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About the Lab 

The UCL City Leadership 
Laboratory brings together 
world-class academic 

scholarship, public authorities, international 
organisations, the private sector and local SMEs to 
create a unique environment for urban 
experimentation, research, teaching and – most 
importantly – action.  

The Lab builds on three years of projects, grants 
and activities of the City Leadership Initiative, 
a joint effort of the World Bank Group and United 
Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-
Habitat), with funding from the UK Government's 
Economic and Social Research (ESRC) and 
Engineering and Physical Sciences (EPSRC) 
Research Councils. While the aim of the Lab is to 
tackle globally relevant city challenges, the projects 
undertaken are practically oriented and often locally 
focused.   
 
The Lab sits within UCL’s policy-focused 
Department of Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Public Policy (UCL STEaPP) 
and has links across UCL’s network of urban 
research and practice. 
 
Project Overview 

Urban observatories can play critical roles in 
decision-making, providing research and analysis 
relevant to addressing pressing urban issues, 
such as those of UN-Habitat’s New Urban 
Agenda. While urban observatories are 
catalogued through activities such as the UN-
Habitat Global Urban Observatory (GUO), 
there is little centralised detailed information 
globally regarding the way in which these 
observatories operate. This work aims to 
catalogue and analyse activities of a diverse 
range of existing observatories, with a view to 
understanding factors for effectiveness in 
different operating settings.  
 
This research project identifies existing and 
active urban observatories, creating an up-to-
date database of their partners, output types and 
methodologies employed. Through 
development of detailed case studies it will also 
provide insight in to the day-to-day workings of 
observatories, in order to understand the 
opportunities and challenges of the observatory 
model.   
 
The first formal engagement with this project 
was a collaboratively organized event at the 
Habitat III meeting in Quito (October 2016), 
“Shaping Informed Cities: Platforms for 
Knowledge Generation and Use in Urban  

 

Aim 
 

To develop an understanding of the current and 
possible future role and practices of urban 
observatories in addressing urban challenges 
flagged in the New Urban Agenda. 
 
 
Decision-Making”. This event was hosted by 
UCL City Leadership Lab / UCL Department 
of Science, Technology, Engineering and Public 
Policy (UCL STEaPP) and the Gauteng City-
Region Observatory (GCRO), South Africa. 
This event intended to showcase, explore and 
promote discussion around the functions of 
existing institutions involved in the generation 
and analysis of data to support urban decision-
making using GCRO as a case study.  
 
The next phase of work (February to June 
2017), completed by UCL STEaPP Urban 
Science Intern Joanna Sawkins, consisted of 
preliminary cataloguing of existing and currently 
operational urban observatories. Detailed case 
studies of the practices of a smaller number of 
selected observatories were developed. This 
work investigated the nature and function of 
urban observatories and related institutions on 
two major bases:    
• Partnerships: what kinds of partnerships 

exist?  
• Methods: which methods are most broadly 

applied in the collection, analysis and 
dissemination of knowledge? 

 
Project Method  
 
The work carried out in the second phase of 
work includes: 
• Literature review and review of existing lists 

of urban observatories collated and 
published by the UN-Habitat Global Urban 
Observatory (GUO) 

• Production of overview database of the 
activities of catalogued observatories, 
forming an appreciation of their activity, 
partners and methods 

• Selection of case study observatories for 
deeper analysis through further literature 
review and personal communication / 
interviews. GCRO is one of the key case 
studies and a research visit was undertaken 
to complete a series of semi-
structured interviews with GCRO staff 
and ’shadowing’ activities to build up a 
more detailed picture of the day to day 
operation.  
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Project funding and collaboration 

The core team are based in the UCL City 
Leadership Laboratory and UCL Department of 
Science, Technology, Engineering and Public 
Policy (UCL STEaPP). This project is 
conducted in collaboration with the Gauteng 
City-Region Observatory (GCRO), a research 
agency that exists as a collaboration between the 
University of Johannesburg, the University of 
the Witwatersrand and the Gauteng Provincial 
Government, South Africa.  
 
This work builds upon established relationships 
between UCL STEaPP and GCRO and 
compliments previous and ongoing work 
around urban decision-making carried out by the 
UCL City Leadership Lab (e.g. Informed Cities , 
Urban Knowledge Formation). It is directly 
funded by UCL STEaPP internal pump priming 
funds (awarded: Nov 2016, funding period: Feb-
June 2017).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Project team 
 

Joanna Sawkins Urban Science Intern, UCL 
STEaPP / City Leadership Lab 

Carla Washbourne Lecturer in Environmental 
Science and Policy, UCL STEaPP / City 
Leadership Lab 

Collaborators:  

Michele Acuto Director, City Leadership Lab 
Christina Culwick Researcher, GCRO  
Rob Moore Executive Director, GCRO 
 

Learn more and contact us 

Learn more about the Lab at: 
 

www.cityleadership.net  
 

and on twitter at @CityLeadersLab  
 
 


