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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1. Selected Sustainable Development Goal: SDG17 – a short introduction to cooperation 

for climate change in the framework of United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

1.1.1. Short introduction to the environmental problem: main causes and consequences of 

increased global warming and temperature variability (targeted objectives) 

One of the most transcendental papers on climate change in the modern era, the 2018 IPCC report, 

attributes (with high confidence) to human activity 1.0ºC increase over pre-industrial levels, with 

likeliness to reach 1.5ºC in 10-32 years. Even if we stopped emitting now, the temperature would 

most likely increase by over 0.8ºC degrees, the ‘door to a two-degree trajectory’ being ‘about to 

close’ (Nicholson and Wapner, 2015). Not to reach 1.5ºC, we would have to reduce 45% of 2010 

emissions by 2030 and reach carbon neutrality by 2050 (IPCC, 2018), and although 423 gigatons 

is the maximum amount CO2 we would be able emit to reach such targets, there are 2.795 gigatons 

prepared, open and ready to burn (Nicholson and Wapner, 2015).  

 

An increase over 1.5 degree Celsius may cause irreparable impact and harm in natural and 

human ecosystems. From more extreme summers and weather events (in scope, area and 

variability) as well as a more rapidly rising sea level (Held and Solden, 2006), to increased water 

cycle changes, droughts, floods and heatwaves (Hansen, 2012). From ‘non-random patterns of 

change’ in biological change (Parmesan, 2003), that are predicted to result in 21-52% loss of 

earth’s species by the end of the century (IPCC, 2007), to the derived effects of global warming 

on economies (especially those in development) and in regional and global conflicts over resource 

scarcity (Gleditsch, 2016; among others). And although adaptation will have certain benefits for 

sustainable development and poverty reduction, tradeoffs are possible (Nordhau, 1991; IPCC, 

2018). All solutions to reduce CO2 emissions and the adverse effects of climate come from 

deploying technologies and introducing lifestyle changes able to address the problem in a sound 

and comprehensive manner (Pacala, 2004). To reduce dramatic natural and human impacts of 

temperature rise derived from emissions, as well as ensure that global and regional tensions from 

resource depletion and scarcity are minimized, the 4 most important variables (from now on, 

targeted objectives) are the following:  



Bachelor’s Degree Final Project: Cities in Global Climate Governance 

	 3	

 

• Transportation (11.2). According to the EPA, transportation is responsible for 30% of 

US and 25% of Europe’s greenhouse emissions, and these have increased over a quarter 

since the 1990s (European Federation for Transport and Environment, 2018). In order to 

meet climate agreements and ensure sustainable development, the entirety of the 

transportation system must be decarbonized – ensuring previous policy failures that have 

accounted for a 31gCO2/km fake savings are minimized (European Federation for 

Transport and Environment, 2018). 

• Waste (12.5). Waste decomposition pollutes water resources, its incineration has adverse 

health effects, and its management and processing emits methane gas (CH4), which is 21 

times more harmful to earth’s atmosphere and global warming processes than CO2. Many 

even see climate change as a waste generation and disposal problem (Lackner and Jospe, 

2017).  

• Energy (7.2 and 7.3). According to the International Energy Agency, emissions derived 

from energy rose 1.7% in 2018 to 33.1Gt of CO2, electricity based on coal being 

responsible for 30% of the emissions worldwide (and with a higher concentration in Asia). 

Therefore, reducing dependence on coal and increasing sustainable energy use (wind, solar, 

biomass), as well as improving (doubling) energy efficiency, is essential.  

• Water (6.4). In 2025, 66% of the world population will lack access to clean water, and 

humans will require an 80% increase in world’s freshwater supplies to feed the global 

population (Nicholson and Wapner, 2015). Not only water scarcity is increasing regional 

conflicts and inequalities (Qi et al, 2008; among many others), but also an important 

proportion of consumed electricity is destined to water systems (30% in California, 

according to the California Energy Comission). Reducing water consumption (and not only 

focusing on its quality and sustainable access) is significantly relevant in terms of energy 

saving and emissions generation (Spang et al, 2018).  

 

In such context, and taking into account the finite nature of our system (Meadows et Al, 2015) as 

well as current processes of urbanization, decentralization and globalization, cities, and their 

environmental impact (11.6) are at the center of the problem (as Part 2.1 explores).  
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1.1.2. Short introduction to the cooperation problem: global environmental cooperation in the 

context of sustainable development  

According to writer André Maurois, in his book The War Against the Moon, only an extra-

terrestrial, existential threat to humankind can unite all states to cooperate towards a common goal: 

salvation. Change does not come spontaneously, and only organized action is able to tackle 

transnational problems (Olson, 1965). If costs of organizing can outweigh benefits, most short-

sighted, short-term self-interest focused actors will choose to do nothing. On the issue of common 

pool resources, which is essentially the focus of this paper (climate change and, most specifically, 

atmospheric contamination leading to temperature rise), odds are against cooperation. As Hardin 

(1968) already exposed in its famous paper The Tragedy of Commons, benefits of exploitation are 

in such cases concentrated, consequences diffuse and therefore free-riding strong, leading to 

resource overuse from the paradox of aggregation. Solutions to such tragedy have been 

extensively presented and discussed (Olson, 1965; Hardin, 1968; Ostrom 2003), focusing on 

privatization, regulation and cooperation in conditions of anarchy. More systematically, in 

Institutions for Earth (1993), Haas, Keohane and Levy argue that a good contractual 

environment, enough levels of concern and high levels of capacity (ideas also expressed by 

O’Neill, 2017; and Barret, 2010) are the 3 essential but insufficient conditions for international 

regimes and cooperation to work. Capacity and incentives for cooperation depend on other 

important variables (O’Neill, 2017; Barret, 2010), such as leadership, strong veto coalitions, 

mutual restraint and domestic politics, and many obstacles have limited environmental regimes 

and cooperation in the past (from systemic limitations, to the absence of Haas necessary conditions, 

time-horizon conflicts, the complexity and interconnectedness of environmental issues or 

conflicted views on responsibility, among others) (Chasek, 2017). Overall, states have not been 

very good at implementation, compliance and effectiveness (Weiss, 2019), building protocols 

made in a way to incentivize ratification but leading to low compliance and effectiveness. 

Although in one of such structures, the Agenda 2030, states built a whole framework to ensure 

cooperation objectives and collective action issues were taken into account: SDG17. From finance 

mobilization, to technology transfer, capacity building, trade, multi-stakeholder partnerships 

and data, Sustainable Development Goal 17 ensures the most essential aspect to fight climate 

change - its transnational essence - is addressed.  
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1.2. Cities as an SDG17 Actor For Climate Change  

1.2.1. Global cities: an introduction 

Cities are hybrid and diverse actors (Hocking, 1996; see also  Mumford, 1989; Sassen, 2012; and 

Martins and Reis, 2018) that render the ‘two worlds of politics’ explanation no longer acceptable, 

blurring the lines between the national and the international (van der Pluijm, 2007), essentially 

because the global is nothing but its localization (Sassen, 2005). The geopolitical factors found 

mid-end 20th century explain both how states have embraced the market and capital to solve issues 

of collective action and how the very same drivers of (economic) globalization, information and 

communication technologies, have been instrumental in the disrupting hierarchies, making power 

more horizontal, undermining state authority and thus changing their very fundamental raison 

d’être (Curtis, 2016). This loss of power at the national has opened up new opportunities of 

engagement and politics at other levels (Sassen, 2015), giving subnational agents not the 

capacity (which they already had) but the liberty to act as international actors and form 

translocal and subnational strategies (Sassen, 2015; Curtis, 2016, Martins and Reis, 2018). 

