
Urban Planning for 
growing Cities: key tools for 
sUstainable Urban develoPment

Urban growth in the past 30 years 
has largely resulted in crowded slums 
and sprawling settlements in the 
urban fringe. Urban land has grown 
much faster than urban population 
and cities are consuming more and 
more space to accommodate new 
development. This has resulted in 
less dense and more inefficient land 
use patterns without a viable spatial 
structure due to lack of adequate 
planning. 

Pressure on land also results in 
increased prices and consequent 
occupation of marginal areas by 
slums, or leapfrogging development 
with urban sprawl. As a result, living 
conditions deteriorate and low 
density makes it costly and inefficient 
to provide services and infrastructure. 
The overall efficiency of settlements 
is reduced and city development 
hindered. 

disCUssion note 1

URBAN PLANNING

In the future, urban population will 
continue to grow, particularly in 
Africa and Asia; most of this growth 
will be in small and intermediate 
cities of less than 1 million 
inhabitants (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Percentage of world urban population growth 
by size of urban agglomeration 2010-2020

Population Growth and Urban Transformation

UN-Habitat supports countries to develop urban planning methods and systems to 
address current urbanization challenges such as population growth, urban sprawl, 
poverty, inequality, pollution, congestion, as well as urban biodiversity, mobility 
and energy.

Source: UN-Habitat 2011, Global Report on Human Settlements: Cities and Climate Change
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In the developing world, new housing developments 
frequently target only medium- and high-income 
populations. Low-income populations cannot afford the 
high prices of valuable urban land and, as a consequence, 
they invade vacant land surrounding the formal city. 
Subsequently, new shanty towns, without the minimum 
basic services, appear in peri-urban areas and spread 
horizontally over the territory, claiming unoccupied areas 
within the urban fabric. This has many environmental, 
social and economic consequences for both the city and its 
dwellers.

Another facet of the same situation is the global trend 
towards lower densities in urban areas (see figure 2). 
Increasing car ownership, changing lifestyles and smaller 
households are contributing factors. Cities in higher 
income countries have in general lower densities and 
higher land consumption per capita (Angel et al., 2011)1. 
However, densities are also decreasing in cities in the 
developing world and in rapidly-urbanizing countries, 
where low-density development models are prevalent. 
Paradoxically, urban land cover is increasing even in 
countries where the population is shrinking. 

1 Angel, Parent, Civco, & Blei, Making Room for a Planet of Cities (Lincoln Institute of 
Land Policy, 2011).

UN-Habitat’s experiences in different cities, particularly 
in fast-urbanizing countries, indicates the necessity of 
innovative approaches to increase the availability of 
serviced and affordable urban land. Furthermore, good 
urban planning and design establish the basis for compact, 
connected, integrated and inclusive cities. In the face of 
the double challenge of slums and urban sprawl, cities 
need to find new ways to provide housing and services for 
their increasing populations. 

Mechanisms for ensuring an orderly extension and 
densification of cities are needed to provide a city with the 
structured space it needs to accommodate the expected 
future urban population growth and achieve or support 
socio-economic and environmental sustainability. An 
adequate spatial framework is crucial for all cities and, in 
particular, for fast-growing ones in low-income countries. 
This is necessary to promote local economic development 
and urban resilience, particularly in cities with areas 
which are prone to risks such as flooding, landslides and 
earthquakes.

GUIDED URBAN EXPANSION – LONG TERM URBAN SUSTAINABILITY

 Source: Angel, Parent, Civco, & Blei (2011), Making Room for a Planet of Cities © 

Lincoln Institute of Land Policy. Used by permission.
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Figure 2: Decline in Built-up Area 
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The scale of the problem is enormous. In the next 10 years 
alone, over 1 billion people will be added to the present 
urban population. Even if cities can absorb some of this 
population through the process of densification, there  
will still be need for new urban land. In addition, surface 
space for sewers and economic activities easily doubles the 
amount of additional land required. At this rate, and at 
present densities2, this translates to over 80,000 sqkm of 
land that need to be added to cities  in the next 10 years; 
over 60% in intermediate cities.

