of

decision-making can expand policymakers’ horizons while

integrated planning across sectors and spatial jurisdictions

revealing obstacles and opportunities. Our research found

can create multiple challenges for cities and their ecosystems.

that policy alignment and collaboration is necessary both

Regional challenges—including flooding and water scarcity,

horizontally—across sectoral agencies and city jurisdictions—

air pollution, land degradation, and the loss of biodiversity,

and vertically—between local, regional, and national

wetlands, and forests—transcend city boundaries but can

levels of government. It also showed how siloed sectoral

have critical implications for a city’s prosperity and quality of

thinking and piecemeal interventions that are not conceived

life. Urban infrastructure networks physically span multiple

holistically may address the symptoms but not the root

jurisdictions, and a city’s labor market and economy can

cause of problems.

encompass smaller towns and cities on its periphery.
Urban spatial planning for land and services must therefore
consider not just the city itself but also the surrounding areas

Without aligning goals and policies
towards a shared vision for a city, it
is difficult to achieve the consensus
and momentum needed for
durable change.

where settlements and populations are expanding (see Box
16). These may fall under the jurisdiction of regional, state, or
even rural agencies. Land development patterns—the ways
cities are pushing outward—must be considered in planning
core services to avoid spatial inequalities and gaps in access.
This requires collaboration, which can be challenging because
local governments in adjacent jurisdictions may lack the
technical awareness, incentives, resources, or policy mandates
to collaborate. It requires a coherent policy framework and
vision at higher levels of government.
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BOX 16 | Rapidly expanding cities invariably face governance challenges
Figure B16.1 shows the governance challenge that arises in a
growing city such as Bengaluru, India, when rapidly urbanizing
areas on the city’s periphery fall outside the jurisdiction of
key service-providing agencies. The mismatch of jurisdictions
inevitably results in gaps in access to one or more key

services for people living in these locations, and those with
lower incomes are most affected. Many lack access to basic
services, including piped water and sewer connections (see also
Chapter 3, Figure 11).

Figure B16.1 | In Bengaluru, India, the jurisdictions of key service-providing agencies do not align

Source: Mahendra and Seto, 2019, contributed by WRI India.
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Lack of collaboration across
jurisdictions hinders service provision
Coordination across geographies, levels of government,

fears that Dakar’s weak governance and inadequate revenue

various sectors, and over time is difficult logistically as well

collection would force the national treasury to repay the

as politically. Administrative challenges multiply when

money. However, political differences between the national

both populations and urban footprints are growing, and

government and a city government led by the opposition

when the realities of life on the ground, including control

party likely played a key role.457

or authority over natural resources such as watersheds,
do not correspond to older jurisdictions, institutional
structures, and processes.454 Box 16 presents the example
of rapidly-growing Bengaluru, where the jurisdictions of
different service provision agencies do not match. Rigid and
hierarchical bureaucracies prevent effective communication
and can undermine trust, political will, and consistency.
Such mismatches and lack of coordination can lead to cases
like that of Nairobi, where the water and sanitation utility
installed water taps that were removed five years later by the
roads authority wanting to build new roads.455

Working at cross-purposes or in silos, without a shared vision
or long-term planning horizon, carries significant costs. The
Towards a More Equal City Kampala case study illustrates this.
Project-based thinking—where different actors implement
narrowly conceived and often short-lived projects to solve
a problem—is common in the delivery of urban services. It
fragments resources and responsibility between multiple
actors working towards inconsistent objectives and can
lead to waste through inefficiency and duplication of effort.
Sometimes, for example, cities need to perform multiple
feasibility studies for the same large infrastructure projects

Collaboration takes time and requires the political will to

to comply with the unique rules and paperwork requirements

work towards a common vision and devise a plan to achieve

of various funders and partners. Urban management projects

it. Existing incentives can tilt public sector agencies more

in Kampala were not coordinated. Each project and donor

towards competition than collaboration. Not collaborating

focused on its own goals rather than participating in an

is far easier and can be politically motivated. Political

integrated plan to improve the lives of citizens by responding

differences between national and city governments can

to their needs. Donor priorities would change, pilot projects

prevent cities from exercising the authority they need or

were not supported beyond the short term, and longer-term

accessing the credit they require from international markets

strategic thinking was absent. Moreover, the time frame for

or donors to build needed infrastructure.

456

Dakar has been

evaluating success was short, further minimizing the chances

struggling financially, in part because of insufficient revenue

for long-term collaborative approaches. Short-term and

transfers from the Senegalese government. The national

piecemeal investments failed to achieve lasting change with

government blocked the city from accessing credit offered

wider benefits.

by the U.S. Agency for International Development. It cited
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12.2 PRIORITY ACTIONS
A. Form and support coalitions of local
actors with access to decision-making
To build durable change that can withstand the vicissitudes

and three landmark judgments in Colombia in support of

of political cycles and changing administrations, cities need

waste pickers and their right to earn a livelihood, including

lasting coalitions of stakeholder groups. A shared vision

the right to bid for solid waste management contracts in cities.

across these groups can help drive transformative change,
minimize backsliding, and create bridges across time, political
cycles, and leaders. These coalitions reinforce and sustain
transformative change because of their political commitment,
their ability to drive change on the ground, and determination
to ensure that policies are implemented. Our case studies