Therefore, we are seeing a transition in global architecture (Barber, 2014) that rather than moving 

from national to global scopes, it is acquiring “multi-nodal and multi-scalar forms of governance” 

-  a compatible shift (Roberston and White, 2003) of power from the national to the transnational 

(emerging supranational and regional governance structures) and from the national to the local 

(cities and its global architecture), states being enmeshed into ‘transnational webs of power’ 

(Hocking, 1996; Cerny, 2010). This allows cities to endogenous and exogenously assume state’s 

responsibility (Martins and Reis, 2018), although legal clarity is lacking (van der Pluijm, 2007).  

 

The processes does not end the nation state (Martins and Reis, 2018), but creates multilayered 

diplomacies responding to different levels needs (Hocking, 1996). And although processes of 

globalization and urbanization have made cities places where ‘productivity, innovation and 

wealth converge’ (Curtis, 2016), representing around 80% of global economic output, they 

have an ancient history in governing common goods and redefining transnational relations.2 

																																																								
2 From the Organization of Hanseatic cities (Nijman, 2016; Martins and Reis, 2018) to the breaking of relations between Venice 
and St. Petersburg in 2013 because of violation of human rights against gay people, which was reported globally as if it were two 
states closing themselves off (Nijman, 2016). 
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However, their current specific context is special. ‘Nowhere the challenges of globalization 

converge so strongly than in global cities’ and there is therefore no better place to propose 

solutions, experiment and ‘make hard choices’ (Knox, 1995; Katz and Bradley, 2014) than in 

this scenario of inversion of authority. Being sovereignty-free actors not constrained by the 

inherent problems of the state (Hocking, 1996), they have been leading a process of 

‘metropolizaiton of resource security and climate change responses’ (Hodson and Marvin, 

2009). Their central role in the United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban 

Development (UN-Habitat III), thanks to the pressure of the World Association of Major 

Metropolises (Metropolis), has made it clear that states acknowledged cities central and unique 

role in driving and putting into practice sustainable urban development (Barber, 2014), and the 

rise of multi-stakeholder partnerships putting global cities and climate change at the same sphere, 

including the UN Special Envoy on Cities and Climate Change, confirms it (Hodson and Marvin, 

2009). Their relational actor hood is increasingly being recognized through such processes 

(Nijman, 2016), with examples of cities elevating to transnational, regional and international 

organizations the challenges they have with their national governments (a paradigmatic example 

would be the issue of housing or refugees, but also include climatic issues, most prominently with 

the case of American cities in front of Trump) (Fernandez, 2019).  

 

1.2.2. Cities as a chance for cooperation: model of analysis 

According to Qi et al (2008), local governments actions on climate change, similar to those of 

states, depend on motivation, power and capacity and are also affected by different incentives and 

constraints.  

• Motivation. Usually the expression or leadership of top officials worried by measures of 

achievement and public accountability. Although, and particularly in the Global South, 

economic performance is overvalued over climate (Bai, 2007), cities have higher levels of 

public accountability and may be best in raising awareness and concern, generating 

publicity, eliminating counterproductive subsidies, building domestic capacity, improving 

financial and technical assistance and improving monitoring and reporting (Chasek, 2017).  
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• Power. It is strongly influenced by upper-level governments and their needs. Nonetheless, 

cities have many competencies regarding waste and water management, transportation and 

even energy provision (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2006; Bulkeley, 2010). 

• Capacity. Often the most important constraining factor, especially in terms of technical 

and institutional capacity. Although decentralization is furthering capacity (UN Guidelines 

on Decentralization and the Strengthening of Local Authorities, 2007), there is usually a 

mismatch of boundaries issues to be addressed, such as examples in Chiang Mai (Lebel et 

al, 2007) and Mexico City (Romero, 2007) show, challenges in collecting data and 

assessing emissions (especially in the South), and the marginalization of environmental 

departments, among others. However, cities usually concentrate state’s scientific, 

technological, research and knowledge potential, and are increasingly being able to 

mobilize it for their interests and needs.  

According to van der Pluijm, cities international actions respond to six different dimensions: 

security (with examples such as US organization Cities for Peace in 2003, the role of Netherlands 

cities in post-genocide Rwanda, the Hague’s ‘Municipal Alliance for Peace in the Middle East or 

the role of English cities in building local governments in Sierra Leone), economy (city-to-city 

agreements for the exchange of services and investment attraction), culture (UCLG working group 

on culture or more concrete examples, such as Amsterdam’s collaboration on the organization of 

the gay parade in Riga), networks (which this paper will touch considerably upon), 

representation (participation at the Council of Regions in Europe or the G4 cities of Netherlands) 

and development. Van der Pluijm (2007) situates global warming city-diplomacy at the 

economic dimension, when I argue, and taking into account that they are all interlinked and 

mutually reinforced, that it should be considered an umbrella dimension of its own (something 

already suggested by Stella Liapi, 2010), responding to logics of local and regional 

responsibility and development, but also of public diplomacy, representation, networks, the 

culture of innovation and, undoubtedly, economic growth and competitiveness (Hodson and 

Marvin, 2009). Taking into account non-central governments international relations are driven by 

their ‘desire to gain access to international environments’ (Hocking, 1996), motivated for ‘profit, 

urgency, authority and ideological expression’ (Hoffman, 2011), this is both a necessity and a 

strategy (Interview 1, Interview 2) – one that is good for the planet  
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Although it is a transversal dimension of city diplomacy yet to be fully realized, this paper aims at 

studying how cities cooperate between each other (mainly through city-to-city networks) within 

the framework of SDG17 in order to change their behavioral variables and achieve essential 

targeted environmental objectives (those described in part 1.1.1.), while contributing to the 

overall international strategy of the city, and how Guangzhou, a leading Chinese global city, is 

doing it and could further it. The model is systematized in Figuere 1 and extended in Figure 4, 

Annex A.  

 

 FIGURE 1. SIMPLIFIED MODEL OF ANALYSIS 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Author, extensive version found as Figure 4 in Annex A.  
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2. GLOBAL OUTLOOK: WORLD CITIES INTERNATIONAL URBAN POLITICS 
 
 
2.1. Introduction: Global situation as regards to targeted objectives - cities contribution to 

emissions, waste, water and energy consumption 

 
Anthropogenic climate change was before 19th century industrialization led by deforestation, but 

is today led by the globalized and urban world: cities at its center (Toly, 2008). According to World 

Bank data, urban population has increased from 33% in the 1960s to more than 50% today, and is 

expected to reach 68% in 2050. There were, in 2017, 47 cities with more than 10 million 

inhabitants. Population accumulation means that not only cities are the ones contributing the most 

to environmental issues, but also they are the most likely to be affected the most with the 

constraints and effects of climate change, especially considering many urban concentrations are 

situated at coastlines (Hodson and Marvin, 2009). 

