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I. Green Mass Transit 

Introduction 

Effective mass transportation networks contribute to successful cities and towns across the world.1 Economic 

activity and social participation are a necessary part of urban life, but often urban mobility is frequently 

accompanied by negative side effects such as congestion, social exclusion, accidents, air pollution, and energy 

consumption.2 Green mass transit is a possible solution to existing single occupancy transportation systems and is 

defined as “sustainable transportation with renewable energy that is accessible, affordable, efficient, financially 

sustainable, environment friendly and safe”.3 Renewable energy is a term that is inclusive of solar, wind, 

geothermal, hydropower, bioenergy, and marine sources.4 The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-

Habitat) promotes urbanization as a positive transformative force for people and communities as it reduces 

inequality, discrimination and poverty.5  

As the United Nations (UN) agency for human settlements, UN-Habitat works to create a better life for everyone in 

an increasingly urbanized world.6 It is mandated by the General Assembly to promote socially and environmentally 

sustainable towns and cities with the goal of providing adequate shelter for all.7 UN-Habitat can make 

recommendations on the topic and partner with governments, intergovernmental and UN agencies, civil society 

organizations, foundations, academic institutions, and the private sector to achieve enduring results in addressing the 

challenges of urbanization.8 While Member States have been working to achieve advancements in transportation, 

multilateral collaboration will help unlock the full potential of green mass transit, optimize resources, and leverage 

resource development outcomes at every level of government, within the UN system, and across all sectors and 

stakeholders.9  

In developing countries, rapid urbanization and motorization in recent decades combined with insufficient 

investment in infrastructure has led to environmental degradation, often exacerbated by urban poverty and social 

exclusion.10 In the coming decades, hundreds of millions of people in urban areas are likely to be affected by rising 

sea levels, increased precipitation, inland floods, more frequent and stronger cyclones and storms, and periods of 

more extreme heat and cold.11 Rising car traffic volumes are increasingly causing a loss of economic productivity 

and negative effects on the quality of life of people living in cities.12 Green mass transit is a necessity for helping the 

environment as it will drive inclusive growth, create jobs, reduce poverty, open markets, empower women, and help 

secure the well-being of other vulnerable groups.13 Implementing green mass transit across the world will also help 

achieve Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11, which aims to make cities and human settlements more inclusive, 

safe, resilient, and sustainable.14 

Urban areas are major contributors to the climate crisis and account for 71% to 76% of CO2 emissions from global 

energy use, and represent high concentrations of financial burdens on infrastructure, as well as aiding in human 

assets and activities that impact the climate crisis.15 In 2016, the transport sector, especially single occupancy cars, 

                                                           
1 UN-Habitat, Fostering Sustainable Urban Mobility Solutions, 2014. https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-

06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 UN GA, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015. https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1 
5 UN-Habitat, Energy, 2020. https://unhabitat.org/topic/energy 
6 UN-Habitat, History, mandate & role in the UN system, 2020. https://unhabitat.org/history-mandate-role-in-the-un-system 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 UN-Habitat, Planning and Design, 2020. https://unhabitat.org/topic/planning-and-design   
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 UN DESA, Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11  
15 UN-Habitat, Fostering Sustainable Urban Mobility Solutions, 2014, https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-

06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf  

https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf
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https://unhabitat.org/topic/energy
https://unhabitat.org/history-mandate-role-in-the-un-system
https://unhabitat.org/topic/planning-and-design
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf


 

 

was responsible for approximately a quarter of the global greenhouse gas emissions.16 The international community 

is making progress toward achieving Goal 7 of the SDGs, which aims by 2030 to ensure universal access to 

affordable, reliable, and modern energy services.17 In 2005, approximately 7.5 billion trips were made each day in 

cities worldwide and it is thought that by 2050, there may be 3 to 4 times as many passenger kilometers travelled as 

in the year 2000.18 Achieving effective green mass transit systems across the world will require the collective 

wisdom and innovation of the international community to create equitable opportunities and meaningful livelihoods 

for everyone in the cities.19 

International Framework 

Access to green mass transit relates back to Articles 23 and 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which 

the General Assembly adopted in 1948.20 Article 23 states that every person has the right to work, to free choice of 

employment, to just and favorable conditions of work, and to protection against unemployment.21 The people most 

vulnerable to loss of work in society are often those who need access to quality mass transportation and deserve for 

that transportation to be sustainable so as not to pollute their communities.22 Article 25 states that every person has 

the right to a standard of living that is adequate for the health and well-being of themselves and of their family, 

including food, clothing, housing, medical care, and necessary social services, and people also have the right to 

security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age, or other lack of livelihood in 

circumstances beyond his control.23 In addition, the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and its additional protocols, such 

as the Convention on Road Traffic adopted in 1949, promote the development of international road traffic to allow 

people access to safe and sustainable public transportation wherever they live, especially if that area is involved in 

conflict.24 Green mass transit is being addressed by UN-Habitat in the Strategic Plan for the Period 2020–2023 and 

in its implementation of the New Urban Agenda.25 

In 1997 the General Assembly recognized that transportation would be the major driving force in the 21st century 

behind a growing world demand for energy.26 During the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development, the role 

of transport was captured in the outcome document - the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation (JPOI).27 JPOI 

provided multiple anchor points for sustainable transport in the context of infrastructure, public transport systems, 

goods delivery networks, affordability, efficiency, and convenience of transportation, as well as improving urban air 

quality and health and to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.28 During the 2012 United Nations Conference on 

