






















 If  the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
are to be achieved by 2030, there is an urgent need for 
strong international multi-stakeholder partnerships 
that drive transformation in cities and build the 
capacity of  local governments for SDG-oriented 
sustainable urban development. All the SDGs have 
targets that relate directly to the work of  local and regional 
governments.

 By 2050, 68 per cent of  the global population 
will live in urban areas, creating challenges for local 
governments, especially those in low-income and 
lower-middle-income countries, where urbanisation 
is happening the fastest. While cities face mounting 
challenges, they are also sites of  solutions. When well-
planned and well-managed, cities offer greater productivity, 
employment opportunities, and improved quality of  life.  

 By supporting rapidly urbanising cities with 
transformative development initiatives, governments, 

commitments to meeting the SDGs and promote 
opportunities for increased prosperity. Programmes 
that tackle multiple challenges to sustainable urbanisation, 
and capitalise on the opportunities in fast-growing cities, 
can drive transformative change and support development 
pathways that build resilience, create economic 
opportunities, and improve the lives of  people in cities.

 This report provides guidance for international 
multi-partner programmes that seek to go beyond 
the “business as usual approach” to sustainable 
urban development. It is based on experiences from the 
Global Future Cities Programme (GFCP), a three-year 
£80 million multi-partner initiative funded by the United 
Kingdom. The Programme supports 31 transformative 
projects that strengthen the enabling environment for 
sustainable urban development in line with the SDGs in 
19 cities in 10 emerging economy countries.

 The GFCP is a collaboration between the United 
Kingdom’s Foreign, Commonwealth & Development 

UN-Habitat, and the UK Built Environment Advisory 
Group (UKBEAG).

  This report shares best practices, lessons 
learned, and recommendations for how transformative 
multi-partner programmes can be designed and 
implemented to accelerate local SDG implementation. 
This is especially relevant since international donors, UN 

integrated into urban development projects.  



A transformative approach to urban 
development targets the institutional settings (e.g., 
governmental agencies and regulatory bodies) and sectors 
that need to be involved to drive change, maximise impact, 
and promote long-term sustainability.  

To address complex urban challenges, 
programmes can link their activities around three 
integrated components: inclusive SDG-oriented project 
design, long-term capacity building for city authorities 
so they can address systemic changes needed to support 
long-term project implementation and governance, and 
a strategy for sharing knowledge to drive sustainable 
urbanisation within a programme and beyond. 

A transformative approach to urban 
development should consider replication and 
scalability, locally and globally. Programmes can do 
this by promoting the exchange of  learnings and best 
practices between city authorities, delivery partners, and 
other stakeholders, and raising awareness of  critical issues 
for SDG-oriented project implementation. 

A multi-layer programme set-up calls for close 
collaboration and coordination among all partners, 
horizontally and vertically. When collaborating with 
international and local partners it is important to consider:

• Programmes need to establish buy-in from local 
and national governments and align with a city’s 
larger vision and strategy as well as national urban 
policies.

• Embedding projects in relevant government 
departments, with appropriate governance 
structures, helps make projects resilient to changes in 
government personnel, political cycles, changing city 
needs and priorities, and shocks like a pandemic. 

Delivering a transformative global programme 
(Chapter 2)

• When working in different cities, multi-partner 

presence, including among delivery partners, strategic 
partners, and donor organisations.

• To create mutual understanding among 

responsibilities for each partner, and establish 
lines of  communication and reporting, from the 
outset. Clear procurement criteria, operational set-
ups, and regularising agreements provide partners 
with a framework for programme delivery. 

• Relevant stakeholders and communities should be 
given the opportunity to share their perspectives 
through inclusive participatory processes and 

development, and implementation. Engagement 
should be inclusive and focus on Gender Equality and 
Social Inclusion (GESI)

• The SDGs provide a powerful framework to 
steer different development partners towards a 
“common vision” that guides project delivery.
Projects should be aligned with the SDGs from the 
start.

Collaborations between different sectors 
and disciplines across international borders can be 
complex. There is value in including an entity (in this 
case UN-Habitat) that acts as a strategic partner and 
knowledge manager, providing technical support to 
facilitate activities on the ground and sharing knowledge 
across the programme.  



