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In 2015 the United Nations adopted the 17 Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs), often also referred to as the Global
Goals. SDGs are characterised by the familiar paradigm of
"Think global and act local” and the underlying assumption
that there is no "North” and “South”, but that every country
should be committed to sustainable development. SDGs are
a universal and international framework, asking all levels,
but especially the local level (explicitly addressed in Goal
11) - including government, society, scientific institutions
and business - to take action.

Glocal ambitions, however, which assume a dynamism be-
tween international ambitions on one side and innovative
local development on the other, are part of a broader trend.

We see a similar kind of translation and localisation in the
field of Human Rights Cities (Oomen, Davis & Grigolo 2016),
climate commitments, Habitat Il (the New Urban Agenda)
(Satterthwaite 2016), but also at the European level through

’

At this moment a number of discussions about ‘localising
the SDGs, human rights and The New Urban Agenda/Habi-
tat lll are coming together on the international stages. This
is not a new combination. At the beginning of the nineties,
the debate on "the right to the city” gained momentum in
South America and in the global scene as well (Garcia 2016:
115). The association “Local Governments for Sustainabil-
ity”(ICLEl) was founded in 1990 by 200 local governments
from 43 countries to promote the concept of sustainability,
and two United Nations Conferences with the same inten-
tion followed: the Earth Summit (Rio de Janeiro 1992) and
Habitat Il (Istanbul 1996). The "Local Agenda” became a
driving force in many German and Dutch communities by
motivating civil society and local administrations (often led
by the first) to implement the concept of sustainability and
international solidarity. The alter-globalisation movement
emerged, which crystallised in the organisation of World So-
cial Forums (WSFs) held since 2001. As a result, the World
Charter for the Right to the City was drafted in several WSF’s
and in additional international workshops.

Now, after the expiration of the agreements within the

framework of the United Nation’s Millennium Development
Goals, cities are challenged to take action in order to con-

Informationen zur Raumentwicklung = Heft 3/2017

the EU Urban Agenda, which was set in May 2016 by the
Pact of Amsterdam.

For many cities it is not for the first time to become and act
more sustainable. On the local level there is a long tradition
of policymaking and cooperation with local stakeholders to
improve living conditions, equal opportunities and the cre-
ation of a sustainable environment. Many of the SDGs are
also inspired by current innovative developments within
cities.

In this article we will examine firstly why we are arguing
for an “urban mainstreaming” in the agenda of global insti-
tutions, and how the local level accepts and promotes its
active role within these universal aspirations. Secondly we
will formulate some directions how this could also enhance
the international agenda of cities including their mutual
cooperation: complementing the mentioned paradigm by
“acting globally with local inspiration”.

tribute to the objectives of the SDG's and the historic agree-
ment of the international community with the 21st United
Nations Climate Conference in Paris 2015 (COP21) to fight
climate change. There are (still) many discussions about cit-
ies in these settings. The New Urban Agenda defines itself
as a contribution "to the implementation and localisation of
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in an inte-
grated manner, and to the achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and targets, including SDG 11 of
making cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resil-
ient, and sustainable.” Yet, what about the cities themselves?

International policy-makers conclude that cities should be
operated and managed in a radically different way (Reil-
ly 2017). However rarely will you find a reference how lo-
cal experiences, in turn, will impact transnational working
methods, discourses and ambitions. The text of the agenda
is based on a kind of abstract policy discourse, in which it
is difficult to imagine how it will create and stimulate new
inspirational impact from the local to the global. Often the
question arises: How should we do that? What precisely?
Who will finally do something? Therefore the urban level is
often seen as the "Deus ex Machina” that offers the solution,
a kind of wishful thinking from the global to the local level.
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The local level is not a real discussion partner yet (Chan
2016): When the European Commission organised the
opening session of the 10th European Development Days
2016 in Brussels with six Heads of State, the President of the
World Bank, the Secretary-General of the United Nations
and the Foreign Affairs Coordinator of the European Union,
no mayor or local representative of non-government organ-
isations (NGOs) was invited to speak; only one out of the
100 workshops offered during this 2-day conference was or-
ganised by the cities. While the symposium attracted 3000
participants, only six of them represented a city. For local
representatives there were obviously not enough reasons
to attend when national and international institutions and
their professionals dominate the world of international co-
operation and development. From a legal point of view one
might argue that international and development coopera-
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From local to global? Utrecht in the Netherlands

