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 With the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) coming to the end of their 2015 
deadline, the international community has yet another critical opportunity to shape a vision for 
truly transformative and sustainable change – reflecting the criticality of addressing mounting 
socio-economic inequities and living within planetary boundaries. With countries coming 
together to craft a new set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), we have been afforded 
an opportunity to build upon our experiences with the MDGs; to expand upon their successes 
and learn from their shortcomings. What is undeniable looking ahead to this new sustainable 
development agenda, is that we must re-think traditional approaches to action and the means 
of implementation for these goals. These SDGs will require a new implementation architecture 
for a “New Global Partnership” that involves all stakeholders – including governments at all 
levels, businesses, civil society, and perhaps most importantly, cities and local governments.  
  
 This new agenda must include cities and local governments in not just the vision for the 
SDGs, but also in its implementation. It must provide a sense of ownership from all global 
citizens, empowering and enabling city-dwellers to engage in this New Global Partnership that 
will be so critical to achieving our common and collective goals. This new architecture for the 
SDGs must facilitate the engagement of thousands of leaders from city-regions all around the 
world, and must mobilize and harness the full potential of partnerships between governments, 
the private sector and civil society, particularly at the local level. Simply put, if we are truly 
serious about forging a transformational sustainable development agenda beyond 2015, the 
architecture for the SDGs must link our global aspirations to local actions within cities.  
 
Cities Driving Sustainable Development Action 

 
Over twenty years ago at the Earth Summit in 1992, and again at the Rio+20 Conference 

in 2012, the world acknowledged that we stood at a crucial crossroads: continuing with the 
unsustainable status quo of prioritizing economic growth and development while neglecting 
social inequities and environmental degradation, or charting a new path to a more sustainable 
and equitable future with both people and planet at the center.  As we approach a critical year 
in 2015 – one in which the global community is set to mobilize around a new sustainable 
development agenda through the SDGs, and the anticipation of a new climate change 
agreement in Paris – we yet again stand at this crucial crossroads. With time running out to 
address these very real and pressing issues, we must all collectively seize this opportunity to 
catalyze meaningful action toward sustainable development.  

 



And while today we still are confronted with many of the same compounding issues 
from twenty years ago – and many more – our potential prospects for solving these issues, and 
the landscape for global concerted action has never looked more encouraging. In particular, 
cities and local authorities all around the world have shown enormous promise in taking action 
towards sustainable development and climate change mitigation, adaptation and resilience.   

 
Cities are on the frontlines of responding to imminent challenges presented by 

environmental degradation, socio-economic inequities, and the enduring threat of climate 
change. Additionally, given their immediate impact on local constituencies, cities and local 
governments are held to a much higher standard of accountability for their commitments and 
inaction. Consequently, local governments have taken an essential leadership role in catalyzing 
on the ground actions and forging transformative partnerships with businesses, civil society 
leaders, and average citizens alike. With this emergence of cities as leaders in stimulating action 
on sustainable development and climate change, we must ensure that our global aspirations 
match the local actions and ambitions being projected by cities and local authorities worldwide.  
 
Linking Cities and Local Authorities with the Sustainable Development Goals 
 

Local Authorities will undoubtedly play a critical role in addressing socio-economic and 
environmental challenges of the 21st century. Cities are a magnet and central hub for business, 
innovation, and access to economic opportunities. The UN projects that over sixty percent of 
the world will live in cities by 2030, with the developing world expected to represent roughly 80 
percent of the world’s urban population by then. Additionally, 60 percent of the anticipated 
urban landscape in 2030 remains to be built, representing a significant opportunity for ensuring 
that this future growth results in sustainable and just cities. And with a growing population of 
people living in slums, improving access to basic goods and services remains an elusive and 
evermore critical task for governments and city-dwellers alike. In fact, cities represent most of 
the economic wealth and opportunities within countries themselves, generating 80 percent of 
all global economic growth today. However, while economic growth blossoms in cities, it far too 
often is accompanied by emerging socio-economic inequities, leaving significant opportunities 
for improvement and action.  

 
Cities cannot merely be seen as just a built environment anymore; rather, cities are a 

community, representative of a complex network of people and their relationships with one 
another and their environment. Development that is truly sustainable is only possible in cities if 
it is inclusive and representative of the needs and priorities of its people. Without this, our 
collective efforts to achieve sustainable development will undoubtedly fall short. 