In Guadalajara, civil society coalitions advocated for public
space, uniting sometimes competing interests to work
together towards establishing the Via RecreActiva bike path,
which closes major streets to cars and turns them over to
other uses. Transparency was improved and new roles were
created for activists in municipal institutions, with some of

of Guadalajara, Kampala, Pune, and Surabaya provide

them entering government and formal politics along the way.

examples of how coalitions of actors built the momentum
and political support needed at the relevant city, national, and
state levels to progress towards transformative change.458

Such bottom-up coalition-building processes at the city level
help advance top-down national- and state-level policies
by demonstrating how a wide range of stakeholders can

For example, in Surabaya, Mayor Tri Rismaharini’s
commitment to a pro-poor, pro-environment, anti-corruption
platform was a powerful catalyst for change. She depended

be included in decision-making processes. Brazilian cities
such as Belo Horizonte, Florianopolis, and São Paulo use
participatory planning processes to incorporate a wide range

on diverse coalitions of stakeholders, including university

of views and opinions, providing a broader base of support for

academics, who were committed to protecting the uniquely
Indonesian urban, low-income neighborhoods, the kampung,
and incrementally improving these settlements over decades.
Their political commitment was central to sustained,

official plans and policies.
Participatory processes can also help overcome challenges of
land acquisition, ownership, and management. Thailand’s

participatory measures to upgrade informal settlements.

unique CODI exemplifies how organized public participation

Likewise, in our case study of Pune, strong coalitions of civil

and community-driven action, supported by national and

society stakeholders, allied with a progressive municipal

local government and civil society, can lead to more equitable

government and supported by national policies, drove

outcomes. CODI provides grants to poor communities to

change. In Kampala, change became possible, at least in

improve housing, including infrastructure and services and

the provision of sanitation services, when the objectives and

local livelihood opportunities. CODI’s process of cocreating

political commitment of the national leadership and the city

solutions, including financial priorities, with deep community

leadership were aligned. Together, they promoted a results-

engagement demonstrates how development outcomes

driven working culture that supported new technologies

are more likely to favor low-income groups when they are

for fecal sludge management. The Kampala city and water

actively engaged.460

and sewer utility overcame “politics” and built a partnership
over time that increased household access to safe sanitation,

Transformative change requires leadership to initiate a

although large challenges remain.

shared vision and bring the right actors together, beyond
city actors and the public sector, to move forward (see Figure

As seen in our case study of Pune, as well as across

33). Effective leaders can harness the power of citizens and

multiple Latin American cities in Colombia and Brazil,

bureaucracies, creating governance processes that forge

alignment of national and local policy has promoted equity

solutions rather than create obstacles. It takes a continuous

by incorporating waste pickers into municipal solid waste

commitment of political leaders working in collaboration

management systems.459 This shift eventually led to the
founding of the Brazilian national movement of waste pickers

with coalitions of diverse stakeholders to balance tradeoffs with opportunities. The private sector, civil society
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organizations, international development agencies, and
smaller-scale communities must be part of the common
vision and movement.
Coordination and a shared, overarching vision enable cities to
make strategic choices to pursue multiple desired outcomes
that can drive collaboration across a range of stakeholder
groups. By strategic, we do not mean large, capital-intensive
projects such as airports or special economic zones. It refers to
devising a strategy focused on specific interventions that can
help unleash a cascading set of benefits with multiple social,
environmental, and economic outcomes that improve quality
of life for the majority of people in the city. A shared vision
with consensus on goals is essential to drive collaboration that
can harness synergies across different urban investments,
prevent inefficiencies and gaps, and minimize trade-offs. The
New Urban Agenda also urges all levels of government to
collaborate and align policies to implement its shared vision.
Key indicators (for example, those included under the citiesfocused SDG 11) can be used to track progress against this

B. Create incentives, resources,
and mandates for policy alignment
and collaboration
Aligning incentives, resources, and mandates promotes
collaboration and change. Incentives established by
national or state governments can encourage cross-agency
collaboration in cities. For example, Brazil’s National Law
on Urban Mobility, adopted in 2012, required over 3,000
municipalities to adopt urban mobility plans by 2015. These
plans integrated local land use and transport to improve
overall accessibility in cities.462 The law also required cities to
ensure public participation in developing and implementing
mobility plans. This spurred innovative ways to share
information and engage the public. The Brazilian law was
accompanied by a national financing program for urban
mobility infrastructure, which created an important incentive
for cities to coordinate across land-use and transport agencies
and with other jurisdictions.463

vision and to understand how well different strategies meet
social, economic, and environmental goals simultaneously.461

Figure 33 | Policy alignment and a shared vision can drive collaboration

When actors are not aligned, the city suffers from
the costs of conflicting agendas, uncoordinated
investments, inefficiencies, and short-lived change.
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When actors are aligned towards a shared vision,
the city benefits from harnessing synergies,
minimizing trade-offs, and increased collaboration
between actors on implementation.
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Responding to a challenge such as climate change makes