As said before: The world of global development is still
profoundly dominated by nation states and international
organisations (Chan 2016). European cities as well as cities
worldwide have created associations, networks or lobby-or-
ganisations of cities (UCLG 2016) with different capacities to
speak and negotiate in their name. The advantage is obvi-
ous, since it takes the burden from every individual city to
play constantly on the international stage. The disadvantage

tion per se is a national, not a local task and responsibility.
But this is exactly the paradigm shift of the SDGs concerning
development - we are well past the idea of development
aid in which the rich North tells the poor South what to do.
We are talking about global challenges faced by all states
and cities — each to a different extent, but all are asked for
action in their own premises. For economically stable coun-
tries such as Germany and the Netherlands ‘new’ questions
appear on the agenda: is our ecological footprint too big?
Is our consumption based on fair trade? Do we do enough
to fight inequality and social exclusion? Is life expectancy
in good health distributed fairly across the population? Is
education a fundamental right for everyone? Are our cities
resilient and safe?

In the coming years, the number of people living in cities
will increase greatly, either through national or international
migration, putting enormous pressure on sustainable solu-
tions. And thus also the laboratory character of the cities
will grow. This makes cities increasingly important actors
within the (inter-) national set of actors jointly caring about
the planet: This is the reason why cities need a say in inter-
national fora beyond the usual negotiation process where
consultancies, NGOs, companies, ministries, or agencies
decide on international agendas and declarations. Because
once the declaration has been signed, cities are left alone
in the execution and realisation of the SDGs. The facilitat-
ing effort of national and international organisations is rela-
tively small. In most cases, concerned individuals, initiatives
by small NGOs, social entrepreneurs, innovative businesses
and local authorities seek and support each other in ap-
proaches and solutions. If one considers the international
dimension and partnerships enshrined in SDG 17, cities in
general do not obtain structural funds from their national
governments, although there are some funding possibilities
especially in Germany in order to support the international
engagement of municipalities.

is that policy officers and representatives with sometimes
little working experience on the local level speak in a city’s
interest; when cities are involved just a few mayors or their
representatives participate.

At the EU level we see an interesting example of a new and
different kind of involvement of cities in international devel-
opments. An experiment has started within the framework
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of the Urban Agenda for the EU, which was established on
30 May 2016 during the Dutch EU Presidency. Partnerships
have been started on 12 important topics in which five EU
cities, Eurocities, some national governments, expert organ-
isations, and some representatives of the European Com-
mission work together to improve EU policies. It is the first
time that cities (in addition to the more official responsibili-
ties of the Committee of the Regions) work on very concrete
policy issues together with European officials in a structured
way. The experiment is also interesting since city represent-
atives should also speak on behalf of other cities, not only
representing the specific interests of their own city. They will
somehow have to express the international connectedness
with interests, problems and challenges of other cities. This
means that they should inquire about what is happening
in other cities and how they feel about certain issues. They
need to express that they also speak in the name of those
not sitting at the table. Because of the direct involvement of
cities in the international arena, the actual connectedness of
the cities and their mutual cooperation and exchange will
have to increase.

It could be the source of a dynamism that is significantly
different from what is customary in the EU with (still) 28 na-
tional interests. It might lead to a new contract - facilitat-
ed and supported by network associations - between the
supranational, relatively ‘neutral’ EU professionals and city
representatives. For the following round of EU partnerships,
a partnership on the joint realisation of the SDGs would
be an interesting next step of city involvement on the in-
ternational stage. While we are experiencing a first attempt
of direct involvement of the cities to improve international
policies, funding and regulations at the European level, such
direct involvement is extremely rare at the global level. Nev-
ertheless, international agreements like the SDGs, human