 
It is not easy, and many cities do not have the financial or technical means, to measure cities 

contribution and impact in reducing GHG emissions and their overall environmental impact, which 

in part demonstrates challenges policy-makers face in terms of determining the effectiveness of 

policy implementation. Nonetheless, current estimates situate at 80% cities contribution to 

global GHG emissions (Stern, 2006; Toly, 2008; Hodson and Marvin, 2009; International Energy 

Agency) (11.6). Although urban habitants have been said to have lower per capita emissions than 

rural habitants (Dodman, 2009), as an example of most developed cities contribution to the 

problem, London represents 8% of United Kingdom’s emissions, these being equal in absolute 

terms than countries such as Portugal or Greece (GLA, 2007). While most developed cities account 

for great GHG emissions, cities in the developing world (especially those in Africa and Asia) are 

the ones with lowest standards of air quality, greatly surpassing WHO standards in PM10 and PM2.5 

concentrations (UN Statistics Division).  

 

Many cities are investing in sustainable transport (11.2) to reduce such emissions and provide 

better air quality to their residents (Sustainable Cities Mobility Index ranking Hong Kong, Zhuric, 

Paris, Seoul, Prage or Vienna as leading cities in this issue), but their challenge is mostly resource 

intensity. In terms of energy (7.2, 7.3), cities account for 75% of energy consumption worldwide. 

Although increasing, renewable energy consumption is situated at 18.5%, and energy intensity of 
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all economies (included the least developed ones) has been steadily decreasing since the 1980s 

(UN Statistics Division). In terms of waste management (distributed between 11.6 and 12.5), the 

proportion of urban waste collected regularly in the least developed countries is less than 

40%, the world average 65% and in most developed countries, mostly Europe and North America, 

nearly its totality (96%) (UN Statistics Division). In 2016, cities generated more than 2 billion 

tons of waste, but this is expected to increase 70% by 2050 (World Bank Data). Regarding the 

recycling of waste, only a few countries have comprehensive strategies (recycling between 20-40% 

of the total) and only around 9% of plastic waste is recycled (UN Statistics Division). In terms of 

water and according to the UN-Water Decade Programme on Advocacy and Communication 

(UNW-DPAC, 2015), 25% urban population lives without access to sanitation; 27% urban 

population in the developing world does not have affordable, convenient access to water; the poor 

pay as much as 50 times more for water than those living in richer cities; and 50% rates of 

leakages rates are common in many urban distribution systems. Household consumption of 

water in world cities is highly unequal, and goes from 28 to 631 litres per day per capita (IWA, 

2016).  

 

Although cities have increasing concerns over climate change and local environmental governance 

is becoming a strategic key area of governance for local authorities (Hodson and Marvin, 2009) (a 

term that has been called ‘urban ecological security’), they have been developing urban 

environmental governance since Agenda 21 (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2006). Nonetheless, the 

changing role of cities in international affairs and its actorhood to develop international 

relations, as well as their capacity, contribution and concern as regards to environmental 

issues, is making them define agendas and establish multi-level, mutli-actor architectures of 

governance to achieve targeted objectives (Brenner, 2004), as presented in Part 1.2.1 and 

studied in Part 2.2.  
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2.2. Analysis - global situation as regards to SDG17: city-based channels of cooperation for 

selected targeted objectives  

 
There is many research, beginning in the mid-1990s, dealing with how many different individual 

cases of cities (mostly from western countries, southern perspectives not included until more 

recently) were deploying urban climate governance (Bulkeley, 2010). Following Qi (2008) and 

Bulkeley’s (2010) models, an important incentive that determines cities commitment and fight 

against climate change is participation in transnational networks (which modify variables of 

motivation, power and capacity). It is clear that political leadership and individual elected 

representatives that believe and lead localized global agendas against climate change are at the 

basis of meaningful policy responses, but this is sometimes not enough. Examples of such 

leadership may be found in Baoding’s Mayor, which developed a model for a low-carbon city in 

China (Qi, 2008), the influence of US Mayors of Los Angeles and New York in developing the 

U.S. Mayor Climate Protection Agreement or London’s mayor Ken Livingstone 2007 Climate 

Action plan. Nonetheless, for example, London admitted that without the collaboration of the 

central government the city itself was only able to achieve half of its policy objective (reducing 

CO2 by 30%, which is already a meaningful target) by 2025 (Bulkeley and Schroeder, 2008; 

Betsill and Bulkeley 2006; Corfee-Morlot et al. 2009).  

 
Cities achieved resonance in international affairs and helped each other achieve their goals through 

transnational, trans local cooperation, which allow a space for government experiments and 

away from ‘politics as usual’ (Hoffman, 2011). It is through these networks that cities such as 

London, which was constrained in their capabilities, can operate and exercise their power 

outside their legal, administrative and jurisdictional realms (Bulkeley and Schroeder, 2008), 

while allowing for ‘flows of opportunities’ and the possibility to strategically situate the city at the 

forefront of innovation and ecological transition while reducing GHG emissions (Granberg and 

Elander, 2007; Garcia-Chueca, 2019; Interview 1; Interview 2). The access such networks provide 

to different types of resources is especially important for cities in developing regions, responds to 

selected SDG17 targets (in terms of knowledge and expertise diffusion through multi-stake holder 

partnerships, the formation of new alliances and funding opportunities, 17.16 and 17.17; and 

capacity-building through targeted programs and trainings, 17.9; see Table 3, Annex A) and their 

environmental impact has been found meaningful (Holgate, 2007).  
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Born with the International Union of Local Authorities (IULA) in 1913, the last 15 years have seen 

an organic growth of city networks, usually as a response to specific contexts and issues (as 

Hondson and Marvin, 2000, introduce), most academics estimating there may be more than 200 

networks worldwide (Acuto y Rayner, 2016; Barber, 2014). There are, of course, different types 

of networks depending on their geographical scale (global, such as UCLG, Metropolis or ICLEI; 

or regional, such as Eurocities, Mercociudades or Medcities), thematic scope (those tackling 

climate issues through their actions, the focus of this paper), membership type (whether these are 

local governments or incorporate other stakeholder actors, such as the case of Cities Alliance) and 

type of leadership (public or private, such as C40 or 100 Resilient Cities) (Fernandez, 2019).  

 

According to several authors (Bulkeley, 2010; Fernandez, 2019) there are two different phases 

of development of city-networks devoted to climate change. The first is to found during the 80s 

and 90s in Europe, after the urban was introduced in global agendas in the 1976 Vancouver 

Declaration of Human Settlements (Interview 1, Annex B), the local autonomy principle of the 

Council of Europe and the structural funds created by the Committee of Regions (Fernandez, 2019).  

