
Transforming 
Cities to Achieve 
Sustainable 
and Inclusive 
Development



Building smart, resilient , 
and inclusive cities

Cities are critical engines of growth. Well-functioning cities play a key role in 
enabling economies to achieve high levels of economic growth, generating 
more than 80% of the global GDP. They also contribute to sustainable 
development by providing the means to lift millions out of poverty. With 
accelerating rural to urban migration, the role cities play in economic growth is 
becoming increasingly important. More than half of the world’s population live 
in cities and that number is rapidly rising across Africa and Asia. In the African 
continent, the urban population is expected to treble from 400m in 2010 to 
1.2bn in 2050, whilst Asia will see the fastest increase in urban dwellers in the 
world, doubling by 2032.

Rapid urbanisation places unprecedented challenges on cities 
The scale and speed of urbanisation globally is causing strains on urban 
infrastructure and basic service provisions, such as water supply, sanitation, 
and waste management. Nearly one billion urban poor still live in slums and 
informal settlements, mostly in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, and are often 
excluded from access to affordable housing, good-quality basic services, and 
better jobs. Climate change and environmental concerns further complicate the 
urbanisation challenge. Increased traffic congestion within these cities, as well 
as increased pollution, is contributing to environmental degradation. By 2030, 
climate change and natural disasters may cost cities worldwide $314 billion 
each year, and push 77 million more urban residents into poverty. 

Cities therefore require reform and modernisation to enable them to fulfil 
their social and economic potential and to provide sustainable and inclusive 
prosperity for the urban populations that reside there. Well planned and well 
managed urban development can help deliver greater growth and more jobs, 
boosting productivity.  

The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) recognise the transformative 
power of effective urban development, with Goal 11 aiming to make cities 
and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. Achieving 
SDG 11 will accelerate progress towards achieving other SDGs by creating 
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jobs and offering better livelihoods; improving social inclusion; promoting the 
decoupling of living standards and economic development from environmental 
resource use; protecting local and regional ecosystems; alleviating poverty; 
and drastically reducing pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. Moreover, 
city authorities are also playing an increasingly significant role in formulating 
policies to address many global challenges. 

Capitalising on the window of opportunity for urban reform
Adam Smith International is working with the private sector, governments, and 
civil society, in collaboration with bilateral and multilateral donor agencies, 
to build inclusive, resilient, and sustainable cities and communities. Our 
Economic Development team have been providing targeted technical advice 
and capacity building to city authorities and governments globally for over two 
decades, helping them to capitalise on the window of opportunity for urban 
reform. 

The number of people living in urban slums and informal 
settlements is expected to double by 2030 to 2 billion. 

We need to prepare for this now to ensure these 
communities have access to basic services and access to 
affordable and clean energy to improve living standards, 
spur investment and create jobs.
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Adam Smith International’s 
expertise spans: 
Planning 
• Early-stage project development or prioritisation
• Appraising and preparing bankable infrastructure projects
• Designing urban planning strategies 
• Developing plans, master plans, and engineering designs 
• Developing urban productivity and economic development 

strategies to enhance access to job opportunities for all
• Maximising local economic benefits in the planning 

process through comprehensive community engagement 

Financing
• Drafting the legal and regulatory frameworks for private 

financing of infrastructure
• Establishing public-private partnerships to support urban 

and infrastructure development
• Working with city governments on municipal finance and 

instruments 
• Leveraging private financing and partnerships 

Delivery
• Targeted training and institutional capacity building 
• Embedding technical assistance within governments and 

municipal departments
• Enhancing municipal budgetary and public financial 

management
• Ensuring cities and infrastructure development is inclusive 

and sustainable
• Embedding climate resilience across all stages of the 

project cycle
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We work hard to understand the client’s needs developing bespoke solutions 
that adapt international best practice to the local economic, social and political 
context.  Our demand-led approach arrives at the right solution without being 
prescriptive at the outset. We are problem driven, finding the right solution for 
specific problems rather than using a one-size-fits all approach. 

ASI’s experience delivering urban environmental reform globally means that 
we can deploy a tested set of intellectual property and proprietary approaches:

• Information control systems: the information systems required to keep 
pace with the rapid and frequently unplanned expansion of cities enabling 
municipal authorities to track, influence and manage expansion effectively.

• Infrastructure prioritisation toolkits: allowing for critical infrastructure to 
be prioritised and projects screened according to development and growth 
parameters using tried and tested tools and training programmes.

• Climate resilient growth mainstreaming: ensuring that climate resilience 
is mainstreamed through approaches to municipal infrastructure, building 
resilience at the point of greatest climate risk.

• Institutional reform: supporting the enhancement of local delivery 
capacity through targeted training, mentoring and capacity building 
schemes which create sustainability by empowering municipal authorities 
to own, lead and manage change initiatives.
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Six lessons learned in delivering urban 
development programmes  
Our firm’s success in delivering innovative urban programmes is underpinned by our 
commitment to documenting leaning and experiences. Below, Queen Nwokonneya 
outlines six key lessons from her experience managing our flagship Future Cities Nigeria  
(FCN) programme. FCN aims to improve transport and urban development in Lagos and 
Abeokuta, and is funded by the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office. 
 
1) Understand the political economy 
A thorough understanding of the wider political economy is essential for successful 
project delivery. Urban development requires engaging with stakeholders from 
across national and local government and it is therefore fundamental that any project 
undertakes extensive due diligence to comprehend the political dynamics within and 
across ministries, departments and agencies on both local and inter-state level. Equally 
important is understanding the relationships between government, civil society, NGOs, 
and the private sector, and how to engage with community representatives and traditional 
rulers. This is paramount to building trust and good relationships, and especially critical 
when working within informal communities. Failure to undertake this analysis will 
significantly weaken the ability to deliver the desired outcomes. 
 