In this section we elaborate on the challenge of cities to join
forces in realising the SDGs. Many cities have a long tradi-
tion of mutual relations and cooperation. These relations
were often based on initiatives by individuals, associations,
corporations, universities, schools, churches or other organ-
isations. Sometimes they were also based on - or at least
supported by - local municipalities; sometimes it was the
personal engagement of a mayor (Martins & Alvares 2007).
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Opening of the annual conference of the European Net-
work Energy Cities on April 16, 2017, Town Hall Stuttgart

rights and the New Urban Agenda are slowly becoming a
new inspiration for more and more cities to take their first
steps on the international stage. Although the international
agreements were formulated with little cooperation from
the cities, it also encourages cities to link global aspirations
to local practices. Since the adoption of the SDGs, some cit-
ies consider how they can frame their existing policies un-
der the umbrella of the SDGs, how they could use them to
improve their own policies, and how they could learn and
cooperate internationally with other cities to meet global
challenges. It is now up to the international institutions to
equally accept cities as forerunners and innovators in prac-
tice by implementing urban mainstreaming in their policies
(Halberstam 2007).

They were often based on a theme of mutual interest or
simply the friendly relations between people. Numerous la-
bels have been used after World War Il for the international
relations of cities, such as twinning, city-to-city cooperation,
partnership or sister cities, friendship cities, international
solidarity, etc. This kind of relationship does regain impor-
tance, but a number of factors have changed the interna-
tional cooperation context of cities significantly:
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1.

2.

Due to worldwide developments like climate change,
food and water shortage, war and migration, it is increas-
ingly urgent that innovative solutions are disseminated
in a city-to-city-oriented way and spread worldwide.

The ability to communicate and to connect with other
cities and gather knowledge about what is happening
elsewhere in the world and how it relates to one’s own
city has increased significantly by new technologies.

3. The global agreements at the international level (like the

SDGs and human rights) have created a (at least invisi-
ble) relationship between cities (Lee 2014); in this sense
cities have become “partners” in the realisation of these
agreements.

The central feature of the international cooperation agen-
da for cities is increasingly its diverse forms of co-operation.
Depending on the subjects, ambition, partners or individu-
als involved, there will be a range of relationships with cities
from other places in the world. Some contours of such an
international cooperation agenda are:
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Participants from Ghana and Uganda at the
8th Cities for Mobility Congress 2016 in Stuttgart

. Global processes also take place at subnational levels,

thereby disrupting the notion of mutual exclusivity be-
tween the national and the global (Sassen 2009). Glo-
balisation has also impacted the international relations
of businesses; local economies are much more related to
markets abroad than 20 years ago.

. In comparison to the situation 20 years ago, many more

people with a migration background are living in Euro-
pean cities (Oomen 2017). The diverse character of cities
has also greatly increased the ability to connect interna-
tionally. With the heterogeneity of cities, the possible en-
gagement related to developments elsewhere was also
enhanced.

Enhanced globalisation will push cities into making clear
what their specific focus, their ambition or “offer to the
world”is. Putting the spotlight on topics that a city wants
to develop draws international attention of people (net-
works, knowledge, ideas, talent, emotions) and resources
and becomes a meeting place for more specialised inno-
vation. This focus is the starting point of a local breeding
ground for people and organisations to start a co-oper-
ation. With this in mind, cities will be looking more and
more for counterparts and partners in other cities in or-
der to strengthen their own ambition. “Similarities” are
becoming a mutual inspiration. “Specific focus” and “sim-
ilarities” are, oddly enough, the two sides of the same
coin of urban development.

Another direction is the growing importance of ‘reci-
procity Cities in the North have had a development re-
lationship with cities in the South for decades. In many
cases, they have established a unilateral aid relationship,
in which colonial dependencies were maintained and
reproduced. Meanwhile, it is clear that these hierarchical
relationships are no longer tenable in a globalised world.
Of course, there are still huge inequalities between the
North and the South, but interdependencies and the
readiness for mutual learning have increased.



m Since cities are rapidly becoming more heterogeneous,
the question arises whether thinking in terms of differ-
ences and identities still fits the new situation. A new
paradigm, based on “similarities” (Bhatti & Kimmich
2015), will redefine the public urban space as a common
and “shared space’, in which local and global actors will
create new kinds of cooperation to work on overcoming
differences.