These induced the creation of a multiplicity of networks, such as Polis, Eurocities, Plataforma, 

MedCities, the Baltic Union of Cities, and Metropolis, which was born in 1985 during the 

Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer. In the UN Rio conference, 7 years 

later, 3 city-networks specifically devoted to climate change issues (especially relating to targeted 

objective 11.6) were established: ICLEI, Climate Alliance and Energie-Cités. ICLEI, or the 

International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives, works mainly with targets related to 

emissions; circularity and adaptation, while Energy-citiés has a deeper focus on sustainable energy 

(7.2) and Climate Alliance on advocacy (see Table 3, Annex A for a systematization of all 

networks). Climate Alliance and ICLEI are probably most well-known because of their leadership 

behind other projects. First, and more political advocacy centered, the European and Global 

Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy, born in 2008 and 2016 respectively, and aiming to 

redefine the global governance of sustainable development and climate change. Secondly, and 

probably one of the clearest examples of city international participation for the reduction of 

emissions (11.6), the Cities for Climate Protection network, which represents more than 1.000 

members and 15% of global emissions world-wide (Bulkeley and Betsill, 2003), and provides 

them with a platform to participate in international arenas (i.e. UNFCCC) (Toly, 2008).  
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These two examples are considered part of the second phase of city-network development on 

climate issues (Bulkeley, 2010; Fernandez, 2019), which has seen an explosion of initiatives 

together with the formation of the history’s largest organization of cities. This is the result of the 

unification of the International Union of Local Authorities (IULA, 1913), and the United Towns 

Organization (UTO, 1957): United Cities and Local Governments, which represents around 

270.000 local governments worldwide and has programs on adaptation (13.1), water (6.3) and 

general, varied environmental issues affecting cities (11.6).  

 
According to Bulkeley (2010), this second wave of city-networks aiming at tackling climate 

change issues differs from the first in meaningful manners. First, many networks are emerging 

at the national or regional scope, such as the European Covenant of Mayors, as cities 

acknowledge (in Sweden, 72% of them) that their cooperation on environmental issues is more 

intense with national partners. Such participation of urban leaders in climate governance internally 

is, however, not definitory at all of urban environmental politics. Moreover, and as many examples 

demonstrate (such as the Bali World Mayors and Local Governments Climate Protection 

Agreement of 2007, the World Mayors Council on Climate Change established in 2006 or the 

Global Cities Covenant on Climate in 2010) more political, contestational structures (Hoffman, 

2011) and a major involvement of mayors in transnational climate governance is emerging, using 

states normative frameworks and independently implementing international law (Nijman, 2016). 

The clearest example may be found with the U.S. Mayors Climate Protection Agreement in 

2005, attracting over 900 mayors by 2009, and opposing Trump’s withdrawal of the Paris 

Agreement in 2016. Although some municipalities have few competencies to uphold and 

implement comprehensive GHG emissions reduction policies, and critical state support is limited 

and inconsistent (Bulkeley, 2010), examples like the one in the United States show how a lack of 

national leadership creates a vacuum where cities can operate and further urban sustainable 

development (Sassen, 2015; Martins and Reis, 2018; Bulkeley and Schroeder, 2008).  

 

Secondly, some arising movements are more grassroots. One example would be the Transition 

Towns Movement which, as opposed to other networks, is not formed by city governments (and 

therefore not included in Table 3, Annex A) but by individual people, communities and hubs that 

develop initiatives to further urban sustainable solutions with the organization’s support.  
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Finally, new city networks devoted to environmental issues are emerging from private initiatives 

or charities, such as C40 or 100Resilient (Hodson and Marvin, 2009; Bulkeley, 2010). C40 was 

born as a city-to-city organization (18 cities) led by Ken Levingstone in 2005, only to enter in 

collaboration with the Clinton Climate Initiative in 2008, private actors being central to the 

network, which is ensured by (private) philanthropic funds. 100RC is not a city network as such 

but a platform led by the Rockefeller Foundation to help cities, these participating as receiving 

services. Private platforms do not demand quotas and count with a much larger group of 

professionals (as an example, 174 professionals work for C40 as opposed to only 13 for 

Metropolis), having greater capacity to determine global agendas with communication and 

marketing activities (Fernandez, 2019). Moreover, private actors increasingly see cities as places 

where to conduct business related to green activities, as demonstrated by HSBC Climate 

Partnerships with New York, Hong Kong or Mumbai (Bulkeley, 2010), actors (including 

universities, regional and international organizations) choosing to directly collaborate with cities 

instead of participating with networks (Garcia-Chueca, 2019), therefore being able to exert more 

control. Moreover, many authors (Garcia-Chueca, 2019; Toly, 2008; Hodson and Marvin, 2009) 

question how these new arrangements further the already present problem of technical leadership 

and techonomic bias that limits the scope of norm contestation and social change (with the 

exception of some particular cases, such as the International Solar Cities Initiative). Operating 

at the margins or outside international city networks, they demonstrate the central position of cities 

as channels where a multiplicity of actors wants to act through (Bulkeley, 2010), while the 

democratization of city international structures in a context of multi-level, multi-stakeholder 

relations (Garcia-Chueca, 2019; Interview 1) and the legitimization of ‘neoliberal eco-politcal 

principles’ (Toly, 2008) remain an issue of inquiry.  

 

Not only networks and their nature has changed, but also the type of cities that are getting involved 

in such transnational relations. First cities to engage in such networks were usually mid-sized 

municipalities, when now leading actors are usually global cities, capital authorities and 

metropolitan areas (GLA, 2007), and there is more participation from cities from the global south 

(Dodman, 2009). This participation, however, should be dealt carefully, as emissions reduction 

and urgency to adapt may affect local developing economies (Dodman, 2009) and should not 

blurry the fact that developed economies are responsible for much GHG emissions growth in the 
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Global South (Zhang et al, 2017). Actually, very little research has been done on who actually 

gains and who loses from the processes developed and the partnerships created from 

networked governance and the urban politics of climate change (Bulkeley, 2010).  

 
The list and systematization of the these city networks in Table 3 (Annex A) shows how 

international city networks make use of SDG17 mechanisms to further the targeted 

objectives. The table only lists some of the most important international city networks (19 in total, 

with the exception of 5 European networks, included because of their historical relevance) and 

lists and analyses their main programs or lines of action regarding targeted objectives, specifying 

which of the selected SDG17 mechanisms they use. As in the analytical model proposed (Part 

1.2.2), SDG 11.6 has been used as the general target to describe wide, comprehensive 

environmental actions that aim to make cities more environmentally sustainable. With a list of 70 

different programs or lines of actions analyzed from all networks, the most recurrent targeted 

objective is 11.6 (80% of the cases), followed by 7.2 (around 20%) and closed by 11.2 (around 

4%). In terms of the most used SDG17 mechanism, nearly 50% use 17.16 (knowledge, practice, 

experience sharing in a multi-stakeholder context), 40% 17.17 (multi-stakeholder alliances) and 

20% 17.9 (capacity building programs, which are more resource intensive). Although some target 

secondary objectives, the analytical results go in line with current literature reporting that these are 

furthered because they have obvious effects in terms of mitigation and GHG emissions reduction 

(Romero 2007; Bulkeley, 2010; Toly, 2008), and that cities are more concerned now in providing 

low-carbon services (Bulkeley, 2010), especially those related to energy.  
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3. REGIONAL SITUATION: CITIES IN PACIFIC ASIAN COUNTRIES 
 
3.1. Introduction: Asian situation as regards to targeted objectives – Asian cities emissions, 

waste, water and energy consumption context 

 

Between 1980 and 2010, cities in the region added 1 billion people, and currently 55% of the 

world’s urban population is living in Asia-Pacific countries. More prominently, the area hosts 17 

of the considered world mega cities, and although these only represent around 10% of urban 

population in the area (UN-Habitat, 2015), urban growth projections are more shocking: growth 

of people living in Chinese and Indian cities will account for 696 million alone by 2050 (a number 

that represents more than 9% of today’s world population). Nonetheless, the current economic 

development patterns of Asian cities are not compatible with sustainable development targets and 

practices. According to some of the most extensive reports regarding climate change and Asian 

cities written during the last decade (UN-Habitat, 2011; UN-Habitat, 2015), some of the most 

important challenges that cities are facing are climate change, pollution, water management, waste 

management and food security (all interlinked problems). Although local representatives rank the 

environment as a top priority (CAI-Asia, 2009), many local governments have struggles, especially 

financial, to face such challenges adequately. Moreover, the region’s cities are showing some of 

the highest levels of social inequality and urban poverty world-wide (Kanbur and Juzhong, 2013). 