Sustainable Development (Rio +20), it was determined that transportation and mobility were central to sustainable 

development.29  

                                                           
30 UN GA, The future we want (A/RES/66/288), 2012. https://undocs.org/A/RES/66/288   
31 UN GA, New Urban Agenda (A/RES/71/256), 2017. https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256 

Title Author Year 

The Future We Want (A/RES/66/288)30 United Nations General Assembly 2012 

New Urban Agenda (A/RES/71/256)31 United Nations General Assembly 2017 

Implementation of the outcomes of the United 

Nations Conferences on Human Settlements and on 

Housing and Sustainable Urban Development and 

strengthening of the United Nations Human 

Settlements Programme (A/71/1006)32 

United Nations General Assembly 2017 

Strategic Plan for the Period 

2020–2023 (HSP/HA.1/Res.1)33 

United Nations Human Settlements 

Programme 

2019 

Enhancing Urban-rural Linkages for Sustainable 

Urbanization and Human Settlements 

(HSP/HA.1/Res.5)34 

United Nations Human Settlements 

Programme 

2019 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/66/288
https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256


 

 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development mentions sustainable transport across several SDGs and targets, 

especially those related to food security, health, energy, economic growth, infrastructure, and cities and human 

settlements.35 The Sustainable Development Goals are integral to achieving green mass transit effectively and this 

idea is outlined in Goals 7 and 11.36 Goal 7 ensures access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for 

all and aim to have renewables be 17% of total energy consumption and to double the global rate of improvement in 

energy efficiency by 2030.37 Goal 7 also aims to enhance international cooperation to facilitate access to clean 

energy research and technology by 2030, including renewable energy, energy efficiency and advanced and cleaner 

fossil-fuel technology, and investment in energy infrastructure and clean energy technology.38 Goal 11 works 

towards making cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable with the aim of implementing 

the New Urban Agenda.39 Furthermore, Goal 11 states that by 2030, there should be universal access to safe, 

affordable, accessible, and sustainable transport systems for all while also improving road safety by expanding 

public transport, paying special attention to the needs of vulnerable populations like women, children, persons with 

disabilities, and older persons.40 It also aims to reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of cities, through 

efforts such as improved air quality and municipal and other waste management.41 

                                                           
18 UN-Habitat, Fostering Sustainable Urban Mobility Solutions, 2014, https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-

06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf 
19 UN-Habitat, New Economy, A City’s Exploration to Achieve Sustainable and Inclusive Urban Future, 2020. https://unhabitat.org/new-

economy-a-city%E2%80%99s-exploration-to-achieve-sustainable-and-inclusive-urban-future  
20 UN GA, The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217(III)), 1948. http://undocs.org/A/RES/217(III) 
21 Ibid. 
22 UN-Habitat, Fostering Sustainable Urban Mobility Solutions, 2014, https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-

06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf 
23 UN GA, The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217(III)), 1948. http://undocs.org/A/RES/217(III) 
24 UN GA, Convention on Road Traffic, 1949. 

http://www.worlddriversassociation.com/pdf/CONVENTION%20ON%20ROAD%20TRAFFIC1949.pdf  
25 UN-Habitat, Strategic Plan 2020-2023, 2019. https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-09/strategic_plan_2020-

2023.pdf; UN GA, New Urban Agenda (A/RES/71/256), 2017. https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256  
26 UN-Habitat, Planning and Design, 2020. https://unhabitat.org/topic/planning-and-design 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 UN GA, The future we want (A/RES/66/288), 2012. https://undocs.org/A/RES/66/288   
31 UN GA, New Urban Agenda (A/RES/71/256), 2017. https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256 
32 UN GA, Report of the High-level Independent Panel to Assess and Enhance the Effectiveness of UN-Habitat (A//71/106), 2017. 

https://undocs.org/A/71/1006  
33 UN-Habitat, United Nations Human Settlements Programme strategic plan for the period 2020–2023 (HSP/HA.1/Res.1), 2019. 

https://undocs.org/HSP/HA.1/Res.1  
34 UN-Habitat, Enhancing urban-rural linkages for sustainable urbanization and human settlements (HSP/HA.1/Res.5), 2019. 

https://undocs.org/HSP/HA.1/Res.5  
35 UN GA, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015. https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1   
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 

https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/new-economy-a-city%E2%80%99s-exploration-to-achieve-sustainable-and-inclusive-urban-future
https://unhabitat.org/new-economy-a-city%E2%80%99s-exploration-to-achieve-sustainable-and-inclusive-urban-future
http://undocs.org/A/RES/217(III)
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http://undocs.org/A/RES/217(III)
http://www.worlddriversassociation.com/pdf/CONVENTION%20ON%20ROAD%20TRAFFIC1949.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-09/strategic_plan_2020-2023.pdf
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https://undocs.org/HSP/HA.1/Res.5
https://undocs.org/A/RES/70/1


