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Introduction

Chapter 2

Global Goal, Local Context: Pathways 
to Sustainable Urban Development in 
Lagos, Nigeria

Taibat Lawanson, Basirat Oyalowo and Timothy Nubi

Abstract This chapter argues that at the core of the opportunity to deliver 
sustainable urban development in Nigeria is the lack of capacity to mainstream 
global goals at the municipal level. The chapter thus address the following 
questions: Who is responsible for local implementation of the global development 
agenda? What mechanisms should be in place for local implementation? How can 
local capacities be strengthened for effective delivery of sustainable urban 
development? In doing this, we critically assess the challenges of localising the 
global agenda by focusing on SDG11 and its application in Lagos, Nigeria's largest 
city. A content analysis of SDG11 and the Lagos State Development Plan reveals 
major gaps in the development approach of the state, while other findings reveal 
that paucity of data, weak institutional capacity as well as poor governance 
strategies are major impediments to mainstreaming SDG11 in Lagos. The chapter 
concludes by recommending some approaches to conciliate the global agenda with 
local exigencies, such as local capacity building and inclusive development 

Global development agreements have become the tool for reaching consensus and 
providing directions for policies, programmes and projects to be implemented at 
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regional, national and sub-national levels for holistic economic and social development. 
In September 2000, the heads of state of 150 United Nations (UN) member countries 
signed the Millennium Declaration in the American state of New York, thus affirming 
their commitment to the attainment of eight Development Goals with 18 specific targets 
to be achieved by 2015 and to be measured with 48 indicators. These goals are believed 
to be the most comprehensive set of goals for global development and reflect the need 
to significantly improve the quality of human life in developing countries. 

Like most pacts on international development, the MDGs are meant to be broken 
down to national and sub-national levels for implementation. In the review of the 
Millennium Development Goals, the need for incorporating environmental concern, 
economic development and social justice into global development goals produced 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015. Oleribe and Taylor-Robinson 
(2016) stated that Nigeria failed to meet any of the MDG targets due to a multiplicity 
of health system issues as well as political and systemic challenges, including a top-
down approach to implementation. As reflected in its precursor, sustainable urban 
development became a global imperative in the Sustainable Development goals 
(SDG). Goal 11 is dedicated to making cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 
(UN, 2015). This eleventh goal is thus the focus of this chapter, given that Lagos is 
not only a megacity but also one of the fastest-growing cities in Africa.

Furthermore, in 2016, the New Urban Agenda (NUA) was signed by member 
countries of the United Nations (Habitat III, 2016), including Nigeria. The NUA 
affirmed “a global commitment to sustainable urban development as a critical step for 
realising sustainable development in an integrated and coordinated manner at the 
global, regional, national, sub-national and local levels, with the participation of all 
relevant actors (UN-Habitat, 2017). The NUA was thus developed as a tool for 
implementing the SDGs. Even though signed at the national level, many of the targets 
of both the SDGs and NUA are implementable at the sub-national and municipal 
levels (Satterthwaite, 2016). It is, therefore, necessary to examine these agreements in 
the light of development priorities at the sub-national and municipal levels. 

Current urbanisation trends in many African cities are accompanied by significant 
social and environmental challenges such as poverty, informality, deplorable state of 
infrastructure, poor basic services, conflicts in resource control, as well as rising 
inequality and social exclusion. Lagos, Nigeria's commercial centre, is home to a 
population of over 23 million residents (LASG, 2015) who daily grapple with challenges 
of infrastructure, overpopulation, poverty and inequality, all of which are key issues that 
the SDGs are meant to address. Being a signatory to several development agreements, 
including the SDGs protocol, Nigeria can only successfully meet the set targets by 
aligning local and international development priorities. Ensuring such an alignment will 
facilitate the seamless localisation and achievement of goals. However, when there are 
contradictions, the policy 'import' could have unintended negative consequences. 