With this scenario, through the Guided Urban Extension 
approach, UN-Habitat intends to focus on clear strategies 
for urban expansion which can improve the patterns 
and density in existing cities and extend urban space in 
an orderly way outside the already built area. The aim 
of the approach is twofold: (1) to increase residential 
and economic densities and thus support economies of 
agglomeration and (2) to guide new development towards 
a more effective physical structure in areas which are 
better suited for urbanization, thus better preserving the 
environment and increasing resilience. 

Urban plans in rapidly-expanding cities should focus on  
providing  sufficient, structured public and street spaces 
that minimize transport needs and service delivery costs, 

2 Global research shows that average urban density is 125 in/ha (Angel, Parent, Civco, 
& Blei, Making Room for a Planet of Cities (Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2011).
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optimize the use of land and support the protection and 
organization of open spaces to the scale required by the 
projected population growth.

Guided extensions and densification plans can be realized 
in large areas of vacant or sub-utilized land in central areas 
and on the fringes of the city. They can be developed 
in a progressive manner by identifying areas for future 
development as demand grows and financial means 
become available. By going back to basics – or focusing on 
the definition of the street network and plots – and limiting 
functional zoning as much as possible, extension plans 
provide the foundation for public and private investment 
and for more complex future interventions. They offer a 
realistic and cost-effective avenue to manage population 
growth, prevent slum formation and reduce unplanned 
development.

These interventions increase urban space and the 
availability of urban land for development, thus reducing 
speculation and increasing both accessibility for the poor 
and local revenue. The transformation of land use from 
rural to urban and the higher urban densities create new 
space in the city, resulting in the production of assets and 
income, leading to increased wealth and value. Tapping 
on such wealth is a key challenge and an opportunity for 
local governments as it can spark a virtuous cycle of local 
improvement.

Five results can be achieved through the adoption of 
guided urban expansion plans:

•	 A spatial structure that supports urban development 
and attracts investments 

•	 Large areas of land are made available for 
development, resulting in reduced land prices and 
speculation

•	 Sufficient public space is demarcated to support high 
densities, mobility and infrastructure networks

•	 Urban densities increase incrementally in a 
sustainable way thus accommodating population 
growth more efficiently

•	 The city’s ecological footprint is minimized through 
more compact patterns

Additional benefits of this approach include economic 
agglomeration advantages, including lower infrastructure, 
transport, transaction and services costs; reduced mobility 
demand; and strengthened social interactions and 
increased social heterogeneity as a result of mixed land use.

Guided urban expansion plans need to consider different 
tools to secure public land and manage plot layout. Land 
readjustment and pooling are particularly crucial, together 
with adequate land management and regulatory tools. The 
provision of basic services, often done in an incremental 
way, should be the key public sector intervention and 
should be linked transparently with local taxation and the 
sharing of value accrued on private land. Collaboration 
among different sectors and actors is essential for the 
development of an implementable and successful plan.

UN-Habitat has identified 5 strategies that can enable cities 
to expand their urban space in an efficient and organised 
way, in accordance with their differing capacities and 
needs. These strategies address the tendency to decreasing 
densities and provide solutions for different  economic 
groups.

Lack of a structured and orderly city extension can lead to 

overcrowded, poorly serviced neighborhoods. Favela Rocinha, Rio 

de Janerio, Brazil © United Nations/McGlynn

Rapid urban growth leads to slum settlement, Kibera, Nairobi - 

Kenya © UN-Habitat/Edward Aput
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Figure 4: The 1920’s city extension plan of Tel Aviv
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Street types

The Geddes master plan consisted of a grid of 
main arteries and secondary streets forming 
urban blocks.  The system is close to an 
orthogonal grid, but far from being rigid. Each 
block is di�erent from the other, but all of them 
are structured according to the same external 
logic, they arelarger in the north-south direction 
and narrower in the east-west direction and 
contain a public garden in the interior.

Three major streets, roughly parallel to the 
coast line are cut by boulevards running 
from east to west. The Geddes plan was the 
first urban plan for Tel Aviv to recognize the 
sea as an essencial element in the city and 
used it to achive a better climate (comfortable 
temperature, ventilation and humidity) and as 
a place of recreation for its citizens.
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Street hierarchy

The model o�ers a clear road hierarchy: quiet streets 
connected to internal gardens within the modules 
that contrast with wider perimeter commercial 

  lliw eht htiw dengised si metsys daor ehT .sdaor
to discourage vehicular traffic in internal streets. 
Streets are well defined by buildings and respected 
as public spaces.

