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Introduction 

On September 29-30, 2016, the City Leadership Lab 
invited representatives from academia, policy and civil 
society gathered in London (University College London) 
for a strategic international meeting on the science-policy 
underpinnings of the New Urban Agenda. The 
convening was organized in collaboration with the 
Prince of Wales's International Sustainability Unit (ISU), 
the International Council for Science (ICSU), Adelphi 
and the Penn Institute for Urban Research. A key goal of 
the workshop was to map current research on the global 
architecture of urban knowledge governance and 
develop a roadmap of collaboration amongst research 
hubs closely involved in the New Urban Agenda (NUA) 
process.  
 
Following the workshop, all the organizations involved 
launched global campaign for the creation of a 
knowledge platform for sustainable urbanization. More 
information on how to join the campaign can be found 
here: http://globalurbancommons.org/knowledge-
sustainable-urban-development/. This document 
provides a summary of key messages from the two days 
session. 
 
 
 
 
1. Building on existing institutions and 
engagement forums is crucial to the 
establishment of an efficient 
knowledge/policy interface for sustainable 
urbanization. 

The NUA stresses the need for multi-stakeholder, multi-
level collaboration to build an efficient 
knowledge/policy/practice interface that will support its 
implementation and monitoring.  The 2030 Sustainable 
Development Agenda and the Habitat III process 
contributed to the creation of different spaces for 
engaging collaboratively with multiple types of expertise 
in the monitoring and implementation of the post-2015 
Agenda. These should be leveraged on when building a 
knowledge/policy interface for sustainable urbanization. 
Such institutional structures include: the Urban SDG 
Campaign (through its work on SDG11 indicators); the 
10 policy units for Habitat III (expert knowledge 
formation and use for policy); the General Assembly of 
Partners of Habitat III (for stakeholders’ involvement).  

 
 

 

 

 

2. The establishment of a global 
knowledge platform for sustainable 
urbanization would facilitate the creation 
and use of relevant urban knowledge in 
urban strategies.  

The issue of knowledge creation is multifaceted and 
different obstacles arise depending on which aspect 
of knowledge formation is the object of focus. Such 
obstacles relate to: 

 
1) The ability of stakeholders engaged in 

urban and territorial strategies to identify 
data that might be relevant to the 
design/monitoring of strategies across 
policy sectors. There is currently a lack of 
awareness around existing knowledge platforms. 
Furthermore, the global urban knowledge 
landscape remains fragmented.  

2) The need to make urban research and data 
production relevant to policy. In that 
perspective, there needs to be a real co-
production of research questions from the 
beginning to make sure research responds to the 
real world needs, and that research findings are 
translated into policy.  

3) Governments’ departments capacity to 
generate new and relevant information to 
address urban policy. Such capacity remains 
limited in many parts of the world because of 
lacking human resources (e.g. shortage of 
human resources in planning departments) and 
technical skills.  

4) The ability to analyse existing data in an 
integrated fashion: policy relevant urban 
information might already be collected and 
almost freely available for use by citizens, the 
private sector (e.g. Uber), community groups 
(e.g. SDI), etc. but the ability to analyse it, and 
to use it in a way that is relevant to urban and 
territorial strategies can also be lacking for 
various reasons: lack of skills, lack of time, 
existing analytical solutions are too costly (e.g. 
algorithm/ cost of analytical software). 
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3. The integration of different types of 
knowledge – both quantitative and 
qualitative – and of knowledge coming from 
different sources will be critical to the 
implementation and monitoring of the NUA 
and SDGs.  

So far, more emphasis was put on the development 
of quantitative monitoring tools (indicators for each 
SDG), but the generation and sharing of qualitative 
information should also be integrated in the 
knowledge/policy interface. In a rapidly evolving 
environment, allowing city-to-city learning and 
information sharing in a timely manner is of critical 
importance. Some local and regional governments are 
already implementing innovative strategies to tackle 
many of the priorities identified in the 2030 
Development Agenda. These need to be reviewed, with 
key lessons learnt shared rapidly to inform local and 
territorial strategies within and across countries. In 
addition, knowledge sharing is of critical importance 
when thinking about trends/processes that are 
happening across cities and have an impact at multiple 
scales (e.g. biodiversity; climate change; broader 
environmental impacts of urban activities, etc.). 

  
4. The issue of data sharing and 
interoperability of platforms and 
methodologies needs to be addressed 
through the establishment of international 
standards for data collection and data 
exchange.  

Allowing data exchange and continuous learning among 
key stakeholder groups implies that information 
(whether quantitative or qualitative) is collected in a 
standardised way, to allow comparison across contexts. 
Different actors use different methodologies and 
protocols to collect and analyse data, which makes 
comparison across datasets very difficult. One way 
forward would be for international research funding 
agencies including foundations, governments, etc. to:  

a) include in their contractual arrangements that 
data needs to be shared;  
b) coordinate efforts to support open data sharing 
systems and sharing of tools and methodologies.  
 
5. There is a complex mix of reporting 
systems that feed into the UN 
monitoring system (in relation to the 
SDGs and the annual reports to the High 
Level Political Forum the NUA, etc.). The 
urban needs to be mainstreamed within 
all these processes. 

Thinking about the relevance of the urban across 
issues within the 2030 Development Agenda would 
contribute to mainstreaming the urban agenda in 
national and global policy processes, highlighting 
the importance of cities of all sizes for addressing 
the most pressing global challenges (poverty and 
inequality; war; climate change, disasters; 
population displacement; population rise; 
technological changes; fiscal turmoil;). This implies 
working across UN Agencies and finding a 
narrative that illustrates how 
urban/territorial/global challenges are 
interconnected; showing the importance of city-
level information for the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Agenda.  
  
6. Cross cutting to all the issues 
identified above is the question of scale.  

All these activities (definition of relevant questions; 
identification of knowledge gaps; data creation; data 
analysis; knowledge integration; knowledge sharing) 
might be happening simultaneously at various 
scales (local, regional/territorial, national, regional, 
global). The lack of coordination of these different 
exercises is a source of inefficiency and prevents 
relevant urban and territorial knowledge being 
generated and translated into policy.       

 