National and regional governments must require and

collaboration and policy alignment all the more urgent. It

support data transparency and mandates to share data across

requires cities to reduce emissions, build resilience, and

jurisdictions and stakeholder groups (public sector, private

manage health risks. For example, how cities grow, provide

sector, universities, NGOs, and communities). Such policies

transport, and generate power can have a major impact on

can help improve the performance of local authorities

their carbon footprint. But national governments play a major

and build trust. Local and city governments can harness a

role in determining the mix of energy sources, their prices,

variety of sources to address data gaps across all urban and

and their supply. Likewise, national-level financing, subsidies,

peri-urban residents. Communities can be involved in data

and incentives for smart growth and building efficiency often

gathering using traditional survey and mapping techniques or

set the framework for local-level spatial planning, including

newer citizen science approaches. These sources can uncover

decisions about where new affordable housing should go, how

key information on services, access, costs, and externalities.

energy efficient it should be, and how it should be serviced.

However, the social, environmental, and economic costs,

Major transport infrastructure—key to a city’s carbon

as well as the broader impacts of service deficits, must be

footprint—is typically planned and financed at the national

captured by monitoring local and regional indicators such

level but can have profound implications for the quality of

as access to services, service quality and reliability levels,

life in cities and regions. Some national policies are making it

and changes in economic activity. This kind of cooperation

harder to mitigate climate change. And sometimes transport,

and alignment may be less visible than others, but it is

housing, and energy policies collide. For example, national-

increasingly essential to ensure data-driven policymaking.

level fossil fuel subsidies or investment in coal-fired power
plants are at odds with efforts to promote electric vehicles and
nonmotorized transport (cycling and walking infrastructure)
to reduce emissions from urban transport. These conflicts can
create perverse outcomes for equity, economic productivity,

Another “invisible” but potent tool national governments
can deploy is guidance on innovative financing, standards,
and processes, along with policy space to raise own-source
revenue—that is, revenue raised by jurisdictions for their own
use. National and state governments can allow and promote

and environmental sustainability at the city level.

alternative, innovative financing techniques, including

Governance processes must ensure that national policies

PPPs, and provide the information, authority, and regulatory

consider urban needs, as in the energy example above.

frameworks cities need to take advantage of them. Examples

They must give cities the capacity and authority to enforce

range from South Africa introducing standard criteria and

development plans, collect the revenue they need, and create

methodologies for PPPs to Brazil’s City Statute 2001 and

incentives to encourage collaboration. For example, as the

Colombia’s Law 388 of 1997, which authorized the use of

Towards a More Equal City Ahmedabad case study shows, the

land value capture by municipal governments.467 National

state government gave the Ahmedabad Urban Development

governments can invest in civil service systems to enforce

Authority and the Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation the
authority to effectively implement and enforce the TPS in
line with its development plan by amending a state law. But
in many other growing peri-urban areas, rural and urban
authorities often clash over jurisdiction, policy enforcement,
and who pays for service provision.464 For example, Lagos—
one of the fastest-growing sub-Saharan cities—has been
described as a “loose federation of diverse localities” whose
minimal interaction and lack of coordination has hampered
quality of life over the last 20 years.465 In contrast, China has
improved housing and services for the urban poor because
local governments have been actively negotiating with private
developers and other public agencies, driven by incentives

National and regional governments
must support data transparency
and mandates to share data across
jurisdictions and stakeholder
groups (public sector, private
sector, universities, NGOs,
and communities).

created by provincial governments.466
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to fix them. The plan strengthened partnerships across
agencies and allocated funding to provide more equitable
access to services.469 This move fit in with the city’s own
long-term Growth Management Strategy, which prioritized
affordable housing and public transport services, especially in
marginalized areas. Aligned with this strategy, Johannesburg’s
Strategic Development Framework created incentives for
private developers to build medium-density social housing in
the new transit corridors. Local precinct-level plans, as well as
funding directed at achieving this vision, all helped advance
the implementation of the program in a coordinated way.
Challenges remain, in part because private sector investments
in affordable housing have fallen short of expectations.
Nevertheless, the case study points to the success of policy
alignment across the national, provincial, and local levels.
Porto Alegre also displayed the importance of vertical and
horizontal alignment. It pioneered participatory budgeting as
a signature program of the Workers’ Party. It thrived thanks
rules on good budgeting, accounting, and reporting standards,

to a well-structured system of vertical coordination that

which, in turn, can help prevent corruption and misallocation

directed the flow of financial resources from the national to

of funds. Basic systems of oversight and transparency are

local level, combined with horizontal coordination across

often missing in cities, so national standards, guidance, and

city agencies to implement projects chosen through a

accountability mechanisms (often tied to receipt of national

participatory budgeting process.470 However, after more than

funds) can be essential for good governance.