Coping with emissions and air pollution with a comprehensive and multi-sectorial strategy is a 

great opportunity for such cities to simultaneously address waste, transport and water related 

problems, while allowing to face local developmental challenges too.  

 

For a more consistent study related to the purpose of this paper, the 25 capital cities from the 

Asian part of the Asia-Pacific region (thus excluding those from Oceania) have been selected for 

a more insightful study (Table 4, Annex A) of targets and data relating to the main target of 

emissions and air pollution reduction (11.6), and the secondary targets of transportation 

(11.2), water (6.3 and 6.4), waste (12.4 and 12.5) and energy management (7.3 and 7.4) (targeted 

objectives). In a general sense, Tokyo, Singapore, Hong Kong, Taipei, Seoul, Osaka, Manila, 

Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur are the most prominent global cities in Asia (Kyoung-Ho and 

Timberlake, 2000), and are all included in Table 4 but Osaka (due to its non-capitality). A part 

from these, the list includes Dhaka, Thimphu, Bandar Seri Begawan, Phnom Pneh, Beijing, Dili, 
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New Delhi, Jakarta, Vientiane, Malé, Ulan Bator, Naypyidaw, Kathmandu, Pyongyang, Islamabad, 

Colombo and Hanoi, although data is only complete for 13 cities (generally, those with larger 

populations and higher per capita GDP).  

 

First, the Asia-Pacific, and so are its cities, is a very diverse and unequal region. Such diversity 

and pronounced difference in indicators and data (involving its quality or existence) will appear in 

every different target analysis, including population size and urbanization rates. From the most 

urbanized city (Hong Kong, 100%), to the least (Kathmandu, 18.2%) there is a 5.5-fold 

difference, a distance that is extremely more pronounced when analyzing absolute inhabitants 

(from more than 37 million in Tokyo, to mere 60.000 in Bandar Seri Begawan, 581 times less).  

 

In terms of emissions and air quality (11.6), 18 and 17 cities are over World Health 

Organization’s standards in PM10 and PM2.5 particles concentration respectively, accounting for 

44.4% and 38.9% of those with data (18). Cities like Hong Kong, Seoul, Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, 

Bangkok, Taipei, Singapore and Tokyo account with much better standards than New Delhi, 

Islamabad, Ulan Bator, Dhaka, Naypyidaw, Beijing, Kathmandu or Colombo. In terms of per 

capita emissions of CO2, and as general worldwide benchmarking examples, countries like 

Burundi or Somalia are the ones that emit the least (0.0-0.1t/p because of obvious developmental 

reasons) and Qatar, with 45.4t/p, would be the one that emits the most. Cities like New York emit 

6.1t/p and London 3.5t/p. From the 25 cities analyzed, Brunei tops the list with 22.12t/p followed 

by Beijing, with around 8.2t/p. Similar to global logics and by general standards, cities and 

countries at lower developmental stages (such as Sri Lanka, Dhaka, Cambodia, Myanmar, East 

Timor, Laos and Nepal) have lower than 1t/p per capita emissions. The most prominent global 

cities in the area go from 1.6t/p in Manila to 7.4t/p in Singapore. Although one may think per 

capita emissions and energy consumption (7.2, 7.3) might be linked, a Pearson Coefficient 

between the two arrays of data demonstrates there is low correlation (0.1). For the 13 cities with 

complete data, the most energy intensive is Beijing and the least Tokyo, the average being 

4.46Mj/USD.  
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In terms of urban mobility (11.2), absolute or relative data that fully captures the scope of the 

target is difficult to find. Nonetheless, UN-Habitat 2015 report stresses how the use of public 

transport (in share of all motorized transport) is increasing in most Asian cities. Even with 

economic development, China, Japan and Korea saw a decrease in car ownership during the late 

20th century, but this exploited when restrictions eased. Others, such as Hong Kong or Singapore, 

are leading private car restrictions since the 1970s, and have been able to deploy some the world’s 

best public transportation systems in the world. In general terms, 3 Asian cities (Hong Kong, Seoul 

and Singapore) made it to the top 10 Sustainable Cities Mobility Index (Sustainable Cities Mobility 

Index, 2017), while Shanghai and Kuala Lumpur examples where taken into account as good 

practices for sustainable mobility. Concerning waste (12.5) and water indicators (6.4), city-level 

quality data for all cases is challenging to acquire. Taking into account that there is data for 13 of 

the 25 cases, average waste generation per person per day in all cities is 410.24kg, Seoul citizens 

generating 995kg day, as opposed to New Delhi’s generation of 146.8kg. Average water 

consumption per person throughout the 13 cities is 253l, with a similar difference between the 

most (Kuala Lumpur, 407.2l) and least (Hanoi, 53.1) water intensive city.  

 

3.2. Analysis - Asian situation as regards to SDG17: Asian city-based channels of cooperation 

for selected targeted objectives  

 

A PLUS Network Survey (2008) to its member cities showed that 70% of local authorities’ reach 

city networks for support on sustainability related issues, using them for policy advice and 

implementation, not only for sharing or networking (CAI-Asia, 2009; UN-Habitat, 2003; Ishinabe, 

2010). These same reports conclude environment is one of the best and most touched upon areas 

in city-to-city cooperation, from climate change adaptation and mitigation to waste and water 

management (12.4 and 6.3), transport (11.2), energy efficiency (7.2) and air pollution (11.6) (CAI-

Asia, 2009). This part looks at how selected Asian cities cooperate among themselves, through 

specific Asian-led, Asian membership networks (Table 5, Annex A) that respond to processes of 

regionalism and regionalization, as well as takes into account selected cities participation in 

previously (Part 2.2) studied global networks (excluding the five European networks previously 

incorporated, as well as CCP, for which data has been inaccessible) (Table 6, Annex A). Although 

both global city-networks, such as ICLEI with more than 100, and regional networks, like 
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CITYNET with 70 (Ishinabe, 2010), have 

important and diverse representations of 

Asian cities, the analytical study will only 

look into Asia-Pacific capitals. 