How these issues are addressed will determine the effectiveness of any global 
urban development agenda. This chapter, therefore, investigates the challenges of 
localising global agendas while also exploring the contents of the urban focus of 
(SDG11) and its applicability to the Nigerian local urban context, specifically 
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Lagos. It outlines the functions and capacities of local governance institutions by 
addressing the following questions:

(i) Who is responsible for local implementation and how successful have they been? 
(ii) What mechanisms are available for local implementation?
(iii) How successful are local practices that align with the SDGs?
(iv) How can local capacities be strengthened for effective delivery of sustainable 

urban development in Nigeria? 

The chapter is based on a qualitative research design, with content analysis of 
two major policy documents, the UN's Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 
the Lagos State Development Plan 2012-2025 (LSDP 2012-2025). The SDGs 
document is available on the UN's dedicated website. The LSDP 2012-2025 is a 
sub-national strategic document that is a roadmap for the infrastructural, economic 
and social development of Lagos for the 13-year period. Following general 
procedures associated with the content analysis methodology, the areas of interest 
in each document are identified. The goals, targets and indicators of SDG 11 are 
identified as the specific content to be analysed from the SDGs, while the indicators 
of the LSDP are the major focus of the analysis. An alignment of the monitoring 
indicators of SDG 11 and the LSDP indicators is then done. The reporting is done in 
a tabular form, with additional data from secondary sources. After this, a deductive 
process is adopted as the basis for drawing out the findings. 

Assessing the Effectiveness of Local Implementation of SDGs

The sustainable city concept stresses the need to promote environmental safety, 
social inclusiveness and economic productivity at once. This concept becomes 
operational in cities through implementation of SDG 11, the Urban SDG, which is 
themed “making cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable.” According to Satterthwaite (2016), for global development 
agreements such as the SDGs to work, they must be relevant on the urban scale – to 
urban governments, urban dwellers, politicians, civil servants and civil society 
groups. They must also be within the capacity of urban governments to implement.

While there are many SDGs-related programmes by civil-society actors, until 
1June 2019,  there was no targeted state or local government programme attempting to 

address any of the SDG-related targets or indicators. However, a perusal of the LSDP 
2012-2025, which is the most comprehensive plan to address the urban development 
challenges of Lagos, reveals a clear alignment with many SDG goals. Therefore, the 
following section will attempt to establish the linkage between SDG11 and the 
operative urban development priorities of Lagos as articulated in the LSDP 2012-
2025. In this way, we can determine if Satterthwaite’s position holds true for Lagos.  

1 The Lagos State Government instituted an Office for SDGs and Investment in June 2019
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There are clear alignments between the targets of SDG11 and the LSDP 2012-2025. 
Even though the Lagos State Government did not categorically set out to implement 
the SDGs, many activities of the various ministries and agencies remain relevant. 
The Lagos Global Office, hitherto focused on attracting international investments 
to the state, has been expanded to cover implementation of the SDGs. A Special 
Adviser to the Governor on SDGs and Investment was appointed with broad 
responsibilities to promote the SDGs and investment in Lagos and in collaboration 
with relevant agencies, to monitor and measure outcomes and impacts of all SDGs-
related projects. The impact of this office is yet to be evaluated, as the office is still 
in the infancy stage.

Nevertheless, the analysis above shows that the capacity of the Lagos State 
institutional framework to achieve her SDGs-related targets remains suboptimal. 
Local/municipal governments were marginally involved in the activities 
highlighted. This is largely because the Nigerian local government system is 
structurally incapacitated due to constitutional limitations as well as technical 
know-how (Agunbiade & Olajide, 2016). This position corroborates the view by 
Hardoy (2017) that while SDG11 is relevant to the urban scale, encapsulating many 
provisions of municipal development, the capacity of sub-national governments to 
implement is still precarious. 

Mechanisms for Local Implementation

Extant literature highlights three important elements that must be in place for 
effective implementation of any urban development agenda (Fabre, 2017), viz:

(i) Governance structures
(ii) Means of implementation 
(iii) Evidence base and practical guidance 

Aspects of these three elements are now discussed in the context of Lagos and 
the local implementation of SDGs. 

Governance Structures 

The New Urban Agenda recognises the need to “strengthen urban governance with 
sound institutions and mechanisms that empower and include urban stakeholders in 
urban development plans to enable social inclusion, inclusive, and sustainable 
economic growth and environmental protection”.