B Based on similarities and the reciprocity behind this
approach, more (and different kinds of) relations of
like-minded cities will emerge. These may be bilateral or
in (smaller or bigger) networks, in the real and the virtual
world. Against this background, the position of transla-
tors, key persons, gatekeepers or transmitters of ‘ideas’
and ‘similarities’ are crucial. The connections between
cities therefore always proceed through people and par-
ticularly through some persons who are on the edge of
different worlds. These people will establish a reciprocal
relationship — much more than in the 20th century - as
was said before: they are the mediators of universal ideas
and concepts of interest to the cities.

® New mindsets are needed in order to find cities with a
similar focus. In order to facilitate the experience of mu-
tual inspiration, personal relationships are often the key
to a good and sustainable cooperation. This article and
the cooperation of both authors are examples of such

The world is watching its cities. And the international com-
munity hopes for the cities creative ability to turn sustain-
ability challenges into a new generation of solutions, at-
titudes and lifestyles. With the SDGs and the New Urban
Agenda the international community sets again the frame-
works of urgency and calls for change. But the "object” or
"incubator” of change was not much involved. Conversely,
communities and cities must learn to fulfil their role in a
globalised environment; on the one hand by having their
local actions inspired by international frameworks; on the
other hand by taking active co-responsibility for the frames

a city-to-city cooperation. Neither motivated by official
partnership agreements nor long-lasting network rela-
tions, farsighted city planners and mobility experts in
Utrecht and Stuttgart started an informal co-operation,
in which they acknowledged similar goals: two cities
working on the biggest railway and central station de-
velopment in their country, experts sharing the same
enthusiasm for alternative mobility concepts, and lately
like-minded politicians putting citizens’ participation in
the center of their political agenda.

B Finally, a strong competitive model of city marketing will
slowly lose influence. Citymarketing professionals saw
and see each other primarily as competitors; and they
contributed to the belief that cities are a ready-made
product that could be sold like a hotdog: the city as a
business case to smell, to sell and to consume. In the
above-mentioned development, more and more cities
will abandon this rigid model in the coming years. In-
stead, people in cities will tell their story in a ‘dialogue’
with the storytellers of other cities, supported by social
media, coupled with the innovative contribution that
they intend to make to global challenges. Thus it will
become less the so-called professional marketing agen-
cies that can operate effectively in this respect, but the
co-creating multitude of local social actors in interna-
tional cooperative networks, who inform, activate and
invite to join their networks, locally and abroad.

in which the tasks are formulated. Cities should be at the ta-
ble when global policies are formulated, supported by their
associations. This global responsibility also gives impetus
to the international cooperation between cities in concrete
tasks. Therefore cities are on the eve of a new kind of in-
tegration. Cities will increasingly initiate mutually inspiring
projects and exchanges. Similarities will bypass differences
in giving direction to the collaborations of the future, and
the principle of reciprocity will slowly but surely take the
place of unequal collaboration and competition.
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Make cities inclusive,
safe, resilient and
sustainable

11.1 By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic services
and upgrade slums

11.2 By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable transport systems for
all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public transport, with special attention to
the needs of those in vulnerable situations, women, children, persons with disabilities and older
persons

11.3 By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and capacity for participatory, inte-
grated and sustainable human settlement planning and management in all countries

11.4 Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and natural heritage

11.5 By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and the number of people affected and
substantially decrease the direct economic losses relative to global gross domestic product caused
by disasters, including water-related disasters, with a focus on protecting the poor and people in
vulnerable situations

11.6 By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of cities, including by paying
special attention to air quality and municipal and other waste management

11.7 By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, green and public spaces,
in particular for women and children, older persons and persons with disabilities

11.a Support positive economic, social and environmental links between urban, peri-urban and
rural areas by strengthening national and regional development planning

11.b By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and human settlements adopting and
implementing integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, resource efficiency, mitigation and
adaptation to climate change, resilience to disasters, and develop and implement, in line with the
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, holistic disaster risk management at all
levels

11.c Support least developed countries, including through financial and technical assistance, in
building sustainable and resilient buildings utilizing local materials

Source: UN 2017
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