CityNet is probably one of the oldest and 

most successful city-to-city cooperation 

networks in Asia, born in 1982 during the 

Second Congress for the Development of 

Human Settlements in Asia and the 

Pacific and under the leadership of 

UNESCAP during the first years. It 

develops projects of technical assistance 

and cooperation, such as those under the 

Technical Cooperation among Cities of 

Developing Countries (TCDC) 

framework, and capacity building activities (17.9), such as a training on ‘Eco-Industrial Clusters’ 

(17.16, 11.6). Together with The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and 

the Pacific (ESCAP) and the Seoul Metropolitan Government, it has developed the Urban SDG 

Knowledge platform to share (17.16) best practices and case studies on the localization of 

sustainable development in Asian municipalities. Thirteen of the 25 Asia-Pacific capitals 

participate in this organization, thus being the second most participated Asian-based city network 

in our analysis, only following Asian Mayors Forum (14/25). After CityNet, one of the most well-

known Asian networks, Asian Network of Major Cities 21, led by Tokyo and that included 

environmental issues in its programs and advocacy, was closed in 2014 to continue with Japanese-

led regional activities. Five years before, in 2009, the SEAN-CC was born. The Southeast Asia 

Climate Change Network, developed by UNEP and ICLEI regional offices, is an association of 

10 different Southeast Asian capitals (10/25, 3rd in terms of Asia-based city network) based on 

the two main pillars of capacity building (17.9), which include specific trainings on sustainable 

energy (7.2) and IPCC methodologies (11.6 or general), and expertise and knowledge sharing 

(17.16), which also include specific initiatives devoted to targeted objectives, mainly to GHG 

emissions reduction (11.6) (Francesch-Huidobro et al, 2017).  
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Following SEAN-CC, the Kitakyushu Initiative for a Clean Environment adopted by the 

Ministerial Conference on Environment and Development in Asia and the Pacific (MCED) in 2000, 

it develops seminars, demonstrations (17.16) and trainings (17.9) targeting air, waste and water 

management. Taking into account that although Rockefeller’s ACCCRN Asian Cities Climate 

Change Resilience Network is active in more than 40 cities, and usually these are of a smaller size 

and none are state-capitals (0/25), the World Smart Sustainable Cities Organization (WeGo) 

would be the last relevant city-network to consider. Although it incorporates local governments 

from other areas of the world, its eminent Asian nature and leadership (Seoul) situates it at the 

center of the regional analysis. WeGo has a much more technological focus than other networks 

and, apart from events and programs devoted to knowledge sharing (17.16), it includes capacity 

building programs (17.9) in e-government technologies. The list and systematization of such 

networks in Table 5 (Annex A) shows that partnerships that mobilize and share knowledge, 

expertise, technology are at the core of many initiatives (80%), while most of them are either 

general sustainable development programs (11.6) or include most of our targeted objectives (11.6; 

11.2; 12.4; 6.3). Interestingly, most of these city networks gathered together in 2008 CityNet 

congress to strengthen their collaboration (‘network of networks’) and scale their efforts to reach 

more than 2.500 Asian cities and further urban sustainable development.  

 

As seen in Figuere 3, Seoul, Jakartra and Bangkok participate 

in more than 50% city-networks of those selected for study 

(Table 3, Table 5), followed by Kathmandu and Kuala Lumpur. 

A second tier of cities would include Hanoi, Taipei, Dhaka, 

Colombo, Tokyo and Beijing (7-8 networks, around 40% of 

those analyzed), and a third one all other cases. If we run a 

Pearson Coefficient between the sets of data for which we 

have complete information, comparing cities position in terms 

of environmental or population data and their participation in 

city-networks, we find that for population there is a moderate 

to strong correlation (0.6), for PM10 concentration weak (0.3) 

and for C02 emissions per capita none (0.19).  
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Moreover, there are important representations of global organizations and networks in Asia (Figure 

2), such as the Asian Mayors Covenant for Climate and Energy, Metropolis regional office (located 

in Guangzhou), UCLG-ASPAC and ICLEI’s regional offices. Such organizations have specific 

programs devoted to targeted objectives in the region, such as UCLG-ASPAC capacity building 

(17.9) programs for energy efficiency (7.2) and projects (17.16) for waste reduction and 

management (12.2). Other programs, such as European Commission-led Asia Urbs, aimed at 

furthering decentralized cooperation among Asian cities and with European counterparts in all 

urban related issues; the Asia Pacific Cities Summit and Mayors’ Forum, among others3, 

bringing together local representatives from the region to discuss and explore opportunities for 

collaboration in areas such as sustainability, mobility and innovation;  UN-Habitat-led projects 

from its Asia-Pacific office, like the Sustainable Cities Program (11.6) and the Water for Asian 

Cities Program (6.3); or civil-society-led programs such as Clean Air Asia or Asian City Planners 

Network are also of special relevance in the transnational urban sustainability paradigm in Asia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
3 Such as the World Technopolis Association Mayors Forum, the Asian Pacific City Summit, or the Summit for International 
Exchange and Cooperation of Regional Governments around the Sea of Japan. 
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4. GUANGZHOU VIS-À-VIS CITY-COOPERATION IN THE FRAMEWORK OF SDG17 

FOR TARGETED ENVIRONMENTAL GOALS 

 

4.1. Introduction: Guangzhou’s situation as regards to targeted objectives – Guangzhou 

city emissions, waste, water and energy consumption context 

 

Until 2007, no government apart from the central government in China had expressed any interest 

in facing climate change. Such pattern changed since the creation of the National Leading Group 

on Climate Change (NLGCC) in 2007 (preceded by the National Coordination Group on Climate 

Change Strategy, or NCGCCS, and the National Coordination Group on Climate Change, or 

NCGCC). After issuing a national plan to respond to climate change that same year, as well as 

acknowledging the limitations in terms of decision-making that previous groups had had, the 

NLGCC was formed by 27 agencies (nearly all major central agencies) and strengthened central 

government capacity to deal with the challenge (Qi et al, 2008). Following the central government 

model, within just a few months 26 different provinces and many cities had created leading 

groups on climate change, energy saving or energy saving and pollution reduction 

(Guangdong would be in the latter group, creating its leading group on April 27, 2007), an 

administrative rather than political response. In a similar manner, provinces started drafting and 

deploying their plans to face climate change. Local governments were most interested in energy 

efficiency, as it directly related to costs and economic growth, and less in pollution, as it demanded 

investment and could harm development (Qi et al, 2008). 

	
In the Pearl River Delta region, rapid development (around 8% GDP increase yearly) has resulted 

in intense urbanization and industrialization, population increasing from 18 to 48 million between 

1979 and 2008, and urban population representing 82% of all population (Tracy, Trumbull and 

Loh, 2006). The province of Guangdong specifically has been the leader in net migration since the 

1990s (Chan, 2008), and Guangzhou is considered one of the largest urban agglomerations in 

the world with more than 14 million inhabitants.  
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The Pearl River Delta cities (which are a key Chinese and global region) are in particular danger 

of climate change, as they find themselves at the intersection of different natural systems and 

intense human activity, being exposed to the dangers of rising sea levels, higher temperatures, 

health implications derived from air pollution, energy consumption, stress on water and less urban 

greenification and diversity (Tracy, Trumbull and Loh, 2006). In a UNDP (2016) report that 

measures the ecological and human development inputs of 35 Chinese cities, all of them greatly 

exceed the Human Development Index (0.7-0.8), and Guangzhou ranks first (while China ranks 

90th out of 188 countries). With regard to GDP per capita, the city of Guangzhou comes second 

in a very unequal context (more than 14.000USD per capita for the top percentile, nearly less than 

5.500USD in least developed cities) (UNDP, 2016).  