Development programmes need an effective 
foundational phase to assess local needs, set 
priorities, and lay the groundwork for stakeholder 
ownership in the long term. This should be done in 
a collaborative way that promotes buy-in at the local 
level. 
sector representatives, national government, and other 
key stakeholders, need to be included and have a voice to 
discuss local perspectives. 

The needs of  vulnerable groups and cross-
cutting issues such as climate change, gender 
equality, and social inclusion should be considered 

Along with 
the SDGs, these should be clearly linked to a participating 
city’s needs and context. 

The long-term sustainability of  projects 
is vulnerable to political changes, making buy-in 
from different sectors and actors critical for success. 

projects and need to be aware of  how they can contribute 
to potential interventions.  

By aligning with the SDGs, transformative 
urban projects can contribute to accelerating local 
action that addresses climate change, promotes 
social inclusion and gender equality, and stimulates 
economic growth. The SDGs can be used as a common 

A long-term perspective and Theory of  
Change should be used when setting a programme’s 
foundations to deal with complex urbanisation challenges 
that are typically rooted in factors ingrained in cities and 
societies. 

By integrating the SDGs in urban projects, 
city authorities and delivery partners can promote 
more inclusive and climate resilient development, 
while actively contributing to SDG implementation in 
the “Decade of  Action” (the years between 2020 and 
2030). Aligning urban projects with the SDGs also creates 

revenue streams.

UN-Habitat’s SDG Tool guides city authorities 
and delivery partners in developing urban projects 
that align with the SDGs. It translates the SDGs into 
achievable actions at the local level, improving the 
quality of  urban projects and promoting an enabling 
environment that ensures the implementation and 
viability of  projects in the medium and long term.  

The SDG Tool helps create a “common 
vision” for cities and delivery partners while raising 
awareness about the SDGs. The process of  using it 
builds the capacity of  city authorities and delivery partners 
and prompts them to focus on issues such as gender 
equality, social inclusion, and climate change.  

The SDG Tool is not used for impact 
assessment but rather as a project development tool. 
It is not just a “checklist” but is applied via an iterative 
process that brings stakeholders together to discuss the 
strengths and weaknesses of  a project in an open dialogue.

Incorporating SDGs in the development 
of  sustainable urban projects does not necessarily 
imply additional costs. However, SDGs need to be 
incorporated at the inception phase, or preferably earlier, 
and must be consistent with all subsequent project cycle 
phases and endorsed by all project partners. 

Using the SDG Tool to guide project design 
(Chapter 4)for success (Chapter 3)



To promote local ownership of  projects 
and support an enabling environment for long-
term implementation, programmes should strengthen 

and legal barriers to project execution. 

Before providing capacity building, it is 
necessary to identify and understand city authorities’ 
capacity and knowledge needs from the bottom 
up. Asking cities what they need in terms of  capacity 
development, and having conversations with local 
stakeholders, helps ensure that capacity development is 
relevant to city contexts and promotes local buy-in.

The GFCP shows how a multi-layered 
approach to capacity building can enable city-
owned change for transformative urban development 
projects and promote long-term impact. This involved 
a capacity building programme at the programme level, the 
provision of  capacity development by delivery partners for 
city authorities at the project level, and capacity building 
around SDG implementation through UN-Habitat’s 
reviews of  projects using the SDG Tool.   

Multi-partner programmes operating across 
countries and regions generate valuable knowledge 
about sustainable urbanisation and inclusive 
development. The GFCP’s approach to knowledge 
sharing shows how global knowledge about the SDGs 
can be made locally relevant (through sharing global best 
practices on urban development and SDG implementation 
with city partners), and how local experiences from cities 
can be shared globally (through a dedicated Knowledge 
Management Platform). The GFCP promoted peer-to-
peer learning between city authorities through city-to-city 
events and knowledge sharing sessions. 

development are converging and will continue to do 
so in the face of  climate change and other threats 
to sustainable development. Investors are increasingly 
expecting sustainability to factor into their investments. 

investments. At the same time, Environmental, Social, and 
Governance (ESG) factors impact credit ratings.

SDG alignment makes projects more 
attractive to private investors. It also opens the door 

and social impact investing.

