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In less than four decades, the cities 

around the world will grow by 2.5 

billion people. More than two thirds 

of all people will live in cities by the 

middle of the century. Nearly 90% 

of this growth will be concentrated 

in cities in Asia and Africa. But 

what will these cities look like? 

How will they develop given the 

“pressure of urbanisation” which is 

mainly affecting developing coun-

tries and emerging economies? 

How will they be administered and 

governed? These questions do not 

just have to be asked by municipal-

ities and urban planners. KfW De-

velopment Bank is also committed 

to this issue on behalf of the Ger-

man Federal Government and has 

set itself the goal of providing sup-

port to make cities liveable for eve-

ryone.  

As important as roads and apartments 

undoubtedly are, this aim cannot be 

achieved simply by meeting basic 

needs. Instead cities for “citizens” are 

needed that are worthy of their name, 

that give people the space and oppor-

tunity to participate, to cultivate their 

unique cultural characteristics and 

move safely around the city. Building 

up an intact infrastructure is a prereq-

uisite for this, but not enough to give a 

city a “heart and soul”. Which is why 

KfW takes a comprehensive view of 

its mission in urban development pro-

jects. 

Basic infrastructure necessary – 

but not enough 

Cities attract people for different rea-

sons: one reason is the search for 

employment, another is the desire for 

a self-determined way of life. But 

forced migration and displacement 

also play a role. People with extreme-

ly different origins, interests and eco-

nomic situations live side-by-side in 

cities at very close quarters.    

For all of these people, it goes without 

saying that basic infrastructure is fun-

damental. And providing all of this 

infrastructure for a dramatically grow-

ing urban population around the world 

is an enormous task – after all, cities 

need to function. The pressure of ur-

banisation, however, falsely leads 

many governments to create new 

housing on a large scale by a “top-

down” procedure, often in the form of 

concrete, high-rise building complex-

es: with no space for social interac-

tion, long travel times to work and 

without reliable and efficient public 

transport.     

And this is already a great deal con-

sidering that many countries lack the 

funds even for this. Instead more and 

more new informal settlements and 

slums emerge where people are 

forced to live in inhumane conditions. 

As a result, cities undergo rapid and 

haphazard growth which exacerbates 

the problem of inadequate supply and 

services. This often gives rise to 

growing social and economic inequali-

ty.    

Against this background, the key is to 

capitalise on this rapid urbanisation 

and view it as an opportunity to de-

sign sustainable and liveable cities. 

For the course we set now will pave 

the way to the future. A city that pro-

vides its residents with the minimum 

level of housing, water, electricity, etc. 
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is not enough. We need “citizens' 

cities” that integrate environmental 

sustainability, participation and the 

unique character of a city into plan-

ning and implementation. This is the 

only way that cities will also be able to 

meet the needs of future generations. 

Citizens, municipalities and countries 

will have to pay a high price for our 

failures today. 

Supporting municipalities – 

strengthening citizen participation 

A citizens' city involves all of its 

stakeholders. The residents have a 

voice; they can help shape the munic-

ipal policy in their city. This is nothing 

new in development cooperation, but 

it is still today something that cannot 

be taken for granted, particularly for 

the poorer population in cities. With-

out the involvement of local residents, 

even the most well-intentioned pro-

jects are often not accepted. One 

example is parks that then turn into 

rubbish dumps with a high rate of 

crime.     

One important task is therefore to 

increase citizen participation in urban 

development projects. And at the 

same time encourage municipalities 

to listen to citizens' concerns.  

This can often be achieved by work-

ing together with non-governmental 

organisations to identify and promote 

the concerns of disadvantaged urban 

areas and their residents. This pro-

cess is also advisable in fragile situa-

tions because power and ownership 

relationships have to be understood to 

prevent conflicts from flaring up and to 

ensure long-term commitment. Clear 

rights of ownership and use are also 

needed. Securing these rights, partic-

ularly for the residents of informal 

settlements, is a key component of 

integrated urban development.    

However, what is needed to ensure 

that municipalities can respond to 

their citizens' concerns is reliable in-

come. Without it, even good urban 

development projects cannot be car-

ried out. One of KfW's goals is there-

fore to strengthen the financial foun-

dation of cities through their own in-

come. Loans or grants also make it 

possible to implement community-

oriented projects. Municipal funds in 

various countries have proven to have 

a positive impact.    