Since Nigeria's independence in 1960, the official structure of government has 
been based on three distinct administrative levels—national, state and local 
government—each with defined spheres of jurisdiction and constitutional 
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functions. Of particular importance to the implementation of both the NUA and the 
SDGs is the role of local governments, as all the 774 constitutionally recognised 
local government area headquarters in Nigeria are regarded as urban centres in the 
1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (The Federal Government of 
Nigeria, 1999) and in the National Urban Development Policy of 2006 (Ministry of 
Housing and Urban Development, 2006).

Local governments are generally modelled to serve three purposes. First, they 
are a mechanism for democratic participation and inclusive governance. Second, 
they are an efficient service delivery tool for providing social services and basic 
infrastructure. Three, they are a tool for national development and a medium 
through which the grassroots can share in the national wealth (Osasona, 2015). 
Efficient functioning of the urban (local) governance system is central to achieving 
inclusive and sustainable urban service delivery and, by extension, the new urban 
agenda and SDG 11 (Agunbiade & Olajide, 2016). 

As observed by Pieterse (2015), good urban governance involves complex 
interactions between various actors—government (local, state and federal), civil 
organisations, individuals, households—all working together to reduce urban 
challenges and enhance opportunities. However, the contestation between various 
levels of government and the marginalisation of the local government system in 
Nigeria makes this an onerous task. According to Pieterse (2015), the municipal 
governance system is often rendered incapacitated to perform its statutory 
responsibilities of urban service provision. 

No doubt, local governments are typically weak in terms of logistics and 
human resources, even in primate cities like Lagos (Lawanson & Oduwaye, 2014). 
With state governments exerting fiscal control, most local governments function as 
mere administrative extensions of the state, a situation that has become common in 
the country (Khemani, 2001). In Lagos, for instance, the 2003 Lagos Local 
Government (Administrative) Law empowers the state government to oversee the 
affairs of the entire local government system through the State Ministry of Local 
Government Affairs. It also restricts the sources from which local governments can 
raise funds to much less than what the Nigerian Constitution allows. 

The urban planning hierarchy is also tripartite, given the provisions of the 
Nigerian Urban and Regional Planning Law of 1992 Decree 88 of 1992, which 
allows for a Federal Planning Commission, state planning board and local planning 
authorities.  However, 28 years later, there is still no national planning commission, 
with only 13 states having domesticated the law (NITP, 2016) and fewer still 
implementing it. The local planning authorities are mostly redundant, lacking 
capacity where they exist at all (Lawanson, 2016; Abubakar, Lawanson, & Sodangi, 
2020). The situation in Lagos State, where there is a functional Urban and Regional 
Planning Law 2010, as well as a vibrant planning administration framework, is such 
that the hierarchy of operation is highly centralised (Agunbiade & Ewedairo, 2014). 

The 2010 law allows for the creation of “Local Planning Permit Offices in 
cooperation with the Local Governments and Local Development Areas for the 
discharge of its functions at the Local Government level with the approval of the 
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Governor on recommendation of the Commissioner.” This limits the role of local 
planning offices to development control alone (Adediran, 2017). Furthermore, the 
failure of the law to recognise that some of the constitutional functions of the local 
government (e.g., the establishment and maintenance of cemeteries, slaughter 
houses, markets, motor parks, public conveniences, as well as the control and 
regulation of outdoor advertising, etc.) presupposes that local planning authorities 
would be established to coordinate physical planning and development within their 
areas of jurisdiction. Thus, this takes away the opportunities for participatory 
community-led development and municipal-level planning and illustrates how the 
Nigerian governance framework fails in translating national policies to local 
realities, further underscoring the importance of providing structures for localising 
international agreements and policies.  