 
For these reasons, and many more, it is imperative that the new UN sustainable 

development agenda delivers a new architecture for implementation that links these global, 
visionary SDGs to the ambitious local actions and multi-stakeholder partnerships that are a 
critical part of the “means of implementation” for these goals. As quintessential global leaders 
in taking action on sustainability and climate change, cities are already playing a critical role in 
our transition to a sustainable future – and we must double down on these efforts if we are 



truly serious about forging a transformative sustainable development agenda with meaningful 
actions and progress. As UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon describes it, “our struggle for 
global sustainability will be won or lost in cities.” 

 
Reflecting the critical role that cities will play in achieving our collective global 

ambitions, Ban Ki-moon recently nominated former New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg as UN 
Special Envoy for cities and climate change. In this role, Mayor Bloomberg will play a significant 
role in galvanizing commitments from cities and local governments ahead of the 2014 Climate 
Summit in New York and the 2015 Climate Change Conference in Paris, where countries will 
come together to commit to a new climate change agreement. These ambitious, locally-based 
commitments from mayors, governors, practitioners and civil society leaders, will signal to the 
world that cities will play a pivotal role in our transition to a green economy and a sustainable 
future. As Pascal Canfin – France’s Deputy Minister for Development – highlighted at COP19, 
“without cities and local authorities on board, no (climate) agreement will be possible in Paris 
2015.”   

 
The SDGs represent a vital opportunity for providing a global vision for a sustainable 

future for countries, cities, businesses and civil society leaders alike. While the impetus for 
implementing these SDGs will largely come from national governments themselves, truly 
transformative action to achieve all of the goals set out through this new agenda will require 
collective and concerted effort, by and with all stakeholders – including, most importantly, 
cities and local authorities.  

 
Discussions around the SDGs to date have focused largely on the “vision” and content of 

the agenda, including the inclusion of a standalone “urban SDG” to be included in this new suite 
of goals. With many of the challenges related to poverty eradication, mounting inequities, 
environmental degradation, access to basic goods and services, and so much more at stake in 
this new agenda, an urban SDG has the potential to empower and mobilize local governments, 
community organizations, businesses, and private citizens to work together as partners in 
solving common issues that affect all of them. It would also provide the explicit link between 
national and local governments, encouraging governance structures to ensure that the needs of 
local constituencies are addressed at all levels of policy-making. Building upon the success of 
MDG target 7.D on improving the lives of slum-dwellers in cities, the global community has 
proven that given a clear vision for action, countries can partner with a wide range of 
stakeholders, including local governments, to mobilize together to tackle urban issues in 
profound ways. While the issue of urban slums remain a high priority on the cities agenda, the 
issues faced by cities today go far beyond that, making it critical that a standalone urban SDG 
reflects the wide range of challenges faced by city-dwellers in a post-2015 world.  

 
And while it is vitally important for an “urban SDG” to be included in this new suite of 

goals, the SDGs should not just include cities in the “vision” for the SDGs (the goals, targets and 
indicators), but also as a critical part of the “means of implementation” for this new agenda. 
Reflecting the need to mobilize in ways far beyond the approaches taken towards achieving the 
MDGs, it is undeniable these SDGs will fall short of instigating the transformative change we 



need without leveraging the full potential of multi-stakeholder partnerships and meaningfully 
engaging people all around the world – particularly at the local level, where implementation of 
this new agenda will largely occur. 
 

As we look forward to 2015, the question today is no longer if cities have the capacity to 
deliver upon our global ambitions. Rather, the question now becomes: How can we ensure that 
the over-arching SDG architecture facilitates the engagement of cities and local governments in 
the implementation of a “New Global Partnership”? In her recent address to the C40 Cities 
Mayors Summit in Johannesburg, UNFCCC Executive-Secretary Christiana Figueres highlighted 
that “There is no doubt that cities are leading the way in implementing the specific measures 
that improve livability and address climate change. But let’s be honest, there is also no doubt 
that we have not progressed much in integrating the efforts of cities and national governments. 
I am sure this is as frustrating to you as it is to me. So here is our common cause.” Ms. Figueres’ 
call for linking our global ambitions with local actions illustrates the recognition by many global 
leaders that the architecture for city engagement in national sustainability efforts remains a 
significant obstacle, as well as a critical opportunity, as we forge this new agenda. 
 