two decades, the national government’s political commitment

The collaboration recommended here does not come
naturally, and the skills required are not typically part of
training curriculums. Capacity building is essential to
improve both technical and process-oriented skills such as
negotiation, reflective learning, and proactive planning.
Increasingly, capacity building and technical assistance
tackles such areas, sometimes with civil society being trained
alongside government officials, to ensure that all actors
involved in municipal governance are prepared to contribute
to sustaining transformation.468
Several of our case studies demonstrate how strategic
interventions in cities (projects or programs) that pursue
multiple desired outcomes can drive collaboration across
various sectors and levels of government. Johannesburg
launched the Corridors of Freedom program, a transformative
vision designed to end spatial inequalities. It led to policy
alignment across various levels of government and
coordination across local agencies, despite shifting city
leadership. South Africa’s National Development Plan
of 2011 highlighted spatial inequalities in access to core
services and recognized that no single agency had the ability
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to the program dropped off, fewer resources were allocated
for the participatory budget system, and the program was
suspended. Surabaya’s citywide Kampung Improvement
Program involved partnerships between the local university
and communities, national government, and international
financial institutions, and it became a model for in situ slum
upgrading—integrating improvements to basic infrastructure
and services, affordable housing, and livelihood opportunities
for the poor.471 By aligning and creating links between
government bureaucracies, international donors, and a
local university, this program allowed new ideas to percolate
and be adapted locally, and it prepared university graduates
to serve in governmental roles where they could apply
that knowledge.
These cases provide different examples of alignment across
levels of government, sectors of government, and local
institutions that shared a common vision and purpose to
promote change in their cities. Incentives, processes, and
mandates can facilitate alignment and movement together
towards a more equal city. Table 8 lists the actions and roles
required of different actors to move Transformation 7 forward.

Table 8 | Roles of specific actors in advancing Transformation 7: Governance and Institutions
GOVERNANCE AND INSTITUTIONS—CREATING DIVERSE COALITIONS AND ALIGNMENT
City Government and
Urban Sector Specialists

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

National Government

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Civil Society, including
Nongovernmental
Organizations, Experts,
and Researchers

▪
▪
▪
▪

Private Sector

▪
▪

International Community,
including Development
Finance Institutions

▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Source: Authors.

Engage a diverse coalition of stakeholders, including community organizations, expert groups, the
private sector, and international agencies to reinforce and sustain change on the ground
Commit to meaningful partnerships and collaboration from under-represented and under-served
communities, engaging groups at the start of the process
Design processes for well-structured public participation in decision-making
Assess barriers to local planning and policymaking in different areas of urban service delivery; work
through statutory processes to create alignment with higher levels of government
Create demand for new legislation to ensure better policy coherence and increased local authority,
forming coalitions with a wide group of stakeholders
Coordinate national initiatives with local priorities across transport, housing and land management,
water and sanitation, and energy planning
Ensure public participation in decision-making in collaboration with diverse stakeholders
Provide a national shared vision and guidelines around resilience planning informed by climate and
health risks; enable local governments to take leadership
Commit to knowledge coproduction and a common vision through the creation of multiple stakeholder
communication and engagement platforms
Develop regulations and governance structures that incentivize cross-jurisdictional and cross-sectoral
coordination to solve regional challenges such as climate change, water resilience, air pollution, etc.
Develop enabling national urbanization policies that consider different city contexts, service delivery
standards, and targets, clearly defining outcomes and implementation strategies
Increase autonomy of urban governments; authorize cities and regional governments to enforce spatial
development plans that achieve local and regional goals of equitable access, economic development,
environmental sustainability, and resilience
Develop financing mechanisms to incentivize inclusive service delivery; these may include subsidies,
loan programs, and tax incentives that help increase affordability and coverage for vulnerable communities
Build capacity to assess risks across multiple decision-making levels and establish corresponding
institutional bodies to design strategies that span jurisdictions, ecosystems, rural-urban landscapes,
formal-informal institutions, and the regional political economic network
Form coalitions of diverse stakeholders to drive change on the ground and hold city leaders accountable;
bolster bottom-up, local-level support for a shared vision that includes the most vulnerable communities
Work in collaboration with political leadership and others in civil society to ensure the scope for change
is ambitious and sustained
Advocate for well-structured public participation in decision-making
Develop and support training programs for effective participation in decision-making processes
Participate in coalitions with civil society organizations to drive change on the ground and hold city
leaders accountable
Contribute to training efforts to increase skills of workers and vulnerable communities to engage in
participatory planning processes
Bolster bottom-up, local-level support for a shared vision that includes the most vulnerable communities
Create incentives for cross-agency collaboration to advance multiple local and regional outcomes in line
with the Sustainable Development Goals, the New Urban Agenda, and the Paris Agreement
Support learning, skills, and capacity development among urban actors
Foster innovative partnerships around technology exchange and the sharing of good practices across
cities in different countries
Mandate that recipients of resources engage a diverse coalition of stakeholders, including community
organizations, expert groups, the private sector, and international agencies to reinforce and sustain
change on the ground, within an environment of transparency and cooperation.
For projects implemented at city and regional scale, commit to meaningful partnerships and
collaboration from under-represented and under-served communities, engaging groups at the
start of the process
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Part IV

The Vision for More Equal
Cities Requires Urgent Action

WORLD RESOURCES REPORT | Towards a More Equal City | October 2021 | 191

Chapter 13. Conclusion
This report articulates a vision for a more equal city that can drive action at a time
when deep inequities have been exposed. The seven transformations provide
a roadmap for cities to close the urban services divide with wide economic and
environmental benefits. To support vulnerable communities and make our cities
more resilient to future crises, we must act now.
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This synthesis of the World Resources Report: Towards a

urban scholars have suggested.472 And strategies that worked

More Equal City series argues that to keep cities humming

for wealthy countries are no match for the array of challenges

as economic, cultural, and political dynamos, large-scale

lower-income urbanizing countries are grappling with today.

investments in infrastructure for water, sanitation, housing,
transport, and electricity are needed around the world to
provide growing populations with essential services. These
investments need to specifically improve access for those
residents currently being left behind—a situation that
has come to greater global attention during the COVID-19
pandemic. This synthesis report is a call to action for all levels
of government and civil society.