The urban planning regulatory framework is also largely autocratic and based 
on a 'top-down' perception of the planner-citizen relationship. A typical example is 
the Lagos State Urban and Regional Planning Law of 2010, which is replete with 
words like demolish, demolition, pull down, seal up, ejected, zero tolerance and 
forfeiture, reminiscent of Nigeria's colonial and military past and perpetuating the 
long-held belief that development control is primarily for enforcement rather than 
a set of activities for ensuring building quality and environmental safety 
(Agunbiade & Ewedairo, 2014). Also indicative of this mindset is the failure to set 
up an Appeal Committee as provided for in the 2010 law (Lagos State 
Government, 2010) to provide an avenue for residents to seek redress on the 

2actions of the planning agencies.   
Both the SDGs and the NUA emphasise that urban areas and urban planning 

will be expected to deal with all the key global issues. However, this urban 
paradigm shift is very different from current planning practices in Nigeria 
(Agunbiade & Olajide, 2016), as it refers directly to the acceptance and inclusion of 
informality, rural-urban continuum, density, mixed use, public transport, 
environmental priorities and plans shaped by a connected and high-quality public 
space. It also includes the promotion and preservation of cultural heritage, as well 
as upholding of the principles of an inclusive, rights-based approach to urban 
development. 

Means of Implementation 

One of the most pressing challenges for addressing the SDGs in urban areas is 
having urban governments with the technical and financial capacity required to 
act. Available data on municipal finance in Nigerian cities shows limited 
investment capacity, with budgets being as low as US$20 per capita in some cases 
(see Table 2.2). 

2 

  December 2019.
The Physical Planning and Building Controls Appeals committee was inaugurated in

T. Lawanson, et al.22



Table 2.2  Budgetary analysis for selected Nigerian cities

City (2013) Own source revenue($) Own source revenue/ capita($) Budget ($) Budget/capita ($)

Lagos 2,000,000,000 91 3,000,000,000 145

Ibadan 420,600,000 1 7,900,000 20

Oyo 705 3 11,500,000 0

Gombe 393,500 1 22,600,000 66

Source  UN-Habitat Global Municipal Database (2018)

In many cases, cities are burdened with large populations from rural-urban 
migration, unemployment and dearth of robust economic bases. In Nigeria, both the 
state and local governments typically rely on federal allocations, which have been 
dwindling and insufficient to meet these needs (Babatunde, 2010). It is, therefore, 
necessary to strengthen the financial base of urban governments to improve 
implementation capacities by encouraging the development of alternative but 
equitable revenue bases. Lagos, by virtue of her status as Nigeria's economic and 
financial hub, has a broad revenue base and is able to generate significant funds 
across sectors, including the informal economy. 

Drawing on the work of Rose (1993), Benson (2009) observes that the growing 
participation of national governments in international and supranational forms of 
governance ensures that policy transfer occurs through different mechanisms such 
as copying, adaptation, hybridisation, synthesis and inspiration. Invariably, these 
mechanisms lead to various depths of localisation. In copying, for instance, the 
level of localisation is low, as governments enact programmes that are already in 
effect in other countries, a process described as “copying-and-pasting.” Beznez 
(2009) and  Nubi, Oyalowo and Muraina (2018) observe the inefficiency of this 
approach in reference to regeneration projects, noting that in developing countries 
such as Turkey and Tallinn, the “copying-and-pasting” of foreign approaches to 
waterfront regeneration has led to lack of community acceptance, stiff resistance by 
civil-society organisations and, eventually, failure to realise project objectives.

What is required, therefore, is understanding the successes and failures of different 
aspects of policies and then using these to develop new programmes that are suitable for 
the local context. Policymakers are, therefore, required to first expand their horizon, and 
to be aware of policymaking processes and outcomes in comparable contexts. They are 
required to understand deeply their own local contexts and be imbued with the skills to 
determine, at any one time and for any given problem, the appropriate approach to use. 

Regarding the international development agenda, the policy transfer 
continuum demands greater understanding of what may be described as the 
baseline stage of the recipient country, that is, previous policy commitments at both 
the local and international levels. They will also work within constraints relating to 
the internal political environment, such as the depth of the need and demand for 
change in the policy area, the complexity of the policy to be transferred, the clarity 
of the processes, indicators and benchmarks of the policy, as well as the relevance of 
the policy to the circumstances of local stakeholders. 