2) Recruit local expertise 
Quality local expertise within the senior management team is central to ensuring 
successful project delivery. Pre-established relationships with stakeholders add 
immediate credibility to the programme, ensuring local “buy in” from the get-go and 
enabling our teams to hit the ground running. Moreover, our experience shows that 
governmental priorities can change significantly between procurement to project 
implementation, and local experts are best placed to navigate an ever-changing policy 
environment to ensure urban renewal. 
 
3) Manage expectations 
Managing expectations is an essential aspect of every stage of project delivery in fluid 
urban contexts. Goals can shift significantly based on variables that cannot be controlled. 
Establishing credible steering committees will form a strong foundation to respond to 
the expectations of stakeholders. It is crucial to focus on managing all stakeholders to 
establish a balance between short and long-term benefits. Equally important is not to 
over-promise and under-deliver, which can result in stakeholders distancing themselves 
from the programme which will, in turn, impact project outcomes. 



4) Improve data collection 
Limited access to data constrains urban progress and limits the development of evidence-
based interventions. However, building a data-collection team that has demonstrated results 
in similar contexts can provide an opportunity to gather high quality primary data. Following 
data collection, it is vital that data is managed in a manner that can provide tangible use 
and value once the programme ends. Our experience shows that partnering with local 
universities can be a useful platform for storing primary data where other institutions do not 
currently have the capacity. 
 
5) Identify and empower champions 
Technical assistance is temporary, and realising long term change requires empowering 
champions across various stakeholder groups to follow through on policy recommendations 
and ensure the sustainability of interventions. We recommend having multiple champions 
across society, especially in government. Our experience shows that champions from 
different levels and sectors can have complementary skills to move the policy reform 
agenda forward. For instance, a mid-level champion may have the technical expertise and 
field experience to make in-roads on the ground, while the high-level champion can bring 
the political insight and charisma required to influence institutional change. 
 
6) Be flexible 
Urban development requires a firm to display the flexibility to adapt to a city’s changing 
needs. Priorities may change due to unforeseen events - in the last year alone, our 
programmes have shifted considerably as a result of the coronavirus pandemic. Ultimately, 
the flexible facility design of ASI’s urban development programmes enable us to pivot 
quickly to changing objectives, for example by rapidly initiating and scaling up new pilot 
projects. 



Our global 
experience

Unlocking potential for cities to 
generate growth, attract investment 
and create jobs for women & men
Infrastructure and Cities for Economic Development 
Inadequate infrastructure service delivery is a major impediment to economic 
and human development in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. As part of an 
Alliance, Adam Smith International delivered DFID’s Infrastructure and Cities 
for Economic Development Facility to improve the way infrastructure and 
cities initiatives across the world contribute to poverty reduction and to rapid, 
resilient and inclusive economic growth. This involved shaping a portfolio of 
programmes that support infrastructure investment, city competitiveness, and 
evidence-based policy making.

Defining urban transport policy in Ghana
On behalf of the Government of Ghana, Adam Smith International conducted 
a review of the transport market and developed an urban transport policy 
framework to improve urban mobility in Ghana’s cities. This involved a detailed 
review of the existing framework, extensive data analysis and the drafting of a 
strategy by which urban transport needs could be met by the private sector.
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Sustainable urban development in Nigeria
Over 2,000 people emigrate to Lagos, Nigeria’s largest city, every day and the 
World Economic Forum predicts that by 2100 Lagos will be become the world’s 
largest megacity with a population of over 88 million inhabitants. The scale and 
speed of urbanisation is placing immense strain on existing urban infrastructure 
and basic service provisions. 

Adam Smith International is delivering the UK Prosperity Fund Future Cities 
Nigeria programme to encourage sustainable urban development and inclusive 
prosperity in two Nigerian cities, Lagos and Abeokuta. Working closely with 
Nigerian state governments, private sector and communities, the programme 
is  addressing Nigeria’s urbanisation challenges as its cities rapidly expand. The 
programme is establishing the frameworks to make these cities more livable and 
accessible for the women, men and youth that live there, and to attract domestic 
and international investment. 

In response to the Covid-19 pandemic, Adam Smith 
International is supporting economies to build back better 
by enhancing the resilience of cities and countries to future 
health and environmental shocks.
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Improving urban planning in Pakistan’s cities
Pakistan wants to ensure its rapid urbanisation and economic growth trajectory 
is sustainable and inclusive. Adam Smith International are supporting the 
delivery of this vision through DFID’s Sustainable Energy and Economic 
Development Programme (SEED). SEED is driving improved economic and 
urban planning across cities in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. By 
improving provincial economic planning and increasing the efficiency of public 
investments in economic and urban development, the programme aims to 
increase economic growth, create jobs for women and men, and attract public 
and private investments into cities. 

Enhancing urban muncipal services in Nigeria 
Through DFID’s flagship Nigeria Infrastructure Advisory Facility, Adam Smith 
International supported the Federal Government of Nigeria by planning and 
developing urban mass transit systems in the Federal Capital Territory, Kano 
and Lagos - all of which are facing the pressures of rapid ubanisation. Adam 
Smith International also improved urban municipal service delivery in the areas 
of water supply, sanitation, solid waste management and electricity, as well as 
supporting an increased area of serviced land available in urban areas. 

Defining Sierra Leone’s urban transport policy  
Adam Smith International provided support to the Government of Sierra Leone 
to deliver a national urban transport policy and action plan to improve urban 
mobility in its capital and largest city, Freetown. A prioritised list of investments 
was identified, focusing on new and refurbished infrastructure as well as 
operations and maintenance to improve the efficiency of existing infrastructure. 
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