Failure to meet these challenges will have dire consequences.
Nations have long counted on cities to create wealth and drive
economic development. But the chronic capacity and resource
constraints in today’s fastest-growing cities could stall these
outcomes. In addition to entrenching poverty and inequality,
today’s urbanization threatens to degrade the environment,
accelerate climate change, and put many more people in
harm’s way. This situation calls for a new vision, different

Our research details how the world has entered a new phase

thinking, innovative approaches to urban development, and

of urbanization unlike any we have seen before. Urban

immediate, decisive action.

populations are increasing exponentially in low-income
countries, inequality is deepening, and the share of poor
and informal workers in many urban areas is rising. We
have argued that informality is a fundamental feature of
contemporary urbanization in the global South, and urban
policies and decision-makers have ignored it for too long.
Large swaths of the population lack even basic municipal
infrastructure and services, burdening them with heavy
costs, and hindering their potential to rise out of poverty
and contribute to the prosperity of their cities and nations.
This is happening throughout rapidly urbanizing low- and
middle-income countries, but it is most pronounced in cities
where populations are surging, public expenditures are not
keeping pace, and per capita incomes are stagnant or falling.
Although urbanization and economic dynamism once went
hand in hand, that link is now broken in many countries.
The toll of inequalities in access to urban services remains
high and hidden.
The fastest-growing cities are expanding in ways that
squander essential resources, make it more difficult to meet
residents’ most basic needs, and make mounting problems
even harder to fix. Decision-makers are unable to respond
to urgent and conflicting pressures to meet immediate
needs and control costs. At the same time, they are making
decisions that will shape the built environment and the
destiny of urban residents for many generations. In addition,
many are operating without the resources and capacity
needed to balance these tensions. Short-term solutions
often win over longer-term approaches. Simply waiting for
economic growth and improved business investment to fix
these problems is not a realistic option, despite what some

13.1 A VISION TO SHIFT
THE TRAJECTORY
The research on multiple urban sectors and interrelated urban
challenges presented in the World Resources Report: Towards
a More Equal City points to a way forward. It finds evidence
that providing more equitable access to core municipal
infrastructure and services with a focus on the under-served
can help cities escape the vicious cycle in which many of them
find themselves trapped. It explains how some struggling
and emerging cities in the global South have pursued this
vision, and what helped and hindered them along the way.
This synthesis distills the lessons learned and highlights
approaches available to any city attempting to accelerate
progress towards a more equitable, environmentally
sustainable, and economically vibrant future. It offers city
leaders guidance on what to prioritize, and where and how
to begin. The seven transformations described in Chapters 6
through 12 provide several avenues for action. Cities do not
need to do all seven at the same time, and different actors
can start at different places. There are multiple entry points
to create transformative change. The vision for a more equal
city that we articulate in this report can be the trigger for
action. In a world starting to emerge from the tragedy of the
pandemic, which exposed deep inequities, the urgency to act
on this vision cannot be overstated.
Our body of research—the framing paper with the seven
thematic papers and seven cases studies—shows how
investing in more equitable access to services can provide
cascading benefits that ripple across whole cities and improve
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everyone’s quality of life. More equitable access can conserve

pollution. Distributed renewable energy sources and energy-

fragile ecosystems and precious resources, improve public

efficient buildings can cut costs, boost productivity, and lower

health, and spur productivity and economic dynamism. It can

a city’s carbon footprint. Cities can improve access to good-

nurture civic engagement. And when done correctly, the steps

quality water and sanitation by supporting interim alternative

to close the yawning urban services divide can reduce burdens

solutions that curb water pollution and prevent the spread

on the most vulnerable, while bringing about durable and

of waterborne diseases while extending the piped water and

transformative change.

sewer network in the longer term.

Each of the thematic papers in the series dives deep into

Acknowledging the importance of the vast informal

different urban sectors (housing, transport, energy, water,

economy is vital to realizing the vision of a more equal

sanitation, land, and the informal economy), highlighting

city. The informal market fills the vacuum created where

effective ways to prioritize the needs of under-served groups

vital municipal infrastructure and services are lacking. It

while improving health, well-being, prosperity, and the

does not always do this well, however. Parallel or informal

environment in ways that benefit everyone. Each of the

markets are often unregulated, so the quality and price

city case studies documents practical solutions—ways that

of urban services can vary widely. Although alternative

governments can work with local communities, national

arrangements may be illegal, costly, unsafe, or exploitative

actors, and external stakeholders to understand the reality

and may impose especially heavy burdens on the poor, they

of problems on the ground and create interventions that best

act as lifelines providing essential access to services that are

fit their context. This level of engagement not only identifies

not publicly available. Cities can improve regulation and

needs but also helps to evaluate a range of possibilities

oversight to harness the benefits and limit the costs of these

for action and generate a shared vision for change. In our

arrangements, which help people cope. They can provide

case studies, we found hope and reasons for optimism. By

informal businesses with better services and support, stop

mustering political leadership, building coalitions, and

harassing them, and recognize their right to exist. Cities

seizing moments of opportunity, cities can make real progress.