In their examination of the transfer of neoliberal policy to the housing sector of 
developing countries, Olunubi and Oyalowo (2010) recommend the following for 
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successful localisation: an understanding of the operation and effectiveness of the 
policy in its home country, local institutional factors, structures and processes in 
both originating and recipient countries, the role of agents (politicians, policy staff) 
in championing change transfer and redesigning to fit the local context and still 
meet desired objectives. Apart from financial capacities and policy fit, there is also a 
need to strengthen the capacity of the urban governance system. In doing this, 
municipal governments are encouraged and supported to act through membership 
of city networks. This aligns directly with SDG 17, which stresses the importance of 
global partnerships for sustainable development.

City networks provide opportunities for peer learning, capacity building and 
facilitating the participation of this often poorly represented constituency in global 
processes under the aegis of the Global Taskforce of Local and Regional 
Governments, which is the umbrella network for facilitating the participation of 
local governments in UN processes and undertake joint advocacy relating to 
international policy processes, particularly the climate change agenda, sustainable 
development goals and Habitat III. Nigerian participation is practically non-
existent, although the Lagos State government is the most prominent Nigerian actor 
on these networks. Sadly, there is not much evidence around the state of any 
benefits from belonging to such networks (See Table 2.3).

Table 2.3  Nigerian membership of Urban Governance Networks

Organisation Objective Nigerian Membership 

(Local Governments For 
Sustainability) -  ICLEI committed to building a sustainable future - Isoko South LGA, 

- Lagos State Government
- Ajeromi Ifelodun LGA
- Mushin LGA

Cities Climate Leadership Network of 90 large cities committed to addressing - Lagos State Government
Group -  C40 climate change and building a sustainable urban future

Rockefeller Foundation Network of 300 cities dedicated to helping cities around the - Enugu State Government
Resilient Cities Network world become more resilient to the physical social and - Lagos State Government
 – 100RC economic challenges that are a growing part of the 21st Century 

Commonwealth Local Network of 200 cities across the Commonwealth working to - ALGON
Government Forum promote and strengthen democratic local government and to
 - CLGF encourage the exchange of best practices through conferences, 

technical assistance projects and research 

The Network Of Regional Global network of 50 states, regions and provinces in the field - Cross River State 
Governments For of climate change, biodiversity and sustainable development, Government
Sustainable Development particularly following the mandates of UN Conventions
-  NRG4SD and agendas

United Cities and Local Network of 240,000 sub-national bodies supporting international - Office of the Secretary to
Governments cooperation between cities and their associations, and facilitating the Federal Republic of

programmes, networks and partnerships to build the capacities of Nigeria
local governments 

Global Covenant of International alliance  of 9,149 cities and local governments - Lagos State Government
Mayors with a shared long-term vision of promoting and supporting - Isoko South LGA

voluntary action to combat climate change and move to a low 
emission, resilient society

Source  ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability (2020); C40 Cities (2020); 100 Resilient 
Cities (2020); Commonwealth Local Government Forum (2020); Regions 4 Sustainable 
Development (2020); United Cities and Local Governments (2020); Global Covenant of 
Mayors for Climate & Energy (2020).

Global network of 1500 cities and local governments - Ido LGA, Oyo state

T. Lawanson, et al.24



Evidence Base and Practical Guidance 

When the system allows for participatory local processes, it is easier to meet the long 
list of needs by a diverse range of groups, for only by investing in local processes 
will the SDGs and the New Urban Agenda be achieved. The SDGs stress the need for 
monitoring progress and outlining a long list of indicators to do so (United Nations, 
2020). However, disaggregated data at the municipal level needed to design and 
implement required interventions are quite limited. Nigeria mostly relies on data 
collected by national and international agencies that do not produce local-level 
datasets (National Bureau of Statistics, 2020). State and local government surveys 
are not usually consistent and often do not have sample sizes large enough to provide 
relevant disaggregated data to urban governments (Lagos Bureau of Statistics, 
2020). While censuses should provide this, figures from the 2006 Nigerian 
Population Census data are yet to be fully released (National Population 
Commission of Nigeria, 2020), even though the next one is several years overdue. 

Providing the evidence base for urban decision-making and ensuring 
innovative solutions to challenges require interdisciplinary collaborations using a 
co-production framework. It is essential that urban knowledge and urban solutions 
are co-created by representatives of the political, research, business and civil-
society communities. Co-production in the context of urban development is an 
opportunity for relevant stakeholders to work collaboratively to enhance 
understanding of urban issues, inform appropriate actions, produce defensible 
policy and increase the legibility of policy (Patel, 2014). Furthermore, co-
production of knowledge by academics, practitioners and civil society actors is 
critical to developing workable city-level solutions to pressing African urban 
development problems (Marrengane, 2014).  