 

 

Role of UN-Habitat and the International System 

When UN-Habitat was established in 1978, two-thirds of humanity was still living in rural communities, so green 

mass transit was not a high priority for the United Nations.42 In 2002, the agency’s mandate was strengthened and its 

status elevated to that of a full-fledged program of the UN system through General Assembly resolution 56/206, 

Strengthening the mandate and status of the Commission on Human Settlements and the status, role and functions of 

the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat).43 In 2017, through its resolution 71/1006, Report of the 

High-level Independent Panel to Assess and Enhance the Effectiveness of UN-Habitat, the General Assembly 

reaffirmed the implementation of the outcomes of the United Nations Conferences on Human Settlements and 

discussed housing and sustainable urban development, again strengthening the mandate of UN-Habitat.44  

The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) are inter-

agency networks that work with UN-Habitat regarding green mass transit.45 UNEP is responsible for coordinating 

the UN's environmental activities and connecting countries to knowledge, experience, and resources to help people 

build a better life for themselves.46 In addition, UN-Habitat works with other UN and development agencies under 

the UN-Energy umbrella, as well as the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) to promote 

energy access, energy efficiency, and renewable energy technologies deployment.47 UNIDO is an especially 

important partner for green mass transit since it assists countries in economic and industrial development.48 UN-

Habitat leads the urban energy sector by providing advice, policy reforms, and energy solutions for sustainable 

urbanization.49  

                                                           
42 UN-Habitat, About Us, 2020. https://unhabitat.org/about-us 
43 UN GA, Strengthening the mandate and status of the Commission on Human Settlements and the status, role and functions of the 

United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat) (A/RES/56/206), 2002. https://undocs.org/A/RES/56/206 
44 UN GA, Report of the High-level Independent Panel to Assess and Enhance the Effectiveness of UN-Habitat (A/71/1006), 2017. 

https://undocs.org/A/71/1006 
45 UNDP, About us, 2020. https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/about-us.html; UNEP, About UN Environment Programme. 

https://www.unep.org/about-un-environment   
46 UNEP, About UN Environment Programme. https://www.unep.org/about-un-environment   
47 UNIDO, UNIDO in brief, 2020. https://www.unido.org/who-we-are/unido-brief  
48 UNIDO, UNIDO in brief, 2020. https://www.unido.org/who-we-are/unido-brief 
49 UN-Habitat, About Us, 2020. https://unhabitat.org/about-us 

Goal(s) Target(s) 

Goal 7:  Ensure access to affordable, reliable, 

sustainable and modern energy for all 

7.1 By 2030, ensure universal access to affordable, reliable 

and modern energy services 

7.2 By 2030, increase substantially the share of renewable 

energy in the global energy mix 

7.3 By 2030, double the global rate of improvement in 

energy efficiency 

Goal 11:  Make cities and human settlements 

inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 

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, integrated and 

sustainable human settlement planning and management in 

all countries 

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.a Support positive economic, social and environmental 

links between urban, peri-urban and rural areas by 

strengthening national and regional development planning 

https://unhabitat.org/about-us
https://undocs.org/A/RES/56/206
https://undocs.org/A/71/1006
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/about-us.html
https://www.unep.org/about-un-environment
https://www.unep.org/about-un-environment
https://www.unido.org/who-we-are/unido-brief
https://www.unido.org/who-we-are/unido-brief
https://unhabitat.org/about-us


 

 

Key Issues 

Increasing Utilization of Public Transportation 

Many of the environmental challenges in the urban transportation sector are rooted in its reliance on non-renewable 

fossil fuel and use of private motor vehicles.50 Public transportation is defined as a passenger transport service that is 

available to the general public and shared by strangers without prior arrangement, including cars, buses, trolleys, 

trams, trains, subways, and ferries.51 The UN DESA highlighted the inadequacies of the world’s current mass 

transportation system during its web series Sustainable Transport and COVID-19: Response and Recovery, held 24 

June 2020 to 1 July 2020.52 Public transport ridership in many cities has decreased by over 90%, resulting in lost 

jobs, at-risk livelihoods, and increased food insecurity, thus endangering progress across multiple SDGs.53 Current 

fossil fuel vehicles in existing public transport systems generate urban pollution and make the public susceptible to 

respiratory diseases like pulmonary disease, asthma, and lung cancer.54 Access presents another challenge: 

affordable public transportation to and from rural areas decreased during the pandemic, making it harder for people 

without personal vehicles to access needed medicine, food, and work.55  

The New Urban Agenda recognizes the need for a transit-focused agenda that will significantly increase accessible, 

safe, efficient, affordable, and sustainable infrastructure for public transport, as well as non-motorized options like 

walking and cycling.56 Some cities are taking steps towards this, such as Mexico City, which is widening sidewalks 

and redesigning pedestrian crossings to minimize user stress as part of its 4S Mobility Plan.57 In China, the 

government is trying to put people first in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, which has an extensive 

network of privately owned minibuses and maintains a low-fare tram system in the downtown area.58  

Most cities are built to accommodate cars, not green transportation options, and 10% of all greenhouse gas 

emissions globally come from road transport.59 Transportation’s share of global oil consumption rose from 45.4% in 