have a key opportunity to tap into the immense potential
of the informal market, its entrepreneurial energy, and the

For instance, we found that cities can alleviate the severe

innovative solutions it offers in some sectors, particularly

shortage of affordable, accessible, well-serviced housing.

energy, transport, water and sanitation, and waste

Upgrading existing informal settlements and connecting

management. Doing so can also provide more security and

them with services, building more rental units, and

better livelihoods for the more than 2 billion people who now

converting under-utilized urban land to affordable housing

work in the informal economy worldwide. That is 60 percent

can prevent urban sprawl into risk-prone or ecologically

of the global workforce.

sensitive areas. It can also link city dwellers to jobs and cut
down on traffic congestion and air pollution. Similarly, cities

This research highlights powerful examples of cities that have

can improve zoning, spatial planning, and create incentives

begun implementing some of these shifts in mindsets and

for private developers to build in well-connected, close-in

practices, with a range of stakeholders working collectively

locations while increasing the supply of serviced land and

to reduce inequality and drive transformative change.

generating financing for essential infrastructure. These

It provides new data and in-depth analysis and suggests

measures can promote affordable, livable density and ensure

questions for future study. It will be important, for instance, to

that development is more sustainable and humane.

further explore and quantify the costs of inaction—the social,
economic, and environmental consequences of the services

Designing safe streets that cater less to drivers of private
vehicles and more to residents who walk, cycle, and use public
transport yields multiple similar benefits. It can improve

gap and deepening inequality. More useful information
will emerge as more cities, along with their national and
external stakeholders, embark on the strategies outlined

access to jobs, reduce commute times, and lower carbon

in this research.

emissions. Enabling residents to cook their food and light
their homes with clean, affordable, reliable, energy is another

In addition to conducting this research, we have been working

way to close the services divide and improve the quality of

to help cities apply the lessons learned. In India and across

life. Cleaner cooking cuts down on dangerous indoor air

Sub-Saharan Africa, we have been conducting workshops

WORLD RESOURCES REPORT | Towards a More Equal City | October 2021 | 195

and engagement sessions, in person and virtually, to help

need to begin gathering this data before trying to target

diverse groups of stakeholders explore these approaches and

investments to aid these communities. Leveraging land and

translate relevant findings into action. Box 17 summarizes

spatial planning effectively is a powerful and vital tool for

some conclusions from these workshops as they relate to the

redirecting growth in ways that serve the public interest

transformations identified in Part III.

and break down spatial inequalities. But this requires both
granular community-level data and mechanisms for targeted
investment in specific locations of the city.

13.2 PATHWAYS FOR
TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE
WILL VARY ACROSS CITIES

Making these essential shifts requires decision-makers to
break out of silos, build new coalitions, and embrace new
resources, technologies, and policy innovations. This means
city decision-makers, practitioners, financiers, investors,

The seven transformations outlined in Part III of this report

and other stakeholders may need to adopt a new mindset.

can help cities close the urban services divide and ensure

City leaders can benefit, first and foremost, from inviting

a better quality of life for everyone (see Figure 34). They

diverse stakeholder groups—particularly those representing

unpack how prioritizing equitable access to urban services

vulnerable communities—into the process of creating,

can unleash transformative change, and how the benefits

implementing, and monitoring solutions. These coalitions

can cascade throughout the city, improving the economy,

can propel and sustain change even when governments

environment, and quality of life. They illustrate pathways

shift and political leadership wanes. Coming to terms with

to launch transformative change by reimagining service

informality is another crucial mental leap. The informal

provision, including the excluded, and creating the right

economy provides housing, livelihoods, and vital services to

enabling conditions. They point to how cities can design and

millions of people and helps prop up the formal economy,

deliver infrastructure differently to prioritize the under-served

and leaders must begin to work with it rather than against it.

majority and expand access by partnering with alternative

Finally, leaders need to recognize cities as integrated systems

service providers. They reveal how cities can collect, use,

where decisions made in one urban sector affect outcomes

and share granular data to uncover and meet the needs of

in others. Strategic, long-term, cross-sectoral thinking and

marginalized communities living in informal settlements

planning are vital, as is collaboration across municipalities

or working in insecure jobs because counting, valuing, and

since actions cities take can affect people far beyond

supporting these populations is essential if cities are to be

their boundaries.

more equitable. The transformations also explain the need
for innovative financing, better spatial planning, and more
effective regulation of land markets, coalitions, and policies
aligned to drive change. Each of these transformations can
feed into, reinforce, and amplify the others. City leaders may
sequence them differently, or adapt them to fit local needs,
resources, and possibilities.

The summary tables of recommended actions at the end of
each transformation chapter spell out how different actors
can create the momentum needed for transformative change.
They offer a menu of ways to tap the knowledge and influence
of diverse stakeholders and suggest steps each can take to
advance the necessary transformations discussed in Chapters
6 through 12. We elaborate on the roles that city government

For instance, if a city already has an active civil society

(with the different agencies composing it); national

with a mayor committed to improving services in under-

government; civil society actors, including NGOs, experts,

served areas, data collection and coalition building might

and researchers; the private sector; and the international

be the most practical place to start. If a city is already

community, including development finance institutions,

receiving climate-resilience financing from multilateral

should play to help usher in transformative change. All of

development banks or foreign aid agencies, then the next

these fall within the short to medium term because cities in

piece of the puzzle might be ensuring different parts of the

the global South are growing and making fateful decisions so

government have aligned policies and a shared vision to

rapidly that there is no time to lose. Interventions may run

drive collaboration, find synergies, and avoid waste and

into hurdles or take time to show results, but the long-term

duplication. Cities that lack disaggregated data on the most

consequences of failing to act are dire.

vulnerable communities and informal settlements may
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BOX 17 | Towards a More Equal City engagements in India and Sub-Saharan Africa to advance
transformations into action
INDIA

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

In December 2019, the WRI convened city changemakers from
across India for a two-day workshop in New Delhi, which was
designed to disseminate findings from the Towards a More Equal
City, gather input and real-world case studies for this report, and
identify upcoming decision-making opportunities to advance
solutions discussed in the workshop. Some common themes that
emerged from discussions over the two days are below. These
included the importance of:

In March 2020, the World Resources Report team convened key
stakeholders from across Africa for a three-hour webinar that
included a presentation of Towards a More Equal City research
and an open discussion about strategies for improving access
to services in African cities.a Common solutions emerged as
especially important for city decision-makers in the African
context, including:

▪
▪
▪

Integrated urban planning that is cross-sectoral and draws
input from different agencies, such as transport, water,
health, and environment

▪
▪
▪

Geospatial and disaggregated socioeconomic data used to
inform decision-making
Integrating the formal and the informal sector to improve
access to services for all in cities

A diverse group of participants from government agencies,
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), academia, and
community-focused organizations discussed several real-world
examples of how these kinds of solutions brought about positive
change in Indian cities. They cited a collaborative initiative
between the government of Odisha, a state in eastern India, and
the nonprofit organization Tata Trusts, which brought together
government and planning experts to help upgrade and provide
services to slums in nine urban areas across Odisha. Drones
collected geospatial data to help map the slums, and the
government used these maps to grant land rights to inhabitants
and begin installing infrastructure, including roads, shared
toilets, and open public space for recreation. This is a successful
example of a coalition of actors utilizing detailed geospatial data
to inform land governance and improve access to services for
the urban poor.
Participants also pointed out that a city master plan can be a
useful starting point or tool to encourage cross-sectoral, spatial
urban planning that prioritizes the needs of the urban poor. One
participant noted that Mumbai’s master plan mentions the
need to include and embed local area plans, reflecting the city’s
embrace of inclusive and participatory planning. Although it has
yet to be achieved at scale, this openness to gathering local
input is a step in the right direction. This workshop revealed that
planning strategically, prioritizing granular geospatial data, working
in coalitions, and focusing on smart land management are gaining
traction as approaches to be more inclusive.

Integrating the formal and informal sectors and harnessing
innovation in the informal sector
Improved collection and use of data that is relevant
for policymaking
Spatial planning that is cross-sectoral and is built on trust
with the local community

We heard from partipants that information is power, but only
when you know how to use it. Slum/Shack Dwellers International
showed how data can be used to improve conditions for
communities on the ground. The organization used data to show
that informal dwellers are paying far more but are receiving fewer
services than those in more formal houses and neighborhoods.
This kind of information can be used by cities to allocate resources
in a way that benefits vulnerable people the most.
A participant from the Akiba Mashinani Trust described a new,
inclusive planning process implemented in the Mukuru slum
outside of Nairobi. In this case, the municipal government
designated the slum to be a “special planning area” that required
a fully-thought-out development plan prepared in partnership
with the community before new resources could flow into the
area. The local government and NGOs came together to create
an eight-sector development plan for the area—mapped to the
responsibilities of key service delivery agencies in the city—which
prioritized water and sanitation due to their immediate impact
on public health.b This development plan tapped into expertise
from both the public and private sectors and considered the
needs of the community. Going forward, this plan and others like
it will inform budget allocations from the county. The collaborative
process exemplified the potential of cross-sectoral spatial
planning to meet the needs of under-served communities in the
city. The discussions in this webinar supported the idea that
more effective urban planning and land management are key
starting points for cities in the global South to begin efficiently and
intelligently allocating resources to improve access to services for
the most vulnerable populations.

