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Abstract  
The Sustainable Development Goals emphasize the need for multi-level governance to 
stimulate actions across many levels and involving actors from multiple sectors. Cities and 
human settlements are critical sites for implementation of these universal objectives, 
indicating the need for local action that serves global and local interests. This paper reviews 
recent literature on this theme, illustrating challenges and opportunities influencing local 
action, with particular focus on municipalities. The partial implementation and limited 
evaluation of previous initiatives such as Local Agenda 21 are highlighted, suggesting past 
experiences offer insights into how the SDGs may be implemented. The review suggests 
research may support municipal action by illustrating how and in what ways municipalities 
can integrate the SDGs in strategy, policy and practice. 
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Introduction  
By adopting 17 global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), countries of the world have 
signaled the need for urgent transformative action to enable sustainable development in the 
period up to 2030. Local action in cities and other human settlements is considered an 
essential part of this transformation [1].  
 
This reiterates the call for local urban action in the antecedents to the SDGs, namely Local 
Agenda 21 and the Millennium Development Goals [2,3,4]. However, such initiatives were not 
always synchronized, monitored or evaluated in detail, meaning potential synergies, results or 
lessons have been missed or poorly understood [3]. The SDGs seek to integrate various 
agendas into a framework for comprehensive action, yet the extent to which they will do so – 
and how they will do so – remains unclear.  
 
This paper illustrates the contours of current debates concerning the SDGs and the potential 
influences, barriers and opportunities shaping local action for sustainable development. The 
paper reviews a selection of scientific journal articles published during the period 2014-2016 
and addressing this theme, and offers suggestions for future research agendas. By doing so, 
the paper aims to make a clear and concise contribution to the literature on SDGs and 
sustainable development at the local level in cities and other human settlements.  

Global goals, gaps, and multi-level governance 
 
The implementation of the SDGs requires multi-level governance to stimulate action across 
many levels, scales and sectors [3,5]. The UN emphasize that collaboration between all 
countries and stakeholders is necessary in order to realize the SDGs. Governing for 
sustainable development thus comprises a mix of compulsion and voluntarism, implying the 
need for collaborative approaches to address complex challenges [6,7].  
Nevertheless, the 2030 Agenda is more explicit concerning proposed approaches at the 
international, national and regional levels than for the local level, despite the clear link 
between various SDGs and the local realm of human settlements [1,3,4].  
 
For example, SDG Goal 11 aims for a transformation enabling inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable settlements. A range of targets, addressing the form and quality of human 
settlements are included, including environmental standards, cultural heritage, sustainable 
transportation and urban sustainability. Goal 11 proposes for example accelerating the 
adoption by cities and human settlements of integrated policies and plans addressing 
resource efficiency and climate change [1].  
 
Goal 11 is interlinked with other SDGs that also indicate the need for municipal involvement 
in achieving for example food security (Goal 2), clean water and sanitation (Goal 6), economic 
growth (Goal 8), investment in infrastructure (Goal 9) and sustainable use of resources (e.g. 
Goal 12). Municipalities, as constants in their local context, may also have the possibility to 
act as anchor tenants enhancing actor collaboration and partnerships supporting 
implementation of the SDGs (Goal 17) [1].  
 
In such ways, the SDGs highlight key challenges at the local level and offer indications as to 
the role of municipal organizations in governing for sustainable development. However, a 



detailed account of this role was deferred to Habitat III and the New Urban Agenda [4]. This 
was adopted in December 2016 and includes a range of commitments aiming for just and 
sustainable communities, such as provision of services, equal opportunities and 
environmental protection. By emphasizing the global impacts of local environmental actions, 
and establishing new rules, practices and funding for transformative initiatives, the New 
Urban Agenda may provide a framework for local implementation of the SDGs [8]. 
 
  
A similar gap is evident concerning climate change. Although the consequences of human 
actions for the Earth System are increasing evident [9,10,11] and interdisciplinary approaches 
are considered essential to address the complex challenges of the emergent Anthropocene 
[12], the Paris Agreement of 2015 reaffirms the principle of common but differentiated 
responsibilities, meaning not all contexts or sectors are subject to legally-binding emission 
reduction targets [13,14,15].  
 