1973 to 61.5% in 2010 and is expected to experience sustained growth in demand for oil.60 By 2050, global carbon 

dioxide (CO2) emissions from motor vehicle use could be three times as high as they were in 2010.61 While short-

term reductions in all greenhouse gas emissions and other pollutants has been achieved, prior data suggests these 

advancements will be rapidly reversed if the world maintains harmful levels of transportation emissions and fails to 

implement structural changes.62 Resolutions like the New Urban Agenda aim to address this by prioritizing public 

transport over private motorized transportation.63 Public transportation initiatives also need to take equality into 

                                                           
50 UN-Habitat, People and Mobility, 2011. 

https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/People%20and%20Mobility%20%2C%20Promoting%20non-

motorised%20transport%20options%20and%20compact%20cities%20as%20complements%20to%20public%20transport.pdf  
51 UN DESA, Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11 
52 UN DESA, Sustainable Transport and COVID-19: Response and Recovery DAY 1, 2020. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=3297&menu=163  
53 Ibid. 
54 Xu-Quin, Xiao-Dong, Di, Air pollution and chronic airway diseases: what should people know and do?, 2016. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4740163/  
55 UN DESA, Sustainable Transport and COVID-19: Response and Recovery DAY 1, 2020. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=3297&menu=163  
56 UN GA, New Urban Agenda (A/RES/71/256), 2017. https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256  
57 Sonrisas, PV Joins Mexico's 4s Strategy for the 'New Normality', 2020. http://banderasnews.com/2007/puerto-vallarta-4s-mobility-

plan.htm  
58 UN DESA, World Economic and Social Survey 2013: Sustainable Development Challenges, 2013. 

https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_current/wess2013/Chapter3.pdf  
59 UN DESA, Sustainable Transport and COVID-19: Response and Recovery DAY 1, 2020. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=3297&menu=163 
60 UN-Habitat, Fostering Sustainable Urban Mobility Solutions, 2014. https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-

06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf 
61 Ibid. 
62 Stone, Carbon emissions are falling sharply due to coronavirus. But not for long. 2020. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/2020/04/coronavirus-causing-carbon-emissions-to-fall-but-not-for-long/  
63 UN GA, New Urban Agenda (A/RES/71/256), 2017. https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256  

https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/People%20and%20Mobility%20%2C%20Promoting%20non-motorised%20transport%20options%20and%20compact%20cities%20as%20complements%20to%20public%20transport.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/People%20and%20Mobility%20%2C%20Promoting%20non-motorised%20transport%20options%20and%20compact%20cities%20as%20complements%20to%20public%20transport.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=3297&menu=163
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4740163/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=3297&menu=163
https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256
http://banderasnews.com/2007/puerto-vallarta-4s-mobility-plan.htm
http://banderasnews.com/2007/puerto-vallarta-4s-mobility-plan.htm
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_current/wess2013/Chapter3.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=3297&menu=163
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-06/fostering_sustainable_urban_mobility_solutions.pdf
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/2020/04/coronavirus-causing-carbon-emissions-to-fall-but-not-for-long/
https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256


 

 

consideration, as developing states have inadequate funding to create access to rural areas, exacerbating economic 

recessions and inequalities for both states and rural populations.64  

UN-Habitat plays a critical role in providing assistance and support to cties worldwide as they address the common 

challenges involved in establishing mass transit systems and creating greener cities.65 While it is important to 

increase utilization of public transportation, it is also important to build communities more efficiently so people can 

use public transportation rather than private cars to access locations further from cities.66 Integrated land-use 

management, which links social and economic development with environmental protection, is also an effective way 

to build better transportation systems.67 Mixed-use development makes homes, work, and shopping locations nearer 

to each other, connecting communities and decreasing reliance on transport and privately owned cars.68 Mixed-use 

development also reduces trips to different areas of the city for groceries and events, since making a community 

more walkable can localize many activities that previously required travel.69  

Increasing Non-Motorized Transportation Options 

Motorized traffic is a key source of local and global pollutants like carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen 

oxides, and other particulate matter that cause health problems including bronchitis, asthma, heart disease, resulting 

in the deaths of seven million people annually.70 Promoting non-motorized transportation, including walking, 

bicycling, small-wheeled transport (cycle rickshaws, skateboards, push scooters, etc.), and wheelchairs, can decrease 

motorized traffic and its pollutants.71 While non-motorized transportation is not technically a form of mass public 

transportation (MPT), it is an important part of the shared infrastructure of public transportation and is essential to 

achieving green mass transportation.72 As zero-emission modes of transportation, walking and cycling are critical 

components in reducing harmful local pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.73  

Despite a need for non-motorized transit, cities tend not to be designed for people to walk or cycle.74 Adequate 

pedestrian and cycling infrastructure, technology-based innovations in transport, and transit systems that reduce 

congestion and pollution are needed in the new urban world.75 Not only do these changes improve the transportation 

system, they also improve efficiency, connectivity, accessibility, health, and quality of life.76 Major cities like 