However, only 8 cities achieve both social and environmental development targets (Urban Human 

Development Index, or UHDI, and Urban Ecological Input Index, or UEII) (UNDP, 2016). 

Qingdao (Shangdong) ranks 1st in Ecological Input Index (UEII) and Pollution Discharge Index 

(UPDI), and 7th by Resource Consumption Index (UPDI). Guangzhou ranks 27th in Ecological 

Input Index (UEII), 32nd in Pollution Discharge Index (UPDI) and 16th in Resource 

Consumption Index (UPDI) (0.514, 0.69 and 0.34, respectively) (UNDP, 2016). Table 1 gives a 

more analytical account of Guangzhou’s targeted objectives situation, data and indicators, the 

paragraphs below exposing the main takeaways.   

In terms of air pollution and the environmental impact of Guangzhou (11.6), more than 300 

cities rank over WHO standards in China (some 30 times higher) (UNDP, 2016), the PRD region 

being one of the worst. Although Guangzhou ranks 7th out of 35 cities analyzed by UNDP in 2016, 

with an Air Pollution Index of 0.13, and the city reports that air quality is on standards 77% of the 

time, WHO air pollution database by city puts PM10 levels at 70 and PM2.5 levels at 48 (over 

standards). In terms of GHG emissions, its rapid development, urbanization and per capita 

emissions of 9.75kg (one of the worst out of all Chinese cities) has already produced noticeable 

changes (Tracy, Trumbull and Loh, 2006), with an approximate increase of 0.21ºC every 10 years 

(Guandong Meteorological Administration, 2007). In 2012, Guangzhou launched the Pilot Low 

Carbon City Implementation Plan, a multi-sector plan to face these emissions and air quality 

challenges.  
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As to waste management, tons 

of garbage are increasing around 

8% a year in China (UNDP, 

2016). Although it has a growing 

(3-5% yearly) per capita 

domestic garbage disposal 

(0.33t), one of the highest of all 

major Chinese cities, Guangzhou 

is usually put as a good case 

study and practice in terms of 

integrated solid waste 

management (UNDP, 2016; 

among others). Garbage has 

been classified in 4 different 

categories according to Article 

XI of Interim Provision on 

Systematic Management of 

Municipal Solid Waste, fixed 

times and locations promoted 

with an improved collection process, 56 compacting stations remolded and 3 power plants built 

(The People’s Government of Guangzhou Municipality webpage, 2014). With regard to energy 

consumption and efficiency, the city has an Energy Consumption Index of 0.38 and a per capita 

consumption of standard coal of 4.2t, both ranking 16th. Extreme weather events and temperature 

changes furthered by greenhouse emissions are already having significant effects, not only on 

people’s health, but also on energy consumption, with the clearest example of soaring energy 

demand under 2004’s heat wave in the city (Tracy, Trumbull and Loh, 2006).  

 

In terms of sustainable transport, Guangzhou won the Sustainable Transport Award of the United 

Nations in 2011 for its newly integrated Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system, which has a higher 

passenger flow than every China’s metro line, has integrated a bike sharing system (one of the top 
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10 largest worldwide) and opened the Donghaochong greenway, and ranked 9 in Asia and 33 

world-wide in the Sustainable Cities Mobility Index 2017.  

 

Finally, concerning water, a survey by the Chinese central government (National Environmental 

Status Report, 2007) concluded that nearly 50% of the cities surveyed face water shortages, which 

amount to a 5.8 billion m3 deficit. Although the city has reduced consumption by 40% in 10 years, 

Guangzhou ranks as the city with the highest consumption of water (35th), with a Water 

Consumption Index of 1 and a per capita water supply of 153.24t (UNDP, 2016). Moreover, 

although water quality ranks as good in over 70% of the Guandong province (GEPB, 2009), water 

in Guangzhou scores low (National Environmental Status Report, 2007; Strohschön, 2013). The 

government has started several projects to ensure water safety (in quality and volume), such as the 

protection of the Liuxi River, the restoration of boundary rivers, the diversion of Bei River, the 

Niulu reservoir project and the construction and restoration of sewage treatment plants (rate 

reaching 92%) (The People’s Government of Guangzhou Municipality webpage, 2014).  

	

According to the China Meteorological Administration, direct economic losses in Guangdong in 

2008 accounted for 2.23 billion dollars, 73 deaths, 602km erosion and 75mm sea level above 

average. With such data, Guandong is one of the most affected provinces. With the data in Table 

2, Guangzhou ranks at quadrant III in terms of urban sustainable development, combining high 

eco-input and high human development, under cities in quadrant II (which combine low eco-input 

and high human development). Therefore, environmental and sustainability indicators are 

those affecting Guangzhou’s relative position (UNDP, 2016). With top notch projects and the 

necessity to perform better in environmental terms, Guangzhou’s international strategy and 

cooperation (SDG17) should put sustainability and climate change at the center.    
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4.2. Analysis – Guangzhou’s situation as regards to SDG17: General outlook on 

Guangzhou’s actors, assets and international position 

 

China’s opening to the world took a completely different scope after the era of Mao, contributing 

to the country’s exponential growth and opening the path for regions and municipalities to develop 

their own (and competing, as exemplified by the Chongqing and Chengdu struggle over European 

railways) foreign affairs strategies, especially after the 1984 reforms. It was not until president Hu 

Jintao’s term when several cities and regions (especially because of their size and potential) were 

defined as “bridgehead” (qiaotoubao 桥头堡) in Chinese foreign policy, with a special term 

(paitoubing 排头兵) devoted to Guangzhou and its central role in deploying the country’s 

external relations and bridge to the global economy (Dominik Mierzejewski, 2019), especially 

under mayor Xi Zhongxun, the father of Xi Jinping. Nowadays, the current Belt and Road Initative 

framework and Pearl River Delta Development Plan situates the city and the region as key for 

further engaging internationally in terms of science, innovation and technology, essential 

components of selected SDG17 targets.  

Although Chinese local governments are also accountable to higher level government 

constituencies, therefore giving the Ministry of Foreign Affairs a central role in shaping lower 

levels external policies4, municipalities and regions of China have offices abroad (Hong Kong, 

Shangdong, Shenzhen, Shanghai, Jiangsu province and Shenyang, among others), participate in 

city-to-city or region-to-region forums and sometimes even contest central policy. Indeed, 

Guangzhou acquired a stage of exceptionalism and reform vanguard not because of the central 

government, but because of central-local bargaining relations that allowed for greater autonomy, 

flexibility, market investment expansion and internationalization (Dominik Mierzejewski, 2019) 

– the latter a result of greater autonomy in search for external finance (Li, 1997), skillfully 

maneuvering central policy to achieve its aims. 

 

																																																								
4	As for example, 2003 special regulations making it mandatory for delegations travelling abroad to notify and receive permission 
to conduct their activities and the necessity of approval of international events by two different administrative levels, among many 
others (Dominik Mierzejewski, 2019).	
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In the Chinese administrative system there are 

several institutions and organizations that are 

important in terms of facilitating or guiding 

municipal or regional level international 

relations (outlined in Table 3), and present in 

Guangzhou. Interestingly, a new institutional 

framework is emerging around the Public 

Diplomacy Association, sponsored by cities, to 

provide greater coordination and centrality to 

cities role in deploying external affairs strategies 

(Dominik Mierzejewski, 2019). A boarder 

approach towards internationalization and 

international cooperation would extend the list 

to include diplomatic representations, research 

and academic centers (such as the Guangzhou 

Academy of Social Sciences) and private 

multinational actors, as well as particular, 

punctual events, categories in which 

Guangzhou excel, exposed below and taken 

into account for the recommendations (Part 5).  

