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Uncertainty

Complexity

Non-linearity

In the Anthropocene - the context has changed



Urban Heat waves

Source: IPCC







Response paradigms to Urban Challenges

Fail Safe Safe to Fail



Global Goals



Goal 11. 
Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 

resilient and sustainable





New Urban Agenda

• Resilience mentioned 17 times
• Sustainability 11 times

• Resilience and sustainability mentioned together 8 
times



New Urban Agenda

……………..the way cities are planned, financed, 
developed, built, governed, and managed has a direct
impact on sustainability and resilience well beyond the 
urban boundaries.  (p.9)



Common (narrow) interpretation

Sustainability – increased efficiency in resource use

Resilience – capacity to recover from disaster



Timon McPhearson, Susan Parnell, David Simon, Owen Gaffney, Thomas Elmqvist, 
Xuemei Bai, Debra Roberts& Aromar Revi

Nature 538, 165–166 (13 October 2016) doi:10.1038/538165a



Elmqvist et al manuscript

Sustainability



Less General Resilience More General Resilience

Elmqvist et al  manuscript



Sustainability
Manage resources in a way that guarantees welfare and 
promotes equity in current and future generations

Normative goal

Resilience
The capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize 
while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same 
function, structure and feedbacks

Non-normative attribute of a complex system

Folke et al. 2010



Adaptation and directed transformation

Urban development through the interplay between gradual and abrupt change

Elmqvist et al (in review)



Old Highline rail road New York City



Singapore - Green cover 1980 - 36%, 2016 - 47%

Singapore - rated as the most healthy city in the world. 
Bloomberg rankings 2015.



Abrupttransformation

Urban development through the interplay between gradual and abrupt change

Elmqvist et al (in review)



Abrupt transformation

External forces (e.g. global 
biophysical, economic, 
policy drivers) 

Bottom-up pressure (collective action reducing 
resilience of existing system)

Attractor (innovation in technology, 
institutions, financial mechanisms etc.)

Elmqvist et al (in review)







The Baltimore example





Rethinking the status of cities within the UN System

• Redesign of UN Urban agenda (incl. UN Habitat) 

• UN-Urban – coordinate UN urban work
• New Global Trust Fund for Urban sustainability
• New governance including local government representatives

• WHO and FAO adopting urban agendas

• IPCC developing a stronger focus on cities
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