
Towards sustainable cities: 
bringing planning and education closer

(learning from COVID-19)

Ashok Das, Ph.D. (ashokdas@hawaii.edu)
Associate Professor, Department of Urban & Regional Planning

Sustainable Cities, Future Education, and SDGs
UNDIP-ADB Webinar | July 14 , 2020



Development and education…and planning? 
• Growing impetus 

on education for 
development from 
multilateral 
institutions

• Engagement with 
planning still weak

ADB, 2010

World Bank, 2018



SDGs and “Planning”

• The act of planning is inherently 
multidisciplinary and multi-
scalar

• Planning now is 
comprehensive—spans the 
gamut of societal needs/issues

• Consequently, planning 
education and research have 
have become increasingly and 
uniquely interdisciplinary

• Routinely, some 
form/specialization of planning 
engages almost every SDG

• Acknowledged—SDG 11 related to SDGs 1, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 15, and 17, among others
• Urban planning influences and increasingly engages with 1, 2, 5, 8, 10, 12, and 13
• Arguably, alongside SDGs 14 and 16, SDG 4 likely perceived as weakest link to SDG



Source: http://habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/Source: https://sdgs.un.org/topics/sustainable-cities-and-human-settlements-91

1. Providing adequate shelter for all. 
2. Improving human settlements 

management.
3. Promoting sustainable land-use 

planning and management.
4. Promoting integrated provision of 

environmental infrastructure ( water, 
sanitation, drainage and solid waste 
management).

5. Promoting sustainable energy and 
transport systems in human 
settlements.

6. Promote human settlements planning 
and management in disaster-prone 
areas.

7. Promoting sustainable construction 
industry activities.

8. Promoting human resource 
development and capacity-building 
for human settlements 
development.

1. Embracing urbanization at all levels of 
human settlements…across physical 
space, bridging urban, peri-urban and 
rural areas…through national and local 
development policy frameworks.

2. Integrating equity to the development 
agenda. Equity becomes an issue of 
social justice, ensures access to the 
public sphere, extends opportunities 
and increases the commons.

3. Fostering national urban planning and 
planned city extensions.

4. Deciding how relevant SDGs will be 
supported through sustainable 
urbanization.

5. Aligning and strengthening institutional 
arrangements with the substantive 
outcomes of Habitat III, so as to ensure 
effective delivery of the new Urban 
Agenda.

The nudge:
Agenda 21
1992

The push:
New Urban Agenda (NUA)
2016

Parallels to SDG 11



COVID-19
& education

Source: 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/data/interactive/
2020/03/24/world-bank-education-and-covid-19

School closures globally

Preexisting challenges
• Learning crisis: poor or no 

schooling (260 million)
• Learning poverty: unable 

to read and understand 
simple text by age 10 (53% 
in LI & MI countries; 80% in 
poor)

• Education—human 
capital—wealth (41% vs 
70%, poor vs rich nations)

• SDG 4 will be unmet (57% 
best case by 2030)

• Remote learning 
infeasible for majority 
(36% access in L&MICs)



Source: https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4 Source: https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11

SDG 4 

&

SDG 11
(planning)

Inclusivity
& 

Equity

mutual concerns



Why planning and education?
• Planning’s purpose—to serve the public good

o Its origins lie in public health crises during the mid-19th to early-20th centuries
o It benefits society by providing public and merit goods

Efficiently | Sustainably | Equitably | Inclusively

• In developing countries, education improves outcomes of planning initiatives such as 
slum upgrading
o Physical and environmental 

[water, sanitation, housing, electricity, waste, drainage]
o Economic 

[microcredit, skills training]
o Social and human development 

[health, childcare, gender, welfare, education (mostly adult, pre-primary)]



The maturing of planning wisdom
With growing complexities of urban societies, planning wisdom has seen
• Expanding/shifting foci

o From spatial to economic to environmental to social, cultural, legal
o From privileging efficiency, effectiveness to enabling equity, empowerment, justice 

• Evolving approaches
o From physical design to systems modeling to advocacy, communicative, collaborative
o From technocratic, exclusive to inclusive, community-based, community-driven
o From centralized, top-down to decentralized, bottom-up
o From expert to facilitator to social learner
o From exclusive state control to partnering with private and nonprofit sectors
o From sectoral, fragmented to holistic, integrative (resilience, sustainability)

• Epistemological shifts
o From rational positivism to embracing plurality of ideas, indigenous knowledge
o Towards decolonizing western frameworks, perspectives, practices
o From working to prevent informality to working with informality



Global urbanization

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. 2019. World Urbanization Prospects: The 2018 Revision. New York: United Nations.



Informality: a sustainable urbanization challenge
Informal 

employment

Source: Chen, Martha, and Victoria A. Beard. 2018. Including the Excluded: Supporting Informal Workers for More Equal and Productive Cities in the Global 
South. Working Paper. Washington, D.C.: World Resources Institute.



Informality: a sustainable urbanization challenge

Source: King, Robin, Mariana Orloff, Terra Virsilas, and Tejas Pande. 2017. Confronting the Urban Housing Crisis in the Global South: Adequate, Secure, and Affordable 
Housing. Working Paper. Washington, DC: World Resources Institute. 

Informal 
shelter



Planning challenges
A key objective today: 
Community development, through working with urban poor communities

Critical to acknowledge and address the interconnectedness of multiple impediments 
stemming from poverty and/or informality: 
health-education-youth-employment-crime

Why planning institutions struggle to achieve equitable, inclusive, and just outcomes?
• Not understanding or misunderstanding migration dynamics and informality
• Inadequate knowledge, skills, and resources to engage with poor communities
• Perceptions, prejudice, and poor information of the privileged (e.g. NIMBYism)
• Negligible engagement of planning with education, youth, and crime



Planning for education
Planning’s engagement with education is limited

• Mostly, through land use planning just for allocating space and siting 
educational institutions

• Schools most common, but mostly public schools
• Planned space less for private institutions; scarcer in poorer neighborhoods



Planning for education
Planning can play a more extensive and meaningful role

• Evidence shows that mixing students of different socioeconomic backgrounds improves learning outcomes 
and social mobility (e.g. Singapore, etc.); planning should enable more mixed-use and mixed-income 
neighborhoods, served by public transit

• Even large, upmarket private residential developments should have inclusive public schools
• Jobs-housing balance—a guiding principle of land use and transportation planning; it should be 

expanded to jobs-housing-education balance
• Many public educational institutions have surplus land—should be to build affordable housing
• Public schools, especially in or near low-income areas, should serve more community purposes—for 

sports, socio-cultural functions, urban agriculture, local markets, etc.
• In crammed informal settlements, supporting the design of low-cost schools for better aesthetics, space 

utilization, and sustainable practices
• The success of community participation in managing slum upgrading, microfinance, and other services, 

including schools, suggests that communities should be more involved in school management.



Early education in planning
Planning wisdom recommends working together with communities, civil society 
organizations, and private sector actors—as stakeholders in urban planning, 
development, and governance

• Having an aware and civic-minded citizenry is invaluable; however, society’s 
knowledge of planning is near nonexistent or extremely limited

• Schools can encourage learning about planning principles and practices
o Role in pursuing sustainability, resilience, and climate change action
o Urban agriculture
o Practice collective decision-making and shared governance
o Service learning involving the informal sector 



The education of planners
• With urbanization and increasing urban challenges, the demand for 

planners is rising worldwide
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Employment of urban and regional 
planners is projected to grow 11 percent from 2018 to 2028, much faster than the 
average for all occupations. Demographic, transportation, and environmental changes will 
drive employment growth for planners.” (https://www.bls.gov/ooh/life-physical-and-social-
science/urban-and-regional-planners.htm)

• Huge shortage of planners in developing countries, but high urban growth rates
o OECD countries, on average, have 215 urban planners for a million 

population; most developing Commonwealth countries have under 20.
o Planning capacity is unevenly distributed within countries

Ø India has 28 states and 8 union territories; it has only 27 “recognized” 
planning programs

Ø Comprised of 8 states, India’s underdeveloped northeast region has just 
ONE planning program (started in 2018)

* Oborn, Peter, and Joseph Walters. 2020. Planning for Climate Change and Rapid Urbanisation: Survey of the Built Environment Professions in the Commonwealth. Survey. London: Commonwealth 
Association of Architects; Commonwealth Association of Planners; Commonwealth Association of Surveying and Land Economy; Commonwealth Engineers Council.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Filpro



The education of planners
To overcome critical challenges pertaining to urban poverty and informality, and for desired 
synergy between SDGs 4 and 11, planning education in developing countries needs to be 
upgraded—made relevant and sensitive to context.

Planning accreditation bodies, associations, schools, and educators should work together to:
• Reduce technical, quantitative, and physical planning skills in curricula
• Emphasize interdisciplinary learning, especially contemporary planning and social sciences literature 

that emphasizes ideas of equity, inclusivity, diversity, social and spatial justice
• Introduce and stress appreciation of planning history, theory, and criticism (PHTC)
• Bolster PHTC by gradually developing country- and region-focused scholarship
• Require practicum courses to understand nuances of the informal sector
• Learn from the doers—collaborate with community representatives, activists, NGOs, scholars from 

other disciplines who work on urban issues 
• Encourage learning of outreach, facilitation, mediation, and conflict resolution skills
• Encourage understanding other planning stakeholders—civil society actors and the nonprofit sector



Reform 
suggested

Source: 
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/265161572
615969013/Ending-Learning-Poverty-
Education-Approach.pdf

Progressive planning 
knowledge can help with

• Inclusivity

• Integrated 
development

• Improving 
infrastructure

• Institutional 
collaboration



Planner’s sustainability triangle

Campbell, Scott D. 2016. “The Planner’s Triangle Revisited: Sustainability and the Evolution of a Planning Ideal That Can’t Stand Still.” Journal of the American Planning Association 82(4):388–97.



Terima kasih

Thank you