Amsterdam, The Netherlands and Copenhagen, Denmark, are well known for their accessible biking systems, which 

have led to lower greenhouse gas emissions in those cities.77 However, not all global cities have made a safe 

transition to effective biking systems and road traffic accidents remain a major cause of deaths and disabilities, 

particularly in developing countries.78 UN-Habitat has helped equip cities to better plan and design bicycle 

infrastructure by connecting them to city planners trained in this field.79 In addition to infrastructure changes, cities 

can facilitate a transition away from motorized transport by communicating to the population that a sustainable 

                                                           
64 UN DESA, Sustainable Transport and COVID-19: Response and Recovery DAY 1, 2020. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=13&nr=3297&menu=163  
65 UN-Habitat, Programme, Twenty-sixth session of the Governing Council, 2017. https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2017/05/GC26-

Provsional-Programme-English-6-May-2017-.pdf  
66 Ibid. 
67 UN DESA, Sustainable Development Topics, 2008. https://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/sdissues/land/land.htm  
68 University of Delaware, What is mixed use development?  https://www.completecommunitiesde.org/planning/landuse/what-is-mixed-

use-development/  
69 UN DESA, Shanghai Manual: A Guide for Sustainable Urban Development in the 21st Century, 2012. 

https://www.un.org/esa/dsd/susdevtopics/sdt_pdfs/shanghaimanual/Chapter%204%20-%20Sustainable%20urban%20transport

.pdf    
70 Ibid. 
71 UN DESA, Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11 
72 Ibid. 
73 UNEP, Basics of NMT design. https://nmttoolkit.itdp.org/guide/introduction/design-principles/  
74 Ibid. 
75 UN GA, New Urban Agenda (A/RES/71/256), 2017. https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/256 
76 Ibid. 
77 UNEP, #FridayFact: The Netherlands is home to more bicycles than people!, 2018. https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-

stories/story/fridayfact-netherlands-home-more-bicycles-people  
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
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urban future is not anti-car, but rather pro-cycling, pro-walking, and pro- other non-motorized ways to travel.80 

Street designs that focus on vehicle movement rather than mobility for people undermines the quality of life and the 

character of public spaces.81 Promoting safe, inclusive, accessible, green, and quality public spaces, including 

streets, sidewalks, and cycling lanes, leads to a more connected community.82  

Women and girls tend to be the most vulnerable when there is inadequate non-motorized and motorized transit 

infrastructure like safe walkways, lack of enforcement of traffic, and poor road space management.83 Marginalized 

communities, including women, children, and disabled people, are often less likely to have access to safe mass 

rapid-transit systems, integrated transport systems, and air and rail systems.84 There is evidence that security issues 

constrain women’s non-motorized mobility, and for example, in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea, more than half 

of women vendors have experienced some form of violence in the local markets, and similarly, in Kigali, Rwanda, a 

baseline study showed that 55% of women were concerned about their safety when going to educational institutions 

after dark.85 UN-Women has launched the Safe Cities and Safe Public Spaces Initiative which aims to address issues 

including violence and sexual harassment in urban areas.86  

Incorporating Green Energy in Transportation 

The global transportation sector is responsible for nearly a quarter of energy-related greenhouse gas emissions, a 

share that is expected to substantially increase in the future.87 Without action on the transportation front, it will not 

be possible to limit the climate crisis.88 It is urgent that the climate crisis is addressed, and as UN Secretary-General 

António Guterres has stated, “the climate emergency is a race we are losing, but it is a race we can win.”89 While the 

various aspects of green mobility are well known, the key challenge to measuring it is the absence of a universally 

accepted definition and measurement methodology for green transportation.90 Today’s global transportation sector is 

almost completely dependent on fossil fuels, but electric and other renewable energy sources are becoming more 

accessible.91 Many countries in the European Union already have very low transport emissions per capita and are 

showing significant growth in this sector, but this is counteracted by increasing emissions in other countries.92 In 

2019, Fossil CO2 emissions of EU Member States and the UK fell by nearly 3.8%. Between 2018 and 2019 CO2 

emissions increased in China by 3.4%.93 

There is a mismatch between the supply and demand as well as frequent power rationing in cities, especially in 

developing areas.94 In addition, the energy divide between urban and rural communities is wide.95 Increasing 

population growth, rapid urbanization, and expanding economic development are putting pressure on limited energy 
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resources for which annual demand growth is around 7% developing countries, while the supply remains stable.96 
Fossil fuels comprise 80% of current global primary energy demand, and the energy system is the source of 

approximately two-thirds of global CO2 emissions.97 Renewables cannot be used uniformly across the energy 

system to replace the use of fossil fuels today, partly because of the variance in the ability of different energy 

subsectors to switch from fossil fuels to renewables.98 

Inclusive urban develop requires increases in clean energy, ambient air quality, urban extensions, biodiversity 

conservation, nature-based solutions, and sustainable energy use in cities and communities, with attention to gender 

equality and social inclusion.99 One important component is switching vehicles to renewable energy sources by 

increasing funding for renewable solutions while phasing out non-renewable technology.100 It is difficult for 

countries to secure the investments and partnerships to support the sustainable transport and transit solutions 

required to meet the Paris Agreement on Climate Change targets, so there needs to be more enhanced and 

strengthened global partnerships to complement national efforts as well as regional collaboration.101 Green 

transportation is addressed by many organizations within the UN, including the International Civil Aviation 

Organization (ICAO), which focuses on air transport; the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD), which focuses on transport linked to trade; the UN Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), 

which focuses on regional land transport; and the UN Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed 

Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States (UN-OHRLLS).102 UN-Habitat is 

a key actor in sustainable transportation since it is best placed to provide answers and achievable solutions to the 

current transportation challenges faced by the cities where many of the largest transportation systems are found.103 

Conclusion 

The role of transportation in sustainable development was first recognized at the 1992 United Nation’s Earth 

Summit and reinforced in Agenda 21, which came out of the conference.104 The global importance of green 

transportation has grown considerably since then, including in the SDGs, with the aim to make cities and human 

settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable.105 Effectively implementing green mass transportation is also 

an important part of improving social equity, health, resilience of cities, urban-rural linkages, and productivity of 

rural areas.106 It is important for UN-Habitat to be a leader in promoting regional and interregional economic 

integration and cooperation for improving transportation infrastructure and enhancing connectivity.107 
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II. Increasing Accessibility in Sustainable Urban Life 

“We should all have access to the same education, the same opportunities, and the same resources 

and protection to succeed and help the next generation.” 

– Padma Lakshmi, Author, Chef, and Advocate for UNDP 

Introduction 

As of 2020, approximately 60% of the world’s population lived in an urban environment that housed more than 

300,000 people, totaling at least 2.59 billion people.108 The percentage of urban residents compared to the world’s 

population is expected to climb to 68% by 2050.109 Though there are multiple definitions for what constitutes a city 

or an urban area, in 2012 the United Nations (UN) adopted a working definition of a city as “a population contained 

within the contours of contiguous territory inhabited at urban levels of residential density”.110 As these spaces 

expand and develop, it is vital to ensure that the future urban spaces are welcoming and usable to everyone who 

lives there, aligns with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and with as little environmental impact as 

possible.111 Accessibility is often defined as the “ability to access and benefit from some system or entity”, which 

regarding urban design, means that persons with disabilities can interact with and benefit from their built 

environment at the same level as non-disabled persons.112 This has been an emerging focus of the international 

community, with accessibility being built into the SDGs, and by extension within urban development principles.113 

Since the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) is the primary programme focused on this 

topic within the UN, it has been an ever more important piece of ensuring that the SDGs are met and that the UN 

properly positions itself to assist Member States with their urban development.114 

International Framework 

Accessibility in sustainable urban life is a key part of sustainable development, and with the international 

community focusing on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, much more attention has been paid to 

accessibility in recent years.115 Goal 11 of the SDGs, in particular, has formed the backbone of efforts to make urban 

spaces more accessible.116 One indicator of success for this goal is focused upon transit systems, with a target of 

providing “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.”117 However, the largest piece of the international framework 

specifically focused on accessibility, is the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which was 

adopted in 2006 by the General Assembly in Resolution 61/106.118 The Convention emphasizes the importance of 

promoting and protecting the human rights of all persons with disabilities, and that accessibility is part of those 

human rights.119 Also important is the Realization of the Sustainable Development Goals by for and with Persons 

with Disabilities: UN: Flagship Report on Disability and Development (2018), drafted by the United Nations 
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Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA).120 This report outlines numerous issues specific to 

realizing the SDGs for disabled persons and emphasizes the fact that increasing accessibility for disabled persons 

will have a direct result in ending poverty and achieving zero hunger.121 UN DESA also released a report in 2013, 

detailing how to mainstream disability and accessibility for the upcoming development of the SDGs, which formed 

the basis for what eventually became parts of Goal 11.122 These and other frameworks have contributed to the work 

of increasing accessibility in sustainable urban life, including: 

Title Author Year 

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(A/RES/61/106)123 

UN General Assembly 2006 

Role of transport and transit corridors in ensuring international 

cooperation for sustainable development (A/70/262)124 

UN General Assembly 2015 

Implementation of the outcome of the United Nations Conference 

on Human Settlements (Habitat II) and strengthening of the United 

Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) 

(A/RES/70/473)125 

UN General Assembly 2011 

Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development (A/RES/70/1)126 

UN General Assembly 2015 

New Urban Agenda (A/RES/71/256)127 UN General Assembly 2017 

The SDGs play a pivotal role in increasing accessibility for disabled persons, while also working to achieve 

increased sustainability.128 While working to achieve a more sustainable future by 2030, the SDGs emphasize the 

importance of safe cities and resilient infrastructure through Goal 9 and Goal 11.129 

Goal(s) Target(s) 

Goal 9: Build resilient 

infrastructure, promote 

sustainable industrialization, 

and foster innovation130 

9.1 Develop quality, reliable, sustainable and resilient infrastructure, including 

regional and transborder infrastructure, to support economic development and 

human well-being, with a focus on affordable and equitable access for all. 

9.4 By 2030, upgrade infrastructure and retrofit industries to make them 

sustainable, with increased resource-use efficiency and greater adoption of clean 

and environmentally sound technologies and industrial processes, with all 

countries taking action by their respective capabilities. 

