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Cities as Sustainability Leaders

Urban Imperative

Wicked Problems UN SDGs

Cities are where the most concrete action can be undertaken for 

sustainability, requiring engagement of all society to achieve real 

outcomes. They serve as testbeds and engines of innovation, 

particularly given the expected urban growth in the future.

Complex challenges can be 

similar yet different based on 

historical, cultural, breadth and 

depth in every city, requiring 

tailored solutions.

Using United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals 

as backdrop for political, 

economic, social, technological, 

and environmental action.



Research Methodology and Examples of Scope

City Reports Continents Covered SDG Goals Community Focus

Poverty Alleviation Food Security Responsible 
Consumption

40 5 17 100%

Most cities implemented 

programs to alleviate poverty 

through innovative housing 

affordability initiatives and 

support systems.

Housing affordability programs as 

primary tool for reduction

Rental preference policies for 

homeless populations in Sweden

Youth rent-aid programs in Spain 

and Malaysia

Fewer cities had formal hunger 

programs, but innovative 

examples show proactive 

approaches to food systems.

Youth and senior focus in Gladsaxe 

and Bristol

Food system studies in South 

Korea and Ghent

Long-term food security planning 

and implementation strategies

Cities using regulatory 

approaches including taxes and 

caps to manage consumption and 

waste effectively.

Plastic and single-use product 

taxes implementation

Per-person waste caps in 

Helsingborg Sweden

Tiny homes development and 

value chain cleanup

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●



Los Angeles SDG Localization Process

Community Engagement Approach

Strategy Setting Process

Collaborative Framework

Implementation Focus

Los Angeles developed a comprehensive process to 

localize UN SDGs through extensive community 

engagement and stakeholder involvement.

Identifying the 'what' becomes the first step in 

developing collaboration and public engagement for 

solving wicked problems.

Sharing successful strategy setting processes becomes 

important for other cities working on similar 

sustainability challenges.

Moving from strategy development to meaningful 

outcomes through structured community-driven 

implementation approaches and continuous feedback.



Mexico City: Equal Access Initiatives

Education Access Women's Rights Balanced 
DevelopmentUniversal scholarship through 

debit cards to families

Additional campuses built in 

marginalized areas

Expanded college education 

opportunities and new 

university

Prioritized women's rights and 

empowerment initiatives

Gender equality programs 

across multiple sectors

Leadership development and 

economic opportunity 

expansion

Economic growth balanced 

with well-being focus

Environmental protection 

integrated into all policies

Sustainable development 

model for long-term benefits
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Gladsaxe: Child-Friendly City Model

Circular Construction Green Transition Youth Participation

Implementing circularity 

principles in construction projects 

to minimize waste and maximize 

resource efficiency throughout 

building lifecycle.

Comprehensive transition to green 

technologies and sustainable 

practices across all municipal 

operations and community 

initiatives.

Involving children and young 

people in decisions affecting their 

lives through projects, campaigns, 

and political processes.



Malaysia: Flexible Urban Sustainability Approach

City-Specific Planning

Private Sector Collaboration

Penang and Shah Alam developed different approaches

Flexibility allows cities to plan according to needs

Local priorities determine sustainability measures and 

implementation

Shah Alam addressed private sector engagement 

challenges

Increased awareness about long-term benefits 

achieved

Focus on 'low hanging fruit' for initial success
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Implementation: The Real Challenge

From Strategy to Action

Broader Engagement Cross-City Learning

Financial Resources Skilled Staff Stakeholder Buy-in

Developing strategy is the easiest part; implementation requires staffing, financial resources, stakeholder buy-in, and achieving 

meaningful outcomes through complex, multidimensional problem-solving.

Multidimensional problems require broader community 

involvement

Innovative solutions need diverse stakeholder perspectives

Shared responsibilities essential for sustainable problem 

solving

EU coordination and UN VLR reports enable exchanges

Learning from others provides efficient decision-making 

paths

Need to grow exchanges and localize action opportunities

Securing adequate funding for long-

term sustainability initiatives

Building capacity and expertise for 

complex implementation
Creating consensus and commitment 

across all stakeholders
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The Measurement Imperative

Beyond Inputs and Outputs

Focus on Impact or Outcomes

Measuring what we put into 

programs and what we produce is 

only part of the picture.

Need to measure actual results and 

impact of outputs on goals and 

society overall.

We need to be concerned 
about the actual results or 

the impact of our outputs on 
our goals and on society.



Key Recommendations for Urban Sustainability

Path Forward

Strengthen Measurement Expand Collaboration Broaden Engagement

Cities must move beyond strategy development to meaningful implementation, requiring broader engagement, 

innovative solutions, shared responsibilities, and comprehensive measurement systems to achieve sustainable 

outcomes and societal impact.

Develop comprehensive metrics 

that capture not just inputs and 

outputs, but actual outcomes 

and societal impact.

Grow cross-city exchanges and 

localize opportunities for sharing 

best practices and innovative 

solutions.

Involve diverse stakeholders 

including businesses, non-

profits, residents, and academic 

institutions in implementation.
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