Guangzhou’s international position and potential is excellent, demonstrated by its position in 

global city rankings5. Foreign diplomatic representation arrived in Guangzhou in 1837, and today 

hosts 60 foreign consulates, second only to Shanghai. It is connected to the world, being an 

international aviation hub (attracting 65 million passengers a year and becoming the 13th top 

airport by passenger traffic in the world in 2017) and an international shipping center (with 197 

container routes and the host of the 31st World Port Conference in 2019) (GZASS, 2018). 

																																																								
5	Number 8 in 2035 by Economic Volume according to Oxford Economics (2017); in the top 49 cities (Alpha) according to GaWC 

2016 (Globalization and World Cities Research Network); 56th the in 2018 A.T. Kearney Global Cities Outlook; 28 in the 2018 
International Financial Center Index (GFCI) and 97th in 2017 according to the Innovation Cities Index, among many others.  
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Moreover, every year it hosts 62.7 million overnight stays. In terms of international activities, 

Guangzhou hosts an immense amount if international events, such as the China Import and Export 

Fair since 1957, that attracts more than 24.000 chinese and 500 international export and import 

companies, or the 2010 Asian Games (attracting 9 million visitors) (Dominik Mierzejewski, 2019), 

which helped redefine the city to improve its environment (shutting down factories, developing 

clean energy, and addressing water and air pollution) (UNDP, 2016).  

Moreover, the Pearl Delta Area is striving to become and innovation hub worldwide. Information 

technology, AI, biomedicine, new energy and materials industries are quickly developing in 

Guangzhou. It now hosts 40 thousand new tech enterprises (hosting a total of 169 thousand) - 10 

of which were listed as the top 50 most innovative in China and 13 as the 2017 Deloitte Technology 

Fast Top 50 in China. Although he city attracts a high volume of foreign investment, with 2.459 

FDI enterprises approved in 2017 and 6.29USD billion, only 165 million were destined to ‘science 

research, technical services and geological prospecting’ or ‘management of water conservancy, 

environment and public facilities’ (GZASS, 2018).  

Many local authorities focus is mainly on economic and developmental issues when deploying 

foreign affairs strategies (Zhang Peng, 2015). In fact, according to the Deputy Director of the 

Institute of International Studies of the Guangzhou Academy of Social Sciences, Professor Yao 

Yi, “Guangzhou's city diplomacy at this stage focuses on agglomerating international 

resources for its economic, social development, and there are not many policies or strategies 

specific addressing the issue of sustainable development” (Interview 2). In this terms, it is also 

interesting to note how the Guangzhou Urban Innovation Research Center report (2018) does not 

state anything about sustainability, the sustainable development goals and urban sustainable 

transformation as a strategy for global city competitiveness, identity and brand, when several of 

their initiatives (as outlined in Part 4.3) follow such logics.  
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4.3. Adopted measures – Guangzhou’s situation as regards to SDG17 for targeted 

environmental goals 

 

Although Guangzhou’s city diplomacy, international relations and international cooperation 

activities are mainly driven by economic motives, some of these somehow fall under the proposed 

(Part 1.2.2) umbrella dimension of climate change city diplomacy, most specifically attaining 

SDG17 targets to advance on targeted environmental goals (Figure 4, Annex A). The most 

important are outlined in 10 blocks below.  

 

Initiative 1. General outlook on Guangzhou’s city networks participation. Out of all the city 

networks presented in previous part of this paper that are not European, Guangzhou participates in 

approximately 1/3 (6). More particularly, Guangzhou is a member and meaningfully participates 

in Metropolis, FMDV, C40, Cities Alliance, UCLG and Sister Cities, its participation being much 

more extensive in global networks than in regional, Asian based networks. The participation of 

Guangzhou in such networks already signals its personality in international affairs, and the 

character of such networks makes its participation meaningful in terms of attaining SDG 17.9, 

17.16 and 17.17. Although the city participates in such networks, its participation in FMDV, Cities 

Alliance and Sister Cities does not respond to targeted environmental goals. As explored in the 

initiatives below, an important share of its participation in other networks does relate to targeted 

objectives.  

Initiative 2. Guangzhou’s participation in C40. Joining September 15th 2015, Guangzhou was 

the 6th Chinese city to join the organization, thus expanding Chinese cities leadership on 

environmental issues. In terms of activities, the city hosted the C40 Waste to Resources workshop 

in April 2017, bringing together 10 different cities from 6 regions to discuss collection and disposal 

as well as waste reduction (12.5, 17.16). This was an important opportunity for city officials to 

learn from leading practices world-wide as well as to expose the city’s practices as an example. A 

part from its waste management facilities, some of his other initiatives have also been showcased 

as leading examples, such as public buildings energy audits and energy efficiency upgrades (7.2), 

solar energy development (7.2), its BTR corridor (11.2), and its Pilot Low Carbon City 
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Implementation Plan (11.6). Moreover, Guangzhou Vice Mayor Cai Chaolin has actively 

participated in C40 led summits such as the U.S.-China Low-Carbon Cities Summit.  

 

Initiative 3. Guangzhou participation in Metropolis. Guangzhou’s participation in the World 

Association of Major Metropolis is substantial. The Mayor, Guohui Wen, is co-president of the 

organization, and the city holds the Regional Secretariat. In terms of global leadership and urban 

diplomacy, the city has participated in ‘The Voice of Mayors’ (a project supported by UCLG, 

Cities Alliance, FMDV and World Urban Campaign) with an article6 by Chen Jianhua in which, 

and following our targeted objectives, he explores and presents the case of Guangzhou in front of 

waste (12.5) and traffic congestion (11.2) challenges, urban international cooperation (SDG17) 

and other urban innovation issues. The organization has served Guangzhou to bring urban 

innovation at the highest level of international politics, with Metropolis participation in UN or the 

World Bank. The city has also held the annual meetings of Metropolis in 2000 and 2012, and is 

expected to host the 2020 Metropolis World Congress (17.16). It has actively participated in the 

Urban Innovation Community, with contributions to the ‘Rountable on SDGs and Urban 

Innovation’, and the Urban Sustainability Platform, with one case study on waste (12.5, 17.16) and 

3 city-makers (17.16). Moreover, the city is a member of the Metropolis-led Sustainable Cities 

Collaboratory, in which they share case studies to further inter-city learning and capacitation, and 

city representatives have been active participants in the City Managers Community7, a platform of 

knowledge and practice between city managers aiming to further the New Urban Agenda (Habitat-

III). Finally, the People’s Government of Guangzhou Municipality also leads the Metropolis 

Innovation Program, which encompass two of the major projects the city leads in terms of urban 

sustainability and international cooperation: the Guangzhou International Award for Urban 

Innovation and the Guangzhou Institute for Urban Innovation (exposed below). