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Introduction: 

The United Nations has been firmly aware of the importance of the environment, as is evident in 
their Sustainable Development Program. However, with economic upheaval internationally in both 
positive and negative matters, economic stability and low social unrest has become the primary 
objectives of many countries and their governments. Concurrently, the issue of climate change, 
industrialization, and urbanization has been persisting.  

The swarming of people into high human density cities has been a common occurrence in 
countries all over the world, especially in countries facing rapid economic growth. This is particularly 
notable in China, in which entire towns are left with only elders and children are left behind, with all 
people of a working age in large cities. However, no rapid anthropogenic growth is without 
consequences: pollution of various types, basic sanitation and safety, and ecological destruction. 

 This is a difficult issue to tackle for people in many fields, be it science or politics. However, the 
issue of sustainable cities and communities while maintaining environmental friendliness and economic 
growth is unavoidable. The effort to facilitate the human capacity for this issue is riddled with many 
complexities and difficulties, including managing of natural resources, enabling economic, social and 
technological progress, sustainable consumption and production, and pollution.1  

!  

       Figure 1: UN Habitat Housing at the Center Cover2 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Sustainable Development Goal 11:  

“Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable… Challenges, 
including growing numbers of slum dwellers, increased air pollution, inadequate basic services 
and infrastructure, and unplanned urban sprawl”3 must be tackled.   

Sustainable Development Goal 12:  

“Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns… strong national framework for 
sustainable consumption and production that is integrated into national and sectoral plans, 
sustainable business practices and consumer behavior, together with adherence to international 
norms”4 on the management of waste and environmentally polluting substances. 

Sustainable Development Goal 15: 
“Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss.”5 

Sustainable Development: 
"Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it two 
key concepts: the concept of needs… and the idea of limitations imposed by the state of 
technology and social organization on the environment's ability to meet present and future 
needs."6 

Environmental Degradation: 
“Environmental degradation is the disintegration of the earth or deterioration of the environment 
through consumption of assets, for example, air, water and soil; the destruction of environments 
and the eradication of wildlife. It is characterized as any change or aggravation to nature’s turf 
seen to be pernicious or undesirable. Ecological effect or degradation is created by the 
consolidation of an effectively substantial and expanding human populace, constantly expanding 
monetary development or per capita fortune and the application of asset exhausting and polluting 
technology. It occurs when earth’s natural resources are depleted and environment is 
compromised in the form of extinction of species, pollution in air, water and soil, and rapid growth 
in population.”7 
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Background Information 

Sustainable development in urban centers must focus on a wide range of factors. The points 
below only refer to a very brief summary of some possible points.   

Sustainable Consumption and Production  

While taking into account each country’s capabilities and priorities, improving resource efficiency 
is one of the larger problems in urban regions. Waste formed from unsustainable consumption 
and production, further expanded on in the section “Pollution and Energy”, is harmful not only to 
the natural environment, but also creates a giant leakage from the economy in efforts to satisfy 
the growing demand for high quality and quantity goods. The formation of urban centers has 
amplified human waste, and the high demand concentration in cities has led to excess production 
of virtually every good and service. This problem has been acerbated in specific items or facilities 
commonly found in urban regions, such as refrigerators, supermarkets, and wholesale retailers. 
Sustainable development in urban centers, however, does not stop at the physical boundaries of 
urban centers. Rural regions have also been a heavy target of environmental degradation 
because of urban regions.  

Pre-existing Natural Environment and Natural Capital  

The expansion of urban centers has also brought forth the issue of the pre-existing natural 
environment and the natural capital available to the country. Apart from the obvious destruction of 
ecosystems and environmental niches in building all means of infrastructure, the natural capital of 
regions has been being used at a much higher rate than they being replenished. This natural 
capital includes natural resources, biodiversity, ecosystems, environmental assets, and 
ecosystem services, including lumber, natural gases and oils, freshwater, and natural cycling of 
nutrients. If this natural capital is not preserved, it will eventually lead to the destruction of many 
industries and the livelihood of many people.  
  