Forging a “New Global Partnership” with Cities for the SDGs 
 

The Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development Agenda boldly 
outlined the need for a “New Global Partnership” that should underpin the entire post-2015 
agenda and engage governments at all levels, businesses, and civil society. This New Global 
Partnership will ensure the SDGs catalyze actions by all relevant actors, mobilize millions of 
leaders from every sector of society, and provide a sense of ownership by global citizens all 
around the world. The report also acknowledges the vital role of the supporting architecture for 
this global partnership, which will have to facilitate the cooperation and engagement between 
all stakeholders – including local authorities. Without fulfilling these fundamental criteria for a 
New Global Partnership, the SDGs will surely fail to achieve the transformational change they 
are intended to stimulate.  

 
MDG 8 on a “Global Partnership for Development” acknowledged the role that global 

development cooperation can play in achieving our collective ambitions, but it was the only 
goal that lacked sufficient indicators and targets for implementation. It also focused largely on 
foreign aid and Official Development Assistance (ODA) as opposed to providing a robust 
framework for a global development partnership that takes into account the transformational 
commitments and partnerships between thousands of non-state actors. If we are truly serious 
about forging a transformative post-2015 agenda, we must ensure that the supporting 
architecture for the SDGs goes far beyond the limited nature of MDG 8, and forges an inclusive 
and transformative global partnership – one that includes cities and local authorities as a key 
partner in the implementation of the new agenda. 

 
Building the concept of a “New Global Partnership”, the SDGs must provide links among 

these global goals and the local actors in cities that will inevitably be largely responsible for 
implementing the agenda itself. As the High-Level Panel Report highlights, “from vision comes a 



plan for action, at the level of the individual country and of smaller regions, cities or localities. 
Each needs to contribute and cooperate to secure a better future.”  

 
While actions and policies from national governments will be central to achieving the 

SDGs, we must re-think traditional approaches to action, implementation, and accountability if 
we are to collectively achieve the goals set out by this new agenda. We must move beyond 
exclusively using these traditional approaches and means of implementation like ODA and 
harness the full potential of partnerships among governments at all levels, businesses and civil 
society. We must shift our mindset from the typical “donor-recipient” relationship to forge an 
inclusive and action-oriented global partnership that will deliver the transformative changes 
that are so urgently needed. And finally, the New Global Partnership must foster a sense of 
ownership with the billions of people around the world that are desperate for change and a fair 
shot at an equitable and sustainable future. 

 
Our experiences with the MDGs provide us an opportunity to learn from both their 

successes and most critical shortcomings. A key limitation of the MDGs was that they lacked 
clear definition and guidance on the means of implementation for the goals. We have seen that 
the most profound progress made toward achieving the MDGs has resulted from coordinated, 
global, multi-stakeholder efforts around various issues and goals – such as the GAVI Alliance for 
vaccines and immunizations and UN AIDS. As Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon emphasizes, “the 
quantum leaps necessary for MDG success have come, and will come, from partnerships and 
coalitions among a broad range of stakeholders… Multi-stakeholder partnerships are being 
increasingly recognized as development game-changers, fostering a race for results.” Similar 
efforts must be undertaken around the SDGs to mobilize action around urban issues addressed 
in the new agenda.  

 
Building Upon Existing Cities Networks for a “New Global Partnership” 
 

Thankfully, such an architecture can build upon the many examples of successful 
structures that already exist for cities and local governments’ engagement in global 
sustainability efforts. Existing city networks have made huge strides towards promoting more 
effective global development cooperation. Some of these networks – such as ICLEI, C40 and the 
Group of Friends of Sustainable Cities – have mobilized both local actors and national 
governments alike, providing an excellent blueprint to learn from when designing the 
architecture for a global partnership for cities.  

 
ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability 
 
 ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability serves as the world’s largest and most 
inclusive network of cities and local governments working towards sustainable development. 
With 12 mega-cities, 100 super-cities and urban regions, 450 large cities as well as 450 small 
and medium-sized cities and towns in 84 countries included in its membership, ICLEI has 
emerged as a global leader in stimulating and aggregating climate and sustainability actions, 



providing an essential platform for collaboration and partnerships between cities all around the 
world. 
 