The streets parallel to the sea are primarily for 
commercial and other related uses while the 
boulevards and avenues provide access to the sea 
breeze. 

Building are set back 4m from all plot limits. This 
space is intended for ventilation and is occupied 
with vegetation that improves air quality and 
outdoor temperature.  These spaces are present in 
homeways but disappear in some of the commercial 
roads, where the façades can align to street limits.  
 

City extension area: 300 Ha.

Existing city

Plan 44, This zone is composed 
of several developments that are 
carried before the Geddes Plan is 
ready, impeding its fulfillment and 
blocking its connection to Ja�a. 

Different Plans for Different Contexts

UN-Habitat advocates five strategies to address urban 
growth and expand urban spaces through planning and 
design (see Figure below).

Figure 3: Planned City Extension    
Typology of Interventions
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1 PLANNED CITY EXTENSION

Planned City Extensions identify expansion areas in 
suitable locations well in advance. The plans should be 
structured with a grid of street and public spaces and 
should include development rules that favour mixed land 
use, a lively street life and social mix. Extensions should 
avoid leapfrogging and connect closely with the existing 
urban fabric. This would reduce the costs of service delivery 
and transport, minimize the city’s ecological footprint, 
reduce pressure of development on environmentally-
sensitive areas and discourage speculative tendencies. 

Planned city extension areas address the pressure of a 
growing urban population for affordable housing and 
accessible basic services through the identification and 
structuring of planned expansion areas that are in proximity 
to the existing urban fabric and at an adequate scale. 
They prepare land for development through some basic 
interventions such as the identification of expansion areas, 
the definition of the street grid and the rules for plotting 
and private land development. 

Cities in the developing world need to be prepared so 
that they can avoid unplanned land occupation and steer 
urban development along a viable structure for guided 
growth. Sufficient urban land supply can mitigate land 
speculation and guarantee organized growth with enough 
common space reserved for public purposes. This approach 
is particularly relevant for intermediate cities which foresee 
high population growth rates, where people need to 
be relocated from non-viable areas, and in the event of 
disasters.

What? Where? Who decides? Potential

1 Planned city 
extension

Intermediate 
cities/Market 

cities

Individual 
cities or 
national 
policy,

60% pop 
can be 

absorbed

2 Planned city 
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Large cities 
with low 
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(inefficient 
land uses)

Individual 
cities: from 
125pha to 
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3
Connectivity 
and public 

spaces

Different 
scales of 

cities

City level 
decision with 
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participation
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4
City region 
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development

Metropolitan 
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regions with 
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populations

Metropolitan 
level decision
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can be 
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5 New town 
development

Non 
urbanised 
regions

National level 
decision

10% pop 
can be 

absorbed
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2 PLANNED CITY INFILL

To complement planned city extensions, intensification 
and densification initiatives are also important, particularly 
in larger cities, where inefficient land uses are detected. 
Planned City Infills include suburban densification, area 
redevelopment and slum upgrading, layout of new areas 
with higher densities, brownfield development, building 
conversions and transit-oriented developments.

Infill plans and densification strategies applied to existing 
urban fabric help to achieve a structure that minimizes 
transport and service delivery costs, optimizes the use of 
land and supports the protection and organization of open 
spaces. They can provide benefits in terms of improved 
street life, economic viability of activities, proximity and 
walkability. The increase of buildability indexes and overall 
densities of population and activities always need to be 
supported by adequate mobility and service networks and 
public spaces.  This approach is particularly relevant for 
cities which have low densities, functional segregation and 
inadequate connectivity.

A 303 hectare brownfield redevelopment project of derelict 
industrial waterfront in  San Francisco, USA © Todd Quam, Digital 
Sky/Mission Bay Development Group, LLC

Public space and connectivity are the main focus in the slum 
upgrading projects in Medellin, Colombia © Eduardo Feuerhake

3 IMPROVED CONNECTIVITY AND PUBLIC 
SPACES (URBAN RETROFITTING)

Urban retrofitting plans can be developed to increase 
residential and economic densities and promote more 
compact communities. Urban public space is the backbone 
of the city as it supports mobility and overall functionality, 
accessibility and economic transactions. Effective policies 
are needed to establish, manage and maintain urban public 
spaces. 