Pollution and Energy  

Pollution in ways such as light, water, air, soil, and chemical all have profoundly detrimental 
effects on both the natural environment and the sustainability of urban centers. Pollution of all 
manners often concentrate in specific regions, such as soil contamination in landfills, and water 
contamination in human waste/sewage systems. Additionally, the previously mentioned depletion 
of biofuels has also led to increasing concern over the issue of energy. Much of current human 
advancement has been powered by coal and natural oils, and when these resources are no 
longer available in the near future, economic growth will stagger.  

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 
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United Nations Environment Program  

“The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) is the leading global environmental authority 
that sets the global environmental agenda, promotes the coherent implementation of the 
environmental dimension of sustainable development within the United Nations system and 
serves as an authoritative advocate for the global environment.”8 It is the parent organization of 
the United Nations Environmental Assembly (UNEA).  

United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (Stockholm, 1972)  

“The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (also known as the Stockholm 
Conference) was an international conference convened under United Nations auspices held in 
Stockholm, Sweden in 1972. It was the UN's first major conference on international 
environmental issues, and marked a turning point in the development of international 
environmental politics.”9 

United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, 1992) 

Also known as the Earth Summit, this conference was unprecedented in both size and scope. Its 
primary objective was to “rethink economic development and find ways to halt the destruction of 
irreplaceable natural resources and pollution of the planet.”10 This conference dealt with four 
primary issues: excessive consumption, alternate sources of energy, air pollution, and the 
growing scarcity of water. This conference also established Agenda 21.  

Agenda 21  

Perhaps the most referenced of documents in this field, Agenda 21 provides a detailed outline of 
social and economic dimensions, conservation and management of resources for development, 
the role of major groups, and means of implementation. 

World Summit on Sustainable Development (Johannesburg, 2002)  

The Johannesburg Conference focused on the global imminence of climate change and poverty. 
It set the groundwork for much of the present’s understanding of the integration between 
economic, environmental and social problems. This conference redefined the focus of 
sustainable development as one of “economic growth and equity, conserving natural resources 
and the environment, and social development”11 to meet the increasing demand for “food, water, 
shelter, sanitation, energy, health services and economic security.”12 

United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio de Janeiro, 2012)  
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“The United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development - or Rio+20 - took place in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil on 20-22 June 2012. It resulted in a focused political outcome document which 
contains clear and practical measures for implementing sustainable development. In Rio, 
Member States decided to launch a process to develop a set of Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), which will build upon the Millennium Development Goals and converge with the post 
2015 development agenda.”13 

The First Session of the UN Environment Assembly (Nairobi, 2014)  

The first of the two UNEA sessions focused primarily on the firm integration of “the economic, 
social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development in a coherent, holistic, 
comprehensive and balanced manner, including comprehensive and action-oriented sustainable 
development goals, with the aim of eradicating poverty, protecting the environment and promoting 
inclusive social and economic development in harmony with nature.”14 

The Second Session of the UN Environment Assembly (Nairobi, 2016)  

The second UNEA session had a clear focus in setting the 2030 Agenda, an endeavor that 
required collaboration with the General Assembly and the Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC). This conference aimed to further expand on the importance of legislative, financial, 
and technological development and change in order to support global environmental policy.  
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Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 
 All of previously listed events each provide indication of previous attempts to solve the issue. 
Raising awareness of the significance and imminence of environmental damage has been some of the 
most successful attempts throughout the past fifty years. The development of various outlines for 
governments including Agenda 21, the 2030 Agenda, and the 10-Year Framework of Program on 
Sustainable Consumption and Production Patterns. 

Possible Solutions 

Solutions should seek to be widely applicable globally, and should consider both short-term and 
long-term solutions. Legislation, global standards, and suggestions in for governments should be 
considered and dealt with in the area of urban development.13 

Sustainable consumption and production cycles should be monitored and controlled by some 
extent by the government.14 Harsher regulation regarding waste should be implemented, and natural 
capital should be more heavily controlled by the government.15 However, all this must be done whilst 
considering each country’s needs and goals in terms of economic and social growth. 

An integration of traditional knowledge systems and new technological advancements should 
minimize environmental degradation, waste, and other harmful effects and causes.16 The solutions 
proposed, however, must acknowledge the cultural, economic, social, and political differences between 
countries and regions. A deep understanding of previously mentioned conferences and resolutions will 
help the development of wholesome and meaningful solutions.  
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