 In addition to the vast array of resources and tools that it provides for policy-makers and 
citizens alike, ICLEI also oversees the world’s largest global database for local commitments to 
climate action. Its Carbonn Cities Climate Registry (cCCR) has recorded more than 560 
commitments by 302 local governments in 42 countries since its inception in 2010. This registry 
also includes yearly annual reporting on progress made towards these commitments, which 
serves as a critical component for accountability. By delivering these types of platforms for 
commitments by cities and local governments, and providing a wide-ranging network for 
collaboration between policy-makers at the local level, ICLEI serves as an effective model for 
the architecture of a “global partnership for sustainable cities” going forward.  
 
C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group 
 
 C40 is a global network of 66 mega-cities whose mayors are cooperating on ways to 
prevent and mitigate the effects of climate change. The network includes cities in Asia, Africa, 
Europe, Latin America, North America, and Australia. Chaired by New York City Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg from 2011 to 2013, the network is currently chaired by Rio de Janeiro Mayor 
Eduardo Paes. C40 cities are taking a leadership role undertaking activities in a wide variety of 
sustainability areas, taking concrete action, forging partnerships and setting ambitious targets. 
However, where C40 particularly shines is as a network for collaboration, partnership, and 
peer-to-peer exchanges between its member cities.  
 
 With a strong focus on promoting and aggregating actions and initiatives, C40 provides a 
platform for member cities to promote their activities, share best practices, and provides 
opportunities for active exchanges of ideas, catalyzing additional partnerships among its 
membership. The latest survey of its members published in February found that the number of 
actions major cities have taken to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and improve urban 
resilience to climate change has doubled since its last survey in 2011, to over 8,000 activities 
today. The C40 website also provides an excellent tool for accessing information on actions 
taken by member cities, providing a platform for follow up and accountability for these 
initiatives. The political capital provided by this network of the world’s largest mega-cities can 
provide the impetus for action by local governments, and it serves as an excellent model for any 
potential “global partnership for sustainable cities” going forward. 
 
Group of Friends for Sustainable Cities 
 

Established in the run-up to the Rio+20 Conference, the Group of Friends for Sustainable 
Cities is an informal network of 29 Member States – co-chaired by Singapore and Sweden – 
with a strong interest in sustainable cities. The group has two key objectives: 1) To actively 
contribute and provide inputs and expertise into the discussions around the United Nations on 
the topic of sustainable cities; and 2) To provide a platform for dialogue, discussion and 
collaboration among Member States on this important and cross-cutting topic.  



 
As the only informal network of Member States for sustainable cities, this particular 

arrangement demonstrates the commitment and ability of national governments to mobilize 
around the issue of sustainable cities. Its membership includes a wide range of countries from 
the developing and developed world alike, reflecting a strong impetus by national governments 
of all capacities to support sustainable urbanization as a critical part of the sustainable 
development agenda. In the lead up to Rio+20, the Group of Friends for Sustainable Cities 
expressed support for the creation of a “Global Partnership for Sustainable Cities.” This 
potential Global Partnership for Sustainable Cities could transform and build upon the strong 
foundation provided by the Group of Friends for Sustainable Cities, expanding its membership 
and scope of work.  

 
Cities Looking Ahead to 2015 
 

Since the first Rio Earth Summit in 1992, our global community has experienced 
profound changes, including the rise of emerging and middle-income economies, the expanding 
influence of non-state actors, and the interconnectivity of people through information and 
communication technologies. However, what has not changed is the need for global leadership 
in addressing the wide range of socio-economic and environmental challenges of the 21st 
century. Thankfully, leadership from cities and local authorities has helped fill the so-called 
ambition gap experienced over the past two decades when it comes to MDG and climate 
progress from national governments. However, much work remains to increase our collective 
ambitions as we look ahead to 2015 and the SDGs – with cities playing a central role in 
catalyzing concrete action.  

 
With 2015 fast approaching, we must learn from and build upon our experiences with 

the MDGs to forge a universal and inclusive global partnership for the SDGs. The eradication of 
extreme poverty, curbing global inequities, and climate change mitigation and adaptation 
remain high priorities for the UN’s sustainable development agenda. As significant hubs for 
innovation, economic opportunity, social inclusion – and with a blossoming global urban 
population – cities are poised to play an even bigger role in forging a New Global Partnership to 
support the implementation of the SDGs. Without the supporting architecture for the SDGs and 
the inclusion of cities and local authorities in this New Global Partnership, our collective efforts 
to achieve this new agenda will undoubtedly fall short.  
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