Such issues indicate tensions and gaps within the global multi-level governance framework, 
indicating the need for an integrated and unified response to the SDGs and climate policy 
[16]. Nevertheless, despite a lack of clarity concerning the precise roles and responsibilities of 
local actors in governing sustainable development, the importance of cities and other human 
settlements to the achievement of the SDGs is strongly emphasized [1,4,10,15,17].  
 
Parnell [4:538] claims this represents acknowledgement of “what scholars and urban 
representatives have long argued… that cities are now catalysts of almost every aspect of the 
global system”. Representatives of cities and other human settlements – typically mayors, 
local governments, or municipal organizations (henceforth referred to as municipalities) – 
thus form part of the global governance system [3]. However, the precise form of their 
participation in global governance varies, with different degrees of formality [3,4].  
 
Various SDGs require implementation at the urban level and thus depend on strong 
engagement from local actors and institutions [18]. In some contexts, this may require 
additional decentralization and devolution, so that municipal powers are concomitant with 
responsibilities [19].  
 
For example, in the absence of decentralizing reforms, the complexity of managing 17 inter-
related SDGs may present difficulties for municipalities with capacity constraints or similar 
challenges [3,5]. However, past efforts to achieve decentralization appear to have failed, and 
nation states continue to protect their power base in global governance, despite 
acknowledging the need for subsidiarity on issues such as sustainable development [19,20].  

Cities and multi-level urban governance  
A range of recent articles refer to vertical, horizontal (or inter-municipal) and intra-municipal 
levels of governing which must interact to enable transformations to emerge [21,22,23]. 
Horizontal governance is reflected in for example the fast-growing literature on trans-local  
[24,25,26,27] and trans-national networks or supranational initiatives [28,29,30]. 
 
The representativeness and impact of such networking is unclear [3]. Bansard et al. [31] 
suggest sub-national action to address climate change occurs in haphazard form, with 



significant disparities within and between continental regions, and in terms of target-setting, 
implementation and monitoring.  
 
Nevertheless, it is often claimed that national or transnational municipal networks play a dual 
role in horizontal and vertical governance, promoting “governance by diffusion” between 
municipalities and thereby contributing to intra-municipal transformations [28], whilst also 
representing the sum of intra-municipal and inter-municipal actions vertically into national or 
international debates [32].  
 
Presenting a study of the trans-local action of three German cities, Benz et al. [24:322] 
suggest that municipalities consider horizontal and vertical governing to coincide “as parts of 
a coherent action space that… transcends the municipal boundaries”. This may not be the 
case in all contexts or for all questions. For example, municipal networking may on occasions 
be motivated by ulterior motives, such as city branding [33,34]. Indeed, some countries have 
also made particular efforts to export “urban sustainability” solutions [35,36].  
 
Sustainable development is thus one of many arenas for inter-municipal competition, and 
part of wider processes framing the production of knowledge. This, and the extent to which 
policies are present or absent across contexts, forms part of the flourishing literature on 
policy mobilities [37,38,39]. Such literature points to a need for pluralism and reflexivity in the 
practice and study of governing for sustainable development and cities, particularly with 
issues of representation [4].  
 
However, as the SDGs suggest the need for a universal agenda for all cities (the New Urban 
Agenda) [4], the global objectives of the SDGs, and the scientific thresholds to which 
environmental dimensions of the SDGs relate, indicate some degree of ideological and 
thematic convergence across contexts [10, 40, 41]. This convergence emphasizes the 
importance of cities, yet the fact of its assertion does not predicate acceptance of its 
legitimacy in all contexts, nor guarantee implementation [42].   
 
For example, various studies highlight concerns about the implications of the SDGs (e.g. in 
ethical and material terms, [43]) and their viability, with regard to e.g. the unclear or 
imprecise formulation of some indicators, or an absence of data, tools or methodologies 
required to monitor implementation [3,42,44,45]. Several studies offer indications as to how 
such gaps may be filled. For example, Souza Santos and Kahn Ribeiro [7] illustrate how 
indicators such as CO2 emissions are used in processes of governing for sustainable urban 
transportation and call for wider use of sectoral indicators when implementing the SDGs.  
 
In contrast, Hoornweg et al. [10] develop an approach using bio-physical and socio-economic 
indicators to monitor SDGs at the urban level, and apply their approach on several large cities. 
The latter approach offers a substantial contribution to literature on urban sustainability 
indicators, yet in both cases, the use of indicators reaffirms the challenge of balancing 
sectoral interests with other priorities, both within the framework for Goal 11 and with 
respect to inter-relationships between the 17 SDGs or, for example, with climate policy [16].  
 