The availability of adequate public space both in terms of 
quantity and quality allows people to live in dense areas 
and support densification initiatives. In many existing urban 
areas, public space needs to be extended and organised to 
ensure viable urban development and support for economic 
activities. In addition, public space is essential for social 
interaction as it helps and encourages the negotiation of 
differences, expression of identities and interaction among 
different communities and interests. 

Connectivity is important within the urban fabric and 
public space supports some of its characteristics, such as 
walkability and inclusivity. A focus on urban public space 
and connectivity is critical for different types of cities, in 
particular those that were badly planned or developed 
spontaneously like slums and informal development areas, 
and where public space provision is below adequate.
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4 CITY REGION AND POLES DEVELOPMENT

The growth of peripheral poles reduces the burden 
of increasing population and generates new areas for 
development – accommodating new populations and 
activities in an effective way when congestion and other 
externalities reduce efficiency of urban areas. This approach 
looks for new ways to increase provision of urban land 
and decentralized functions. Each pole needs to generate 
its own centrality while also complementing and working 
together with the city-region. 

Peripheral poles (satellite towns) differ from suburbs as 
they have their own sources of employment and services 
so that they do not develop into dormitory cities. Adequate 
city-region connectivity and well-designed urban spaces, 
with a mix of uses which include economic and commercial 
functions, and enhanced street life are key elements for the  
success of such poles. This approach is particularly relevant 
when large metropolises and city regions face congestion 
due to extreme centrality and huge commuting needs.

5 NEW TOWN DEVELOPMENT

Historically, new towns were created to fullfil certain 
national or regional interests. For instance, urban 
settlements were created  to provide important services 
to rural activities or locate industrial facilities or to expand 
urban space away from existing unviable urban centres. In 
establishing a new town,  location is crucial to making the 
most of national development dynamics and opportunities, 
avoiding interference with the natural environment, 
and guaranteeing the provision of resources for human 
activities. 

The layout and plans should, as much as possible, support  
long-term development and the creation of viable urban 
spaces with suitable densities and a mix of uses. Issues 
of governance and management need to be given key 
attention to foster viable and inclusive development. New 
town development is particularly relevant when issues 
of balancing population distribution and expanding the 
national system of cities are critical, especially in African 
and Asian countries. Its adoption, however, needs to be 
evaluated carefully to build on real development dynamics.

Brasilia, the current capital of Brazil was built in 1956 as a new 
town development to relocate the capital to a more central 
location © Flickr/NASA’s Marshall Space Flight Center

Satellite towns should be coordinated with the central city to 
capitalize on synergies and economies of scale © UN-Habitat/Pablo 
Vaggione
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Figure 5: UN-Habitat’s Guided Urban Expansion Projects (2014)

Table 1: UN-Habitat’s work on Guided Urban Expansion

Region Country Scale of Project

GDP/Capita 
USD)3

Urbanization4  
(%)

City/Cities Population 
City5

Support provided City Neighborhood Site

1 Africa Rwanda  $    583 19 Kigali 909,000 Extension, Public space

2 Africa Rwanda  $    583 19 Musanze 314,242 City wide planning, Extension    

3 Africa Mozambique  $     535 39 Nampula 303,346 City planning support    

4 Africa Mozambique  $    535 39 Nacala 158,248 City planning support, 
Extension

   

5 Africa Kenya  $     808 23 Kisumu 600,789 City planning support, 
Redevelopment

   

6 Africa Kenya  $    808 23 Nairobi 3,523,000 Mavoko Extension; Public 
space

   

7 Africa South Sudan  $  1,804 N/A Various - City wide planning    

8 Africa Liberia  $     281 48 Monrovia 1,184,000 City planning support    

9 Africa Ethiopia  $     374 17 Addis Ababa 3,452,000 City planning support, Public 
Space

   

10 Africa Zambia  $  1,425 36 Lusaka 1,451,000 City wide planning, Extension    

11 Africa Egypt  $  2,781 44 tbc - Extension    

12 Africa Egypt  $  2,781 44 New town - New town feasibility study    

13 Africa Egypt  $  2,781 44 Secondary city 
(tbc)

- Extension (tbc)    