Notes: a. This webinar took the place of a planned in-person, two-day workshop in Addis Ababa that was postponed due to the COVID-19 outbreak; b. Horn et
al., 2020.
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Figure 34 | Seven cross-sectoral transformations can achieve a more equal, prosperous, and sustainable city
Status Quo

REIMAGINE SERVICE PROVISION

Desired Outcomes

Gaps in municipal
service provision,
at-risk infrastructure

INFRASTRUCTURE DESIGN AND DELIVERY
• Design, improve, and maintain municipal infrastructure to ensure access to services for
the under-served
• Develop well-serviced, affordable housing in accessible locations
• Adopt a new trajectory with low-carbon and climate-resilient infrastructure

Equitable access to
services, resilient
infrastructure

Unregulated,
informal services
with high costs and
poor quality

SERVICE PROVISION MODELS
• Integrate alternative services as an intermediate solution to expand access
• Establish and support new partnerships for joint service delivery

Integrated service
delivery, expanded
access

INCLUDE THE EXCLUDED
Ineffective
decision-making that
excludes the most
vulnerable

DATA COLLECTION PRACTICES
• Use new technologies and partnerships for better data and more granular local insights
• Increase city capacity to collect and effectively utilize data
• Coproduce and share data to foster more effective and inclusive governance

Sound, inclusive
policies with higher
accountability

Unrealized potential
of the urban
economy

INFORMAL URBAN EMPLOYMENT
• Quantify the contributions and challenges of informal workers
• Stop the exclusion of informal workers from city life
• Expand access to public spaces, services, customers, and social safety nets

A stronger, more
inclusive urban
economy

ENABLE CHANGE

Chronic
underinvestment in
core services

FINANCING AND SUBSIDIES
• Increase national government investment, directing it where the need is greatest
• Create well-structured, targeted subsidies for affordability and social returns
• Use innovative financing instruments and creative payment schemes
• Regulate private entities and strengthen oversight capacity
• Incorporate wider social costs and benefits into financial analysis and involve the community

Higher investment in
core services, targeting
the most vulnerable

Spatial inequities
and unsustainable
urban growth

URBAN LAND MANAGEMENT
• Structure regulations and incentives to make land markets more transparent
and inclusive
• Improve services in informal settlements to achieve affordable, livable density
• Practice integrated spatial planning for better urban services and sustainable growth

Equitable land
markets, well-planned
urban growth

Fragmented
governance and
conflicting interests

GOVERNANCE AND INSTITUTIONS
• Form and support coalitions of local actors with access to decision-making
• Create incentives, resources, and mandates for policy alignment and collaboration

Effective governance
supporting coalitions
for change

Source: Authors.
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13.3 THE TIME TO ACT IS NOW
This report was drafted in the midst of an altered reality

During a pandemic, access to infrastructure and services can

that could make the dangers it highlights and steps it

mean the difference between life and death. And even in

recommends all the more urgent. The COVID-19 pandemic

ordinary times, increased access benefits human well-being in

has devastated cities, overwhelming health care services,

countless other ways. It diminishes poverty, increases equality,

bankrupting businesses, and draining revenue that public

and makes cities more sustainable, livable, and resilient. It

transit systems relied on. And while cities in wealthy nations

bolsters productivity and fuels economic growth, supporting

have begun to crawl back to life, cities in the global South are

national and global goals for a more prosperous future.

facing new outbreaks. Disease and death continue to stalk all

Closing the urban services divide and ensuring equitable

communities, but especially those where people cannot self-

access to services and infrastructure in the ways described

isolate, turn on the tap to wash their hands, work online at

in this report will also advance global efforts to protect the

home, or run errands safely in cars. Over 1 billion people who

natural world and future generations from climate change.

live in informal settlements in the global South—representing
two of three people in low-income countries—have no means
to stay apart or follow social distancing norms. And millions

us, practices and mindsets can be changed in a short time. The
fast-growing cities in the global South and all over the world

who work in the informal economy face a cruel choice: keep

can act on the opportunity to build and invest differently.

laboring under conditions that expose them to the virus or
face hunger. They lack the social safety nets that would allow
them to do anything else.

It is not too late to change course. As the pandemic has shown

Prioritizing equitable access to core urban services can offer
an effective entry point, a blueprint, and a way forward.
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ABBREVIATIONS
ABC		
AMRUT		

ahorro, bono, credito (savings, subsidy, loans)

OECD		

Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and

		and Development

		Urban Transformation

Organisation for Economic Co-operation

OPP		

Orangi Pilot Project

BBMP		

Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike

PAYG		

pay-as-you-go

BDA		

Bangalore Development Authority

PB		

participatory budgeting

BRT		

bus rapid transit

PforR		

Program-for-Results

CODI		

Community Organizations

PPP		

public-private partnership

		Development Institute

PROTRAM

Programa Federal de Apoyo al Transporte

COF		

Corridors of Freedom

		

Urbano Masivo (Federal Program to

CO2		

carbon dioxide

		

Support Mass Transit)

GDP		

gross domestic product

PV		

photovoltaic

GHG		

greenhouse gas

SDG		

Sustainable Development Goal

JMP		

Joint Monitoring Programme

SDI		

Slum/Shack Dwellers International

JNNURM		

Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban

TPS		

Town Planning Scheme

UDZ		

urban development zone

		Renewal Mission
LPG		

liquefied petroleum gas

WHO		

World Health Organization

NGO		

nongovernmental organization

WRI		

World Resources Institute
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