9. a Facilitate sustainable and resilient infrastructure development in developing 

countries through enhanced financial, technological and technical support to 
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African countries, least developed countries, landlocked developing countries and 

small island developing States. 

Goal 11: Make cities 

inclusive, safe, resilient and 

sustainable131 

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, integrated, and sustainable human settlement planning and 

management in all countries. 

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. 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 

Role of UN-Habitat and the International System 

UN-Habitat, is active in more than 90 countries, working to fulfill its General Assembly-mandated purpose to 

promote socially and environmentally sustainable towns and cities with the goal of providing adequate shelter for 

all.132 The primary functions of the programme are to engage in research and capacity building and to provide 

countries with technical assistance and expertise, as well as mobilizing advocates and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) in partnership with themselves and state-level governments.133 This work focuses on various 

topics, including land use, municipal finance, and waste management.134  UN-Habitat maintains 5 flagship 

programmes: Inclusive, Vibrant Neighborhoods and Communities; People-focused Smart Cities; RISE-UP: Resilient 

Settlements for the Urban Poor; Inclusive cities: Enhancing the Positive; and Sustainable Development Goals: 

Cities.135  

In regards to increasing accessibility in sustainable urban life, UN-Habitat has no formal authority to impose its 

resolutions, and instead functions as an advisory body that provides research, networking, and frameworks to states 

engaging in sustainable development.136 Much of the work undertaken by UN-Habitat regarding this topic has 

occurred in the last twenty years, as Member States turned their attention to 21st-century development, and what the 

urban spaces of the future would look like.137 UN-Habitat is heavily involved in ensuring the SDGs are 
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implemented, specifically Goals 9 and 11, and with the formal ratification of the SDGs, UN-Habitat has focused its 

efforts on reporting and assistance regarding those SDGs that fall under its mandate.138  

Key Issues 

Access to Mass Public Transportation 

As the world moves towards a predominately urban future, building out systems of mass public transit is a vital 

component of ensuring the future is aligned with the SDGs, specifically Goals 9 and 11.139 Other SDGs, such as 

Goals 8, 10, and 15, are all affected by improving access to Mass Public Transportation (MPT) as well.140 MPT is a 

vitally important piece of both urban design, and accessibility, as, without the ability to move freely about their built 

environment, disabled persons are left without any chance of fully engaging society and living fulfilling lives.141 

Establishing safe, efficient, and affordable MPT options has many benefits, beyond simply improving commute 

time.142 Beyond providing access to services for persons with disabilities, improvement in MPT also provides 

benefits for non-disabled women and families, creating safer environments and providing equitable access to 

services.143 Road traffic is the leading cause of death for children in many developing states, and the 10th leading 

cause of death worldwide, and providing sustainable MPT alternatives reduces the number of vehicles on the road 

resulting in fewer accidents.144 As the needs of people performing work and other activities are recognized, ensuring 

their easy access to transportation is a function of a just and fair society.145  

According to World Health Organization data, 15% of the world population lives with a disability of some kind.146 

80% of those living in developing states, and among working-age persons, unemployment is between 80% and 

90%.147 Disabled persons around the globe face significant issues in attaining the same level of access to mass 

public transportation (MPT) as the rest of the population, which has profound impacts on their lives beyond simply 

decreased mobility.148 Lack of accessibility means that persons with disabilities are less likely to be employed or 

have access to educational services, less able to receive high-quality medical care, and are often homebound.149 As 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development states, “all people, irrespective of sex, age, race, ethnicity, and 

persons with disabilities, migrants, indigenous peoples, children and youth, especially those in vulnerable situations, 

should have access to life-long learning opportunities that help them acquire the knowledge and skills needed to 

exploit opportunities and to participate fully in society,” and ensuring proper mobility and transit options is a key 

piece of ensuring this goal is met.150  

The major issues with MPT are ensuring everyone, regardless of gender, income level, or disability needs has access 

to cheap and effective MPT and ensuring that MPT systems do not prevent their use by any person by the function 

of their design.151 Additionally, designs for MPT should guarantee that the systems themselves do not exacerbate the 

climate crisis, as 24% of global CO2 emissions derive from transportation.152 Bus systems have shown that they 
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generate good efficiency, but are frequent polluters, as electric bus technology is still developing.153 In developing 

states where urban environments are less static, underground metro systems have proven immensely effective; 

however, this has not been the case in developed states, where implementation costs are very high and impacts on 

the city and its inhabitants have often not been seen as a worthwhile tradeoff for the ridership these systems draw.154 

Thus, this issue continues to be discussed on a variety of axis as the situation in each state varies and needs are 

diverse, while goals are the same.155 

Inclusive Urban Design and Planning 

With the rise of the automobile, urban planning has been heavily focused on roadways and the cars that utilize 

them.156 While this has enabled large cities to achieve economic development, it has also created urban spaces that 

are fundamentally inequitable, as they privilege drivers and place economically disadvantaged persons, the disabled, 

and others in a situation where they cannot easily interact with their surroundings.157 Most urban environments 

during the 20th century have focused design and planning around automobiles, and commutes based upon them, 

which has worked to make cities less livable for the people in them, by making major roads too busy to cross, and 

increasing pollution, as well as less hospitable to anyone not able to easily move about via car.158 Disabled persons 

often feel unsafe in their environment based upon factors such as the ability to easily access MPT, or enter and exit 

buildings.159 The visually impaired often have trouble navigating spaces that have not been altered or designed to 

accommodate them, and, like many people, alter their routines, or forgo activities to avoid areas that may pose a 

problem.160 This necessitates a broader view of accessible urban design, where not just large projects must be 

considered, but smaller facets of planning, like residential streets and sidewalks.161 