Goal 11 at the intra-municipal level 
 
Various authors praise the inclusion of Goal 11 in the SDGs, its recognition of cities as 
(potentially) key drivers of sustainable development, and the apparent acceptance of the 
need for devolution of powers and responsibilities to the urban level [4,44]. However, 
governing for sustainable development relates not just to the specific content of a strategy or 
agenda, but also to the orientation of processes [46]; the actors within such processes, e.g. 
organizations [7]; individual politicians [47] or administrators [48,49,50]; or the degree of 
formality of the process itself [23,44,49]. 
 
In their present form, the SDGs offer limited guidance as to how actors can reconcile their 
daily obligations with universal goals; in other words, the SDGs focus on serving political ends, 
rather than facilitating practice [3]. Wittmayer et al. [46] suggest that transformations require 
explicit orientation towards future targets (and in relation to scientific thresholds), even if 
implementation of radical agendas will almost certainly proceed in small stages.  
 
Moreover, stakeholder participation should be encouraged in the development of 
experiments promoting change [17,46,51], as there is “convincing evidence that local actors, 
especially but not limited to municipalities, play a key role in formulating and implementing 
urban responses to climate change” [17:279]. However, significant barriers to change at the 
intra-municipal level exist, including capacity and resources deficits, political or other 
interests, or the complexity of the change itself [17].  
 
Nevertheless, based on municipal experiences with Local Agenda 21 (LA21) – for example, the 
experimentation with different approaches to include citizens, NGOs, academia and other 
stakeholders in participatory approaches to improve local policy-making – there may be 
reasons for cautious optimism regarding the prospects for Goal 11. Despite being a voluntary 
mechanism and perceived as an environmental initiative [52], LA21 led to a flurry of 
experimentation in settlements around the world [3].  
 
In a comprehensive review of journal articles assessing implementation of LA21 for the period 
1992-2013, Barrutia et al. [20] conclude that LA21 has had profound impact on local 
governance worldwide, although barriers –  similar to those named by Lo [17] – have diluted 
its participatory and long-term content. At the national level, Kveton et al. [52] support the 
claim that municipal implementation of LA21 results in increased integration of 
environmental issues across the municipal portfolio.  

Conclusions  
This review indicates the need to urgently clarify the roles and responsibilities of actors 
participating in governing for sustainable development at the local level. In cities and other 
human settlements, Goal 11 is likely to be the focal point of the SDG process, yet actors – and 
in particular, municipalities – should reflect on the interconnections between their locality, 
the 17 SDGs and related challenges.   
 
The extent to which actors may contribute to implementation of the SDGs varies depending 
on an organization’s mission, action space, agenda and level of ambition. In many contexts, 
municipal organizations play a constant and central role in many fields, e.g. planning and 



provision of public services. As such, municipal organizations could potentially act as 
coordinators for local implementation of the SDGs, supporting and enabling other actors in 
their efforts whilst ensuring all SDGs are addressed directly or in synergy between different 
approaches.  
 
Multi-level governance may support intra-municipal action, by providing vertical support 
through decentralization and devolution of powers and responsibilities from nation states to 
municipalities, or through horizontal governance via for example trans-local and transnational 
networks. Such networks may help municipalities in the elaboration of practices that support 
efficient policy development, implementation, monitoring, evaluation and exchange.  
 
Nevertheless, much of the responsibility for implementing the SDGs, and in particular Goal 
11, falls upon local-level actors such as municipalities. It is critical that municipalities address 
institutional and political barriers to implementation, whilst reflecting on the experiences of 
past initiatives such as Local Agenda 21.  
 
Research can do more to support municipal action by illustrating how and in what ways 
municipalities can rapidly integrate and align the SDGs in existing strategy, policy and practice. 
For example, it is important to map what different types of actor do or can be expected to do 
in relation the different SDGs, and to develop a structure for how efforts may be coordinated 
locally. More research is needed in order to understand how existing and potential 
interrelations between local actors for the SDGs can be more effectively addressed. New 
insights on the barriers to such integration, and their implications, are required to support 
implementation of the SDGs and the New Urban Agenda.  
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