Strengthening Local Capacity for Effective Delivery 

In strengthening local capacity for effective delivery of the SDGs and NUA, it is 
important to frame the narrative within the context of the three necessary elements 
discussed earlier: governance structures, means of implementation and evidence 
base. Therefore, it is recommended that local government reforms be instituted as a 
first step, as this will necessitate promoting constitutional amendments that 
establish the autonomy of the local government system and recognise it as a key 
lever of governance. This will be followed by capacity building for local actors—  
politicians, local government officials and civil society groups—through well-
resourced programmes aimed at improving the capacity of community leaders and 
public institutions to engage in dialogue and support a collaborative approach to 
development. Peer learning through membership of city networks and inter-
municipal cooperation is also important.
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In providing avenues to localise policies further, there is a need to “practice 
urbanisation at scale”. This requires acknowledging multi-level settlement 
structures—from the hamlet to the megacity, and importantly, the rural-urban 
continuum. Thus, the establishment of appropriate platforms for service delivery, 
citizen engagement and regional development at various levels of human 
agglomeration is key. Local planning authorities should be restored, the local 
government system should be reinvigorated and opportunities for community-led 
projects should be explored. Disaggregated and localised data collection and needs 
assessment should be collected in the bid to ensure that contextualised solutions are 
co-produced at the required geographic scale.

The strength of legal institutional frameworks needs to be deepened. It is 
necessary that the appropriate institutional and regulatory frameworks for delivering 
the SDGs and NUA are outlined and enabled. Bureaucratic challenges should be 
addressed and an integrated governance system that leverages on technology can be 
put in place. Furthermore, there is need to revise the extant planning laws and 
policies and to institutionalise them for proper implementation. It is also important 
that the national legal and institutional frameworks are adapted to specific local 
contexts while being flexible enough to respond to changing urban dynamics. 

In all of these, it is imperative to establish collaborative governance, a process based 
on the principles of subsidiarity and decentralisation and that is a necessary prerequisite 
for inclusive service delivery and attainment of the New Urban Agenda and Sustainable 
Development Goals. Collaborations are encouraged across vertical (between different 
levels of government) and horizontal (within the same level, e.g. between ministries or 
between local governments) dimensions. Furthermore, partnerships with actors from 
civil society, academia and the private sector are also encouraged. 

Accordingly, human capital development in the urban space is required in order 
to strengthen professionalism and capacity building for urban actors. Localisation of 
the SDGs and the New Urban Agenda will require a broad process of capacity 
building. Indeed, there is need for well-resourced capacity-building programmes to 
support the transformative process of training public employees, as well as local 
leaders from civil-society organisations. A system-wide capacity-building alliance 
between national and local governments, like-minded partners (e.g., academia and 
NGOs), as well as civil-society networks and international organisations, will be 
crucial for fostering capacity building (Habitat III, 2016). Revitalising urban planning 
education and practice to reflect local realities is also necessary for changing the 
professional landscape, as well as improving the capacity and efficiency of urban 
management and administrative systems (Watson & Odendaal, 2013; Pieterse, 2008).

Conclusion 

This chapter has highlighted the need to embrace global agreements as the starting 
point on the journey to sustainable development. It has also revealed that for these 
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global agreements to be effective, they have to be viewed from a contextualised local 
lens. It is necessary to ensure that the global agreements align with local governance 
priorities and targets. Furthermore, they must be interpreted in a manner that is 
actionable at the basic neighbourhood level while being potentially scalable within a 
multilevel governance framework. The SDGs and NUA are a veritable platform for 
achieving sustainable urban development, since they provide clear measurable 
targets for catalysing action towards a preferred urban future. However, these targets 
can only be achieved when local governance capacities are strengthened, local urban 
priorities are addressed and all actors at all levels, and from all sectors, work together 
in conceptualising and implementing urban solutions that leave no one behind. 
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