Participation also means involving the 

private sector because its investments 

are crucial to progress in cities. How-

ever, municipalities should manage 

private investments in such a way that 

the focus is not on maximising profits, 

but on designing liveable cities. 

Citizen participation in the Palestinian 
territories 

Several years ago, the Palestinian Na-
tional Authority introduced a national 
programme for municipal development. 
KfW Development Bank is involved in 
this project on behalf of the German 
Federal Government. 

The municipalities work in a participatory 
process to prioritise measures to improve 
services in the city. Depending on their 
size and governance, they receive finan-
cial allocations they can invest in infra-
structure. In addition, advanced training 
and investment measures that aim to 
modernise the municipal administration 
are supported, e.g. the introduction of 
modern software that helps to improve 
financial, inventory, operational and 
maintenance management. Citizens' 
concerns can be addressed faster and 
more directly through e-governance and 
central citizens' offices. 

ICT-supported approaches, e.g. as 

elements of e-governance, offer an-

other possibility for participation. New 

approaches are currently being de-

veloped in many places, e.g. using 

blockchain technology. Digital solu-

tions can also be useful to improve 

conditions in informal settlements, for 

example, in the form of maps that 

support participatory planning and 

implementation of measures in the 

neighbourhood. Increasing digitalisa-

tion, however, also requires better 

data privacy.

Promoting a city's unique character 

– preserving culture 

Once the participation of various 

stakeholders is ensured, the question 

of the city's unique character arises 

because the idea is to preserve this 

unique character over the long run to 

give people a sense of well-being.  

Cities and neighbourhoods have their 

own special characteristics that have 

to coincide with the needs of the peo-

ple who live there and become part of 

their cultural identity. In this context, 

the term culture is broadly defined 

and includes historical city districts 

and cultural monuments as well as 

the “sub-culture”. 

The pressure of urbanisation in de-

veloping countries and emerging 

economies, however, falsely leads to 

view cultural preservation as a luxury 

and to neglect it. Due to the huge 

influx into cities, old districts are often 

torn down to make room for high-

rises. Concerns about hygiene lead 

food stalls to be closed, which not 

only limits opportunities to generate 

income, but also destroys places 

where people come together for social 

interaction. Cities increasingly resem-

ble one another and are losing their 

A city is only really liveable if people can help shape it, if their opinion counts. 
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identities. In the best case, they turn 

into practical service providers, into 

functioning city machines and, in the 

worst case, an inhumane behemoth 

emerges.    

But sometimes war and conflict de-

stroy entire parts of a city, even histor-

ical ones – and deprive a city of part 

of its history. Cultural preservation 

and the support for the unique charac-

ter of cities are thus an important as-

pect in Financial Cooperation; they 

can stimulate a sense of identity – an 

important factor in times of instability 

– and thus enhance the cohesion of 

its inhabitants. The value of culture 

becomes particularly clear when it is 

destroyed as shown by current exam-

ples from Syria and Afghanistan.  

Chihilsitoon Park, Kabul, Afghanistan 

Char Deh is an illegal settlement in Kabul 
tolerated by the municipality. It has a 
park with a historical building (Qasr), both 
are completely dilapidated and aban-
doned after years of destruction and ne-
glect. It is not a place that can be used by 
families. 

KfW, with behalf of the German Federal 
Foreign Office, is financing the renova-
tion of the Qasr so that it can be used as 
a conference venue and meeting place. 
New green spaces, gardens and sports 
fields are being created for residents in 
the park. At the same time, a socioeco-
nomic study and survey of the existing 
infrastructure in the district are being car-
ried out. As is the case in other informal 
settlements, no building plans exist. The 
improvement measures are being identi-
fied, planned and implemented together 
with the residents. Rehabilitation of the 
park is embedded in a comprehensive 
concept for the district. 

However, it is important to be “cultur-

ally sensitive” in the process and not 

only restore destroyed or neglected 

cultural assets, but also place them in 

a larger context. This will create 

spaces for interaction and economic 

opportunities, for example, through 

new jobs in restoration work or later 

on when the focus is on the preserva-

tion or management of a facility and 

services in the vicinity. In addition, 

municipalities are needed and possi-

bly non-governmental organisations 

that ensure the “management” of the 

facility over the long run. Cultural 

preservation becomes not just a 

means to an end, but can bring eco-

nomic benefits and make a develop-

mental contribution to integrated ur-

ban planning. 

Creating space - preserving and 

promoting nature in cities 

As cities continue to grow, the risk of 

environmental impacts increases, 

mainly air pollution. Green spaces 

must be included in urban planning 

measures, especially when space is 

consolidated. Nature in cities makes 

an important contribution to protecting 

the health of residents and improving 

their quality of life. Green spaces reg-

ulate the city climate and lower tem-

peratures which, in turn, reduces the 

rate of illness and death caused by 

heat.     

Green spaces also lower particulate 

levels because trees filter dust. In 

addition, they also play an important 

role in regulating floods. In this era of 

climate change which brings frequent 

heavy rainfall in many regions, the 

seepage capacity of the ground is 

becoming increasingly important. 

Above all, however, green spaces 

provide a place to relax and they 

strengthen social cohesion, the value 

of which cannot be overestimated. 

Assuming that they cater to different 

user groups and their needs, they can 

prevent social tensions. 

Room for green spaces should either 

be planned in from the outset for new 

districts or it can be created through 

intelligent transport solutions. The 

expansion of the public transport net-

work and cycle paths, for example, 

creates room for green recreation 

areas. 

However, these kinds of green spaces 

can also have a negative impact: 

sometimes they improve an area so 

much that poorer groups are pushed 

out. Counteracting these effects and 

balancing different interests intelli-

gently is a challenge for urban devel-

opment around the world, not just in 

developing countries and emerging 

economies. 

Beira – from climate adaptation to ur-
ban park  

Large parts of the coastal city of Beira 
are just above sea level. The rising sea 
levels and increasing extreme weather 
events flood parts of the city on a regular 
basis. 

KfW is supporting Beira in the implemen-
tation of sustainable urban development 
on behalf of the German Federal Gov-
ernment. A set of tidal gates and a back-
water basin were built, and the Rio 
Chiveve was rehabilitated as a natural 
drainage system. Now the neglected 
green areas along the tidal river are be-
ing enhanced through the construction of 
a park. Playgrounds and sports fields, a 
botanical garden, an event centre, res-
taurant, sanitary facilities and lighting are 
planned. Support is also being provided 
for a market. Cycle and pedestrian paths 
are being built to improve the connection 
within the city centre. The residents are 
involved to ensure that the public infra-
structure will be used responsibly. 

Conclusion 

The rapid pace of urbanisation cre-

ates enormous challenges for cities in 

developing countries and emerging 

economies, primarily in Asia and Afri-

ca. Particularly because they have 

fewer resources available than cities 

in Europe and North America where 

urbanisation has occurred more slow-

ly and over decades. This is both a 

challenge and opportunity because 

they can avoid the mistakes made by 

the already urbanised world. The pri-

ority is to ensure that cities do not just 

become inhumane agglomerations, 

but are healthy places where people 

like to live. Solutions must be found 

and financed that allow cities, despite 

their growth and the resulting infra-

structure requirements, to maintain or 

develop their unique character and 

charm.     

Culture makes a city attractive in the 
first place, which is why cultural as-
sets need to be protected. 
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The following aspects play a role in 

this. What is needed:   

- City and neighbourhood planning 

that takes into account cultural 

characteristics and building de-

sign. 

- Urban planning that involves citi-

zens and also takes the concerns 

of poorer households into ac-

count.  

- Stronger municipalities that are 

able to implement citizens' con-

cerns and attract sustainable in-

vestments, also from the private 

sector. 

- Green spaces in the city that are 

incorporated into planning from 

the outset.  

- District concepts that intelligently 

mix residential areas so that 

there is housing for poorer 

households next to higher value 

housing.     

We have to say goodbye to top-down 

and bottom-up planning applied in a 

strict sense. Citizens' cities only 

emerge when the two are combined, 

when people can take part in shaping 

their neighbourhood or city. And when 

municipalities are equipped to fulfil 

their obligations efficiently and ade-

quately. 

Photos 

P. 1: KfW Photo Archive / photo-thek.net, 
P. 2: KfW Photo Archive / Joachim E. 
Roettgers, P. 3 and P. 4: KfW Photo Ar-
chive / Bernhard Schurian 

Contact 

KfW Group 
KfW Development Bank 
Palmengartenstrasse 5-9 
60325 Frankfurt am Main, Germany 
Telephone +49 69 74310 
Fax +49 69 7431 2944 
info@kfw-entwicklungsbank.de 
www.kfw.de

 Cities also need playgrounds and parks. 