Integrating SDG metrics early in the process 
of  urban project preparation can help produce 
impactful, bankable projects. Aligning projects with 
the SDGs improves project quality and creates a space for 
honest dialogue between project partners.

The SDG Tool enables project life cycle 

The Tool includes ratings of  whether a project is based 

needed for execution, maintenance, and operation, and 
whether long-term debt, operations, maintenance, and 
depreciation costs have a dedicated funding stream to 
draw from.

Aligning with the SDGs can help to de-risk 
projects, making them more resilient to climate 
change and disasters. Issues examined with the SDG 
Tool can help investors make informed decisions, identify 
vulnerabilities, and reduce uncertainty.  

Building capacity and sharing knowledge 
(Chapter 5) 

Financing and realising SDG-aligned urban 
projects (Chapter 6)p



• Empower city authorities to take ownership 
of  projects by building their capacity for tackling 

cross-departmental governance structures.  

• Bring partners together around a shared vision 
for SDG-aligned urban projects, using tools like 
the SDG Tool, which translates the global goals into 
concrete and achievable actions at the local level, and 
empowers city authorities to steer delivery partners to 
integrate the SDGs into project deliverables.

• Work with independent institutions, such as 
UN-Habitat, that can play the role of  strategic 
partner and knowledge manager, linking local and 
global thinking and experience of  sustainable urban 
development, while providing technical support to 
facilitate work and activities on the ground. 

• Foster an environment for peer-to-peer learning
and exchange of  global and local best practices, 
knowledge, and solutions.

•
in the project development cycle, and support 

streams to ensure project realisation.

2030 is on the horizon. With the twin threats of  climate 
change and a pandemic battering rapidly urbanising cities 
around the world, there is an urgent need for close and 
effective collaboration globally and locally. 

For future multi-partner development programmes, UN-
Habitat sees great potential for replicating aspects of  
the GFCP’s approach to drive inclusive and sustainable 
urban development. Programmes that seek to drive 
transformational change in cities should aim to: 

• Work collaboratively with a diverse mix of  
partners from different sectors, countries, and cities, 
while using the SDGs as a “common vision” to guide 
programme implementation.  

• Do a thorough assessment during the programme’s 
foundational phase to identify local needs, set 

buy-in, and lay the foundations for project success. 

• Apply a transformative approach that targets 
the institutional settings and sectors that need to 
be involved to drive change, maximise impact, and 
promote long-term project sustainability. 

• Ensure that relevant urban plans and strategies 
are in place, or developed, as a tool to help identify 
synergies between various projects and initiatives. 

• Integrate a long-term project cycle approach and 
Theory of  Change to increase the likelihood of  
project success at all stages (at programme and project 
level).  







If  the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are to 
be achieved by 2030, there is an urgent need for strong 
international, multi-stakeholder partnerships that drive 
transformation in cities. 

This chapter introduces the Global Future Cities 
Programme (GFCP) as an example of  such a 
partnership. It highlights the programme’s objectives 
and structure and provides an overview of  the 
challenges and opportunities for sustainable urban 
development in rapidly urbanising cities.



The years remaining until 2030 are some of  
the most critical for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. The actions taken during this time, known 
as the “Decade of  Action,” will determine whether the 
ambitions of  the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), the global goals that aim to end poverty, avert 
destruction of  the planet, and build a peaceful world, are 
met or not.

The challenges cannot be understated. As the 
Decade of  Action began, the COVID-19 pandemic arrived, 
presenting the largest public health crisis in a century, and 
rolling back decades of  developmental progress. At the 
same time, the climate crisis is deepening, threatening to 
push another 100 million people into poverty by 2030, 
most of  them in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.1

Box 1.2 
How cities can build back better after the 
pandemic?



“Our fragile planet is hanging by a thread,”7  said
United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres, 
not mincing his words at the closing session of  the 2021 
United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26), 
held in Glasgow. “We are still knocking on the door of  
climate catastrophe.”

In a fast-changing and deeply troubled world, 
rapid urbanisation is placing pressure on the world’s 
cities. By 2050, 68 per cent of  the global population will 
live in urban areas.8  As urban populations grow, many 
governments will struggle to meet the needs of  people in 
cities, especially in low-income and lower-middle-income 
countries, where urbanisation is happening the fastest.9    
   

While cities face mounting challenges, they 
are also sites of  solutions. Cities are drivers of  growth, 
innovation, and greater societal freedom.10  When well-
planned and well-managed, cities offer greater productivity, 
employment opportunities, and improved quality of  life.11

Progressive institutional change that advances the rights 
of  women and minority groups also typically begins in 
cities.12  By following development pathways that diverge 
from “business as usual” approaches, fast-growing cities 
can generate opportunities for transformative change that 
builds resilience and promotes economic opportunities.

Indeed, the actions taken in cities will shape the 
outcomes of  the SDGs. All the goals have targets that relate 
directly to the work of  local and regional governments.13

Local action on the SDGs can contribute to meeting up to 
65 per cent of  these targets.14  Most nations have signed up 
to report on their progress on the SDGs, and cities around 
the world are showing a growing interest in reporting on 
local progress through Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs).15

Collaborative action and strong international 
partnerships that share knowledge, expertise, technology, 

implementation of  the SDGs in the limited time 

remaining.16  This is the crux of  SDG 17, which aims to 
“strengthen the means of  implementation and revitalise 
the global partnership for sustainable development.”17  At 
the same time, local action is needed on the ground in 
cities. 

By supporting rapidly urbanising cities with 
transformative development initiatives, governments, 

to meeting the SDGs and promote opportunities for 
increased prosperity. Programmes that tackle multiple 
challenges to sustainable urbanisation, and capitalise 
on the opportunities in fast-growing cities, can drive 
transformative change.   



The Global Future Cities Programme (GFCP) is 

the ethos of  SDG17. It was established in 2015, as a 
component of  the UK Government’s Prosperity Fund.18

The Programme supports 31 projects that strengthen the 
enabling environment for sustainable urban development 
in line with the SDGs in 19 cities in 10 emerging economy 
countries (Brazil, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar,19  Nigeria, 
Philippines, South Africa, Vietnam, Turkey, and Thailand).

The GFCP aims for transformative development 
that leads to greater prosperity, reduction of  poverty, 
inclusive economic growth, and gender equality. The 
Programme is underpinned by three intertwined thematic 
pillars (urban planning, transport, and resilience) 
supplemented by cross-cutting issues on smart technology, 

GFCP partners provide technical and strategic 
support to cities for spatial and strategic urban planning 
and urban design, the development of  integrated transport 
systems and better urban mobility, and improved strategies 
to enhance resilience and deal with climate change. Many 
projects involve the use of  smart technologies and 
improved data management to enhance evidence-based 
decision making. 

The GFCP approaches transformative urban 
development by: 

• Placing responsive interventions, built on an in-depth 
and spatially responsive understanding of  urban needs 
and local conditions, at the core of  its methodology. 

• Providing guidance on actions city authorities and 
delivery partners can take to align their projects with 
the SDGs and local plans and strategies.  

• Building capacity among city authorities based on real 
needs (with a focus on planning and management) 
and an emphasis on sharing peer-to-peer learning at 
the local and global levels.

The Prosperity Fund targets SDG 1 (No poverty), 
SDG 3 (Good health and wellbeing), SDG 5 (Gender 
equality), SDG 7 (Affordable and clean energy), SDG 8 
(Decent work and economic growth), SDG 9 (Industry, 
innovation, and infrastructure), SDG 10 (Reduced 
inequalities), SDG 16 (Responsible consumption and 
production), and SDG 17 (Partnerships for the goals). The 
GFCP responds directly to many of  these, while supporting 
the aim of  SDG 11 to “make cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable.” It also supports 
the ambitions of  the New Urban Agenda (NUA), which 
mobilises Member States and key stakeholders to localise 
implementation of  the SDGs.20  

Why focus on emerging economies?

By 2025, 440 cities in emerging economies21  are 
expected to contribute to nearly half  of  global economic 
growth.22  This growth creates opportunities for people 
to live more prosperous lives as incomes rise. At the 
same time, cities in emerging economies face numerous 
challenges. They are grappling with rapid urbanisation 
and uncontrolled urban expansion. Large numbers of  
people live in scattered and under-serviced settlements, 
disconnected from economic opportunities by long 
commutes on poorly functioning public transport. High 
levels of  poverty and inequality persist. The growing 
needs for housing and services combined with inadequate 
planning pose huge challenges for local governments. 
Authorities may also need improved data systems and tools 
to make informed planning decisions. Structural barriers, 
such as poor or ineffective governance, weak regulatory 

pose further challenges. 

The GFCP recognises the potential to leverage 
the strengths of  cities facing complex urban challenges. It 
tackles the systemic barriers in cities in emerging economy 
cities by building local capacity for long-term sustainable 
urban development. 









To tackle the interwoven challenges facing cities in 
the Decade of  Action, the GFCP seeks to go beyond the 
“business-as-usual“ approach to sustainable development. 
The Programme presents a unique opportunity for sharing 
best practices and lessons learned about how multi-partner 
endeavours can be designed and implemented to accelerate 
local SDG implementation. This is especially relevant 
since international donors, United Nations agencies, and 

into urban development projects. 

The GFCP has helped build the capacity of  local 
authorities to steer private sector delivery partners to 
address the most pressing needs of  cities and communities 
and integrate social, environmental, institutional, and 

By incorporating UN-Habitat‘s SDG Project 
Assessment Tool (hereafter referred to as the SDG Tool)23

into project design it has guided project partners to localise 
the SDGs, thus enhancing the quality of  projects. The 
tool helped embed projects in the local context, ensuring 
alignment with the SDGs and identifying constraints and 
opportunities for maximising impact in the short, medium, 
and long term.

The GFCP shows how structuring international 
multi-partner urban development programmes around 
local SDG implementation enables donors and 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Using the 
SDGs as a guiding framework offers value for money. It 
makes projects more resilient to climate change and other 
impacts, lowering the risk for investors, while providing 
opportunities for alternative funding and revenue streams. 
By applying the innovative SDG Tool, which translates 
the SDGs into achievable project actions, the programme 
shows how the SDGs can be integrated in project 
development and design. The GFCP also demonstrates 
how sharing knowledge and experiences between global 

and local partners contributes to increased awareness 
and understanding of  the SDGs, along with peer-to-peer 
learning about how to achieve them.    

Based on experiences in the GFCP, this report 
provides guidance for future urban development 
programmes. It shows how UN-Habitat can guide 
and support cities in integrating SDGs into their 

factors that donors, private sector delivery partners, and 
local authorities need to consider when designing and 
implementing a multi-partner programme like the GFCP. 
These include:

Delivering a global programme with 
a transformative and interdisciplinary 
approach that fosters collaboration between 
diverse partners from different sectors to 
achieve and accelerate the SDGs (Chapter 2). 

Performing a thorough assessment during 
a programme’s foundational phase to 

interventions, get stakeholder buy-in, and lay 
the foundations for project success (Chapter 3).

Using UN-Habitat‘s SDG Tool to link 
project outcomes with the SDGs via a long-
term impact-oriented approach that bring 
partners together with a “common vision” for 
project delivery (Chapter 4).

Building the capacity of  local governments 
and promoting peer-to-peer learning to 

to project execution (Chapter 5).

Linking SDG-oriented projects with 
 to ensure 

that projects reach execution (Chapter 6).



Box 1.4
Learnings from the GFCP





Complex global programmes require a robust 
framework for collaboration while remaining agile and 
able to adapt to changing circumstances. The GFCP 
involves a diverse mix of  partners from multiple sectors, 
countries, and cities.

This chapter addresses some of  the key factors to 
consider for multi-partner collaboration and effective 
programme delivery to accelerate action on the SDGs. 
It also highlights additional aspects of  programme 
delivery, such as the value of  working with a strategic 
partner and knowledge broker.



 A transformative approach to urban development 
should consider replication and scalability, locally and 
globally. This requires “thinking outside the box” and 
incorporating innovative approaches. To promote 
replicability of  projects, the GFCP worked simultaneously 
at different levels (project, country, programme and 
global), allowing the exchange of  learnings and best 
practices between city authorities, delivery partners, and 
other stakeholders, and raising awareness of  critical issues 
for project implementation.

 The GFCP aims to maximise inclusivity, 
promoting gender equality and economic empowerment 
for women and under-represented groups. It builds upon a 
Theory of  Change approach rooted in the need to address 
systemic barriers to urban prosperity.

 At the same time, dealing with intertwined urban 
challenges requires an interdisciplinary approach that 
draws on the expertise of  a variety of  urban experts 
with experience in planning, Gender Equality and Social 

 For programmes to be transformative and lead to 
change on the ground in cities, they need to add value 
to people’s lives, harness potential synergetic effects, 
enhance value for money, and leverage additional support 
and investment. They need to address systemic barriers to 
development and empower vulnerable groups.  

 A transformative approach to urban development 
targets the institutional settings (e.g., governmental 
agencies and regulatory bodies) and sectors that need to be 
involved to drive change, maximise impact, and promote 
long-term sustainability. 

 To meet its transformational agenda, the GFCP 
integrated three core components: 

An impact-oriented approach to project 
development guided by the SDGs . 

A capacity building programme for city 
authorities to address systemic changes needed 
to support long-term project implementation 
and governance.

A strategy for building and sharing 
knowledge to drive sustainable urbanisation 
within the programme and beyond.



A multi-layer programme set-up calls for close collaboration 
and coordination among all partners, horizontally and 
vertically. The GFCP highlights key factors to consider 
when working in collaboration with international and local 
partners.
 
1.  Programmes need to establish buy-in from  

 local and national governments 
 
 When operating in different contexts, it is crucial 
to align projects with relevant government entities, from 
national to local level. To enhance impact and ensure 
success, urban development projects need to align with 
a city’s larger vision and strategy as well as national urban 
policies. They also need to adhere to national and local 
regulations. A project can be the catalyst for adjusting or 
upgrading regulatory frameworks and institutional settings. 
For example, the GFCP project in Lagos, Nigeria, resulted 
in a new set of  urban renewal guidelines that have been 
endorsed by the Lagos State Urban Renewal Authority. 

 To engage relevant local government departments 
early in the GFCP, government representatives were 
invited to charettes and validation workshops. This helped 
to start building the necessary buy-in and ownership of  
the projects (see Chapter 3). In some countries, such as 
Indonesia, the United Nations Strategic Cooperation 
Development Framework was used to brief  the national 
government on GFCP activities.    

2.  Governance structures promote local   
 stewardship

 
 Embedding projects in relevant government 
departments helps promote stewardship. This is especially 
important for programmes, like the GFCP, that span 
several years. It helps make projects resilient to changes 
in government personnel, political cycles, changing city 
needs and priorities, and shocks like a pandemic.

 Before launching the GFCP’s Implementation 
Phase in 2019, UN-Habitat prepared initial governance 

government departments and individuals in each city to 
act as focal points and take responsibility for moving the 
projects forward.

 A holistic approach is necessary when developing 
governance structures. Relevant city departments need 
to be consulted during the process to ensure cross-

roles and responsibilities for project implementation. 
Governance structures should also identify relevant 
actors for project execution and operation, as well as the 

project (see Chapter 6). For example, the Iskandar Regional 
Development Authority in Malaysia is establishing a 
state-wide Transport Council after identifying the need 
for it through the GFCP project for developing a Smart 
Integrated Mobility Management System (SIMMS).

3.  Local presence is vital

 When working in different cities, multi-partner 

the GFCP, the UK FCDO’s local posts, delivery partners, 

and Local Strategic Advisors (LSAs) -- urban experts on 
the ground in each country -- established relations early 
on with city authorities. The UK FCDO’s local posts 
were instrumental in advancing the projects, providing 
direction on a day-to-day basis, and addressing emerging 
challenges. UN-Habitat’s LSAs strengthened relationships 
with city authorities, interpreting the local context and 
providing recommendations for project development. 
When bidding on the projects, delivery partners had to 
demonstrate local experience and presence. This proved 
critical to project success.



4.  Mutual understanding is key

 If  correctly managed, diverse partnerships can 
advance innovative urban development projects. However, 
having many actors involved, each with different cultural 
and geographical backgrounds, can create space for 

each partner, and establishing lines of  communication 
and reporting, from the outset is key. At the same time, 
city governments have different levels of  capacity, which 
means knowledge and tools need to be adapted for the 
local context.  