14 Arab States Jordan  $  4,556 79 Amman 1,105,000 Greater Amman Plan review    

15 Asia Philippines  $  2,370 49 Silay 120,999 Extension, Mobility, Economy    

16 Asia Philippines  $  2,370 49 Iloilo 1,805,576 Extension, Urban Economy    

17 L. America Colombia  $  7,067 75 Bogota 8,500,000 Site planning, Urban Economy    

18 L. America Colombia  $  7,067 75 Medellin 3,594,000 Redevelopment, Land 
Readjustment, Public Space

   

19 L. America Colombia  $  7,067 75 Santa Marta 447,857 Extension    

20 L. America Ecuador  $  4,569 68 Quito 1,846,000 Redevelopment (airport site)    

21 L. America El Salvador  $  3,702 65 Santa Ana 245,421 Densification/Intensification    

22 L.  America Haiti  $     726 54 tbc - Extension for relocation    

23 Europe Kosovo  $  3,514 N/A Several 
municipalities

- City wide planning    

Total support provided 16 12 7

Latin America: 4

Africa: 8

Europe: 1

Arab States: 1

Asia: 1

UN-Habitat is active in 15 countries on GUE initiatives. Over 20 cities 
are presently developing various types of expansion plans
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UN-Habitat (United Nations Human Settlements Programme)
Urban Planning and Design Branch
P.O.BOX30030 Nairobi 00100 Kenya
Tel: +254 20 7623706
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UN-Habitat Planning Services

The increasing demand for tools to manage and guide 
urban growth shows a clear need for services in support of 
city and national government initiatives and to ensure their 
sustainability. UN-Habitat provides the following services to 
guide urban growth:

1. Documentation of Urban Planning Practices. 
Lessons learnt from good practices contribute to the 
neccesary body of knowledge to create innovative 
tools to address urban growth in different contexts.

2. Preparation of urban development and 
planning scenarios. Scenario planning provides a 
comprehensive view of the interrelated pros and cons 
of potential futures by breaking out of traditional 
decision-making through the analysis of different 
possible trajectories.

3. Urban Planning Studios. Through a carefully 
balanced set of situation analysis, field visits and 
working group sessions on vision and planning 
involving local stakeholders and international 
experts, the urban planning studios provide focused 
contributions to local government planning work. 

4. Adaptation and Development of Tools at national 
and local levels. The availability of planning tools 
– from assessment to detailed design – is crucial for 
success. Planning instruments and regulations for 
extension and densification, guidelines on public 
space design, densification guidelines and financial 
programming are developed in collaboration with 
national and local authorities. The tools help to identify 
extension areas, optimise land use (particularly  public 
land), support key structuring interventions (including 
completion of the connectivity grid) and the location 
of key transport nodes.

5. Development of strategies and plans for specific 
cities. In collaboration with experts and partners, 
specific strategies are developed and discussed locally 
as a direct contribution to local planning initiatives and 
needs. Existing plans are assessed and evaluated and 
their capacity to respond to urban growth over the 
long term is exposed. Such interventions are conducted 
in close coordination with existing planning processes 
and contribute to local planning instruments.

6. Capacity building for urban planners, city 
managers, local leaders. Capacity building for 
different urban actors ensures the transfer of 
knowledge and facilitates the implementation of urban 
plans. It is also important to enhance capacity building 
for communities and emphasize the key role of the 
participatory processes. 

7. Development of financial solutions to implement 
plans. Strategic investments are needed in order 
to expand the tax base, enhance local revenue and 
improve land and housing markets. Strategic alliances 
such as Public Private Partnerships can support the 
financial feasibility of urban plans.

8. Urban Planning and Design Lab. 
Urban Planning Services are provided through 
the newly established Urban Planning and Design 
Lab. This facility has been created in response to 
demand and the need to build knowledge in the 
area of Guided Urban Expansion. The Lab acts 
as a hub for the provision of services to cities in 
the area of planning and design, and  is staffed 
with planners and GIS experts. It provides state of 
the art support on the development of city-wide 
strategies as well as Planned City Extensions and 
Planned City In-fills. Its approach is to use design as 
an exploratory and transformative tool. Consistent 
collaboration with the Legal Unit and the Economy 
Branch of UN-Habitat ensures a holistic process 
that is supported by both rigorous legal and 
regulatory tools as well as economic and business 
models.