Building proper accessibility in urban environments begins at the base level of how those environments are planned 

and designed.162 Effective urban design and planning creates a built environment that is easily accessible to those 

people who live in it, utilize it the most, and is focused upon their needs, rather than providing easy transit through 

the space.163 Shifting the focus of urban planning will enable existing communities to grow and expand, without 

threatening the unique living environment of the urban space itself.164 As the world determines the way urban 

environments will be designed in the 21st century and beyond, ensuring that fundamental city planning enables every 

person who lives in the city to experience equal levels of access to the space in which they reside will be vital to 

meeting SDG 11 and ensuring basic human rights are not infringed upon.165  

The international community faces an exciting prospect in the 21st century, as 95% of urban expansion and 

development in the future will come in developing countries, with 90% occurring in Africa and Asia.166 This creates 

a situation where new development can be planned to avoid the pitfalls and previous mistakes made, such as moving 

design focus away from people and towards cars and commuting, allowing for a more inclusive, and healthier urban 
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future.167 What is also vital to consider are the impacts of development on economically disadvantaged populations, 

as we have seen that increased urbanization and densification of city centers can result in traditional populations 

being pushed out, essentially pricing them out of being able to afford their homes and cutting them off from not only 

their communities but the economic and social benefits being provided by the new development itself.168 The 

effective people-focused urban design also forms a key piece in ensuring accessibility, in that pieces of urban design 

that have been designed to be accessible are of very little use to anyone if the area around them is largely 

inaccessible.169 This can be accomplished by implementing solutions such as planning development around 

pedestrians and cycling, rather than roadways, which both reduce pollution and CO2 emissions, but ensures a much 

safer environment for disabled persons to access their built environment, which is a key concern.170  

Advancement in Information and Communication Technology 

Technological advances have brought new opportunities to accessible development, beyond simply improving 

physical construction and green technology.171 When the built environment poses a barrier to people fully interacting 

with their surroundings, information and communication technology (ICT) can fill in the gaps.172 While it is often 

impossible to entirely retrofit older buildings and spaces to be as accessible as possible, the rise of smartphones and 

other technology has made it very easy to provide maps and other information about the accessibility of their 

environment to anyone who needs them, and also any potential barriers that individuals may encounter.173 

Additionally, new technologies can be leveraged to easily pass along information to the visually and hearing 

impaired, at a rate that has previously been thought to be impossible.174 These include resizable transit maps for 

smartphones, real-time transit alerts, and markings alerting disabled citizens as to the accessibility of buildings and 

areas on such services as Google Maps.175 

ICTs have opened a new mechanism to even the playing field for disabled persons.176 Many cities and private 

companies, such as Google, are adapting their maps, and public information to include data relevant to disabled 

persons.177 For example, private and public sector groups have begun mapping cities on their own, providing 

accessibility data online, and allowing disabled persons to access data that they need to move around their 

environment.178 While this is helpful, building this sort of digital infrastructure into the urban environment from the 

beginning is more effective.179 With the rapid spread of high-speed internet access around the globe, many groups 

and companies are beginning to build out their web presence with the knowledge that it must be accessible, which 

has moved information access in the correct direction.180  

Life in urban environments frequently requires more interaction with official websites and materials, and those with 

impairments are often at a disadvantage in properly accessing needed information.181 This can be any situation from 
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attempting to find information on a government website to determining the proper place to cross the street while 

being unable to see.182 While some states have passed wide-reaching laws to ensure accessibility standards, many 

parts of the world, where the majority of urban growth will occur, lack such standards.183 Though the physical 

infrastructure itself forms the base of how the disabled interact with their surroundings, ICTs and other non-physical 

infrastructure can help bridge the gap with older infrastructure.184 Strengthening research and development of 

potential new ICTs, as well as partnering with leaders in the technology sector will be vital to ensuring proper 

accessibility in cities around the world in the future.185  

Conclusion  

As the world continues to urbanize, the majority of people around the globe will find themselves inhabiting a city, 

which creates a vital need to ensure that the built environments created to house them are both accessible and 

sustainable.186 Accessibility will allow every person, regardless of circumstance, to engage with their environment 

healthily and productively, which will ensure human rights around the globe are respected and furthered and allow 

for increased economic and social prosperity.187 Achieving sustainable access is a key piece of the SDGs and will 

allow for a future that is less destructive or harmful to the environment, or the people who inhabit it.188 Focusing 

efforts on transit to ensure that people can easily move through their environment, focusing on basic urban design to 

ensure that cities are designed from the ground up for the people who inhabit them, and focusing on new and 

developing technologies will be the key ways to ensure the SDGs are achieved, and the global future is both 

sustainable and prosperous.189  
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