 Clear procurement criteria, operational set-
ups, and regularising agreements provide partners with 
a framework for programme delivery. This framework 
needs to be made applicable for the local context to guide 
day-to-day operations. UN-Habitat‘s LSAs played a key 
role in translating the programme framework to make it 
relevant to the local context.   

 In the GFCP, all project partners shared 
updates, requests, and concerns about the programme’s 
implementation in each country via periodic in-country 
steering committees. The UK FCDO’s local posts 
established lines of  communication with different partners 

of  potential issues. To build upon cross-country learnings 
and ensure effective programme-level coordination, 
a programme steering board was established with 
representatives from UN-Habitat and the UK FCDO. 

 Online meetings with programme partners, such 
as capacity building sessions (see Chapter 5) and Expert 
Group Meetings on UN-Habitat‘s SDG Tool (see Chapter 
4) helped further build mutual understanding. 

5.  Inclusive participatory processes empower  
 diverse stakeholders 

 Relevant stakeholders and communities should 
be informed about project development from the start. 
They should be given the opportunity to share their 
perspectives through participatory processes and take part 

implementation.
 
 Engagement should be inclusive and focus on 
GESI. Women, youth, elder people, informal workers, 
migrants, persons with disabilities, those living in low-
income communities, and other vulnerable groups need to 
be included. Involving these stakeholders as collaborators 
empowers them to have a say in decisions that affect their 
experience of  the city. Stakeholders such as academics, 
non-governmental organisations, and professional groups 
relevant to the project’s focus should also be engaged.

 In the GFCP, focus group discussions with 
groups, such as women, youth, elder persons, and 
persons with disabilities, have been used to increase the 

24  In Ankara, as part 
of  the project Increasing Quality and Accessibility of  
Streets in Çankaya Neighbourhoods women shared their 
needs through participatory workshops, which lead to 

to increase safety. The Earthquake Preparedness Strategy 
for Surabaya project offered tailored training to persons 
with disabilities since this group was not previously 
aware of  earthquake preparedness. In Malaysia, GESI 
Consultative Groups for both Iskandar Malaysia and 
Melaka were established, consisting of  representatives 
from the marginalised groups involved in project 
Technical and Steering Committee meetings and capacity 
building sessions. The representatives were also brought 
into GFCP presentations in public forums such as the 
Malaysia Urban Forum.



Appropriate timing for participatory processes 
should be embedded in delivery partners’ workplans. It 
should also be clear how people can contribute and what 
will be done with their inputs to manage expectations. 
Project partners need to communicate about when 
stakeholder engagement will take place, clarify how 
inputs will be addressed, and share updates about project 
development and implementation. 

6. The SDGs offer a shared framework to guide 
project delivery

The 17 SDGs underpin a “shared blueprint for 
peace and prosperity for people and the planet.”25  The 
global goals can be seen as an umbrella that covers all 
the critical aspects of  sustainable urban development. 

They provide a powerful framework to steer different 
development partners towards a “common vision” 
that guides project delivery. The GFCP projects were 
aligned with the SDGs from the start (see Chapter 3) and 
periodically assessed via UN-Habitat’s SDG Tool, which 

(see Chapter 4). 

SDG workshops were held for each project. These 
proved to be a “powerful tool for keeping everybody’s 
attention focused on the ultimate goal - not just the delivery 
partners and the UK FCDO programme and project 
teams but, critically, the municipal and city authorities,” 
says the UK FCDO’s Peter Turner, Programme Lead for 
the GFCP.









Collaborations between different sectors and 
disciplines across international borders can be complex. 
The GFCP shows the value of  including an entity that 
acts as a strategic partner, providing technical support 
to facilitate activities on the ground and managing and 
sharing knowledge across the programme. 

In the GFCP, UN-Habitat provided strategic and 
technical advice to: 
• Identify transformative interventions and empower 

local authorities and delivery partners to enhance 
project alignment with the SDGs.

• Strengthen municipal planning and management 
capacities. 

• Promote city-to-city learning and knowledge 
management and sharing.

UN-Habitat, as an independent partner, supported 
the projects without being compromised by economic or 
political agendas. Rather, the agency sought opportunities 
to enhance and maximise the quality of  the projects and 
promote their long-term sustainability. In this role, UN-
Habitat helped build trust among city authorities.

In the early stages of  the GFCP, UN-Habitat 

for procurement, and assisted in selecting delivery 
partners.31   The agency facilitated local development 
processes at the project level and provided advice, guided 
by international practices and standards.

With a core team of  experts at UN-Habitat’s 
headquarters, supplemented by local experts on the ground 
(the LSAs), UN-Habitat is well positioned to collect 
information and data, and gather insights on the local 
context to swiftly address emerging issues, or requests, 
from the donor, delivery partners, local authorities, and 
communities. 

“UN-Habitat helped the cities look at things 
in a systematic way,” notes Elizabeth Milsom, former 
Programme Lead for the GFCP. The agency set up the 
SDGs framework and showed cities how they could move 
toward meeting their SDG targets, she says.   

UN-Habitat is mandated by member states to 
promote and advocate for sustainable urbanisation. It is 
well-positioned to cross-reference global trends, practices, 
and standards, and make these relevant to the local context.  
In the GFCP, UN-Habitat acted as an interface for global 
and local exchange of  knowledge and information.  

For future global programmes, UN-Habitat 
strives to provide support to cities who wish to promote 
sustainable urbanisation that contributes to action on the 
SDGs. The agency seeks to partner with international 
donors and others to support localising the SDGs 
framework into concrete project actions, build the capacity 
of  local authorities, and provide technical and policy 
advice based on global and strategic knowledge.



 Large global programmes are subject to changing 

should be designed in a way that enables them to respond 
to changing circumstances.

 The GFCP proved adaptable to change, including 
the unforeseen impacts of  the pandemic. One factor 
contributing to this agility is that the UK Prosperity Fund 
has a medium risk appetite. Donors who implement 
programmes spanning multiple countries, cities, and 
projects need to be aware of  risks to project success and 
understand that if  a few projects do not succeed, this does 
not mean that the entire programme fails, advises the UK 
FCDO’s Peter Turner.  
 
 At the programme level, the GFCP experienced 

reprioritisation due to cuts in Overseas Development 
Assistance (ODA) meant that all partners had to review 
the projects and identify opportunities for making project 

development more cost-effective. This required joint 

components that could be deferred or cancelled without 
compromising on project quality. Secondly, the pandemic 
forced partners to adopt alternative modalities for 
delivery. Many meetings, data gathering, and stakeholder 
consultations were done virtually. For example, in Belo 
Horizonte, Brazil, and Lagos digital surveys and apps 
were used to gather citizen inputs on the projects. Along 
with impacting project development, this led to UN-
Habitat and UKBEAG redesigning the capacity building 
programme so that it was delivered online (see Chapter 5).

 At the project level, some city authorities 
requested an initial change in project scope due to a change 
in need and/or interest. Later in the development process 
there were also changes, where for example two projects 
merged or were sub-divided. What helped the GFCP 
with this was having in-country UK FCDO Programme 
Managers communicating with the Programme Lead in 
London about project aspects that needed to change.32  
UN-Habitat’s LSAs also played a pivotal role as facilitators 
in negotiations between city authorities and delivery 
partners, and as advisors to the UK FCDO’s local posts, 
both for scope change requests and budget reprioritisation.

among delivery partners to technically re-scope and align 
available expertise to the change. Necessary approval from 
the donor is also required. This can be done by using an 
adaptive management approach. For example, in South 
Africa, when developing the work plan for the three-

year, Future Cities South Africa (FCSA) decided not to 
develop highly detailed annual plans with full resource 
allocations for tasks. Rather, FCSA opted to treat the year 

decision-making moment at which the rest of  the project 
would be informed by everything learned to date.” 33 



• The global SDGs framework (particularly at the level 

public, private, and international partners for project 
development and delivery.

• Having partners with established local presence in 
each country was a strength of  the GFCP, since they 
brought valuable local knowledge to the projects.    

• Active and continuous engagement by the UK FCDO 
through local posts helped ensure local coordination 
of  projects on all ends.

• Active involvement of  city authorities in project 
decision-making processes was shown to be a best 
practice for ensuring local ownership and adequacy 
of  projects.

• Multi-year programmes with a moderate to high risk 
appetite can be agile. The GFCP was able to adapt 
to the challenges of  the global pandemic and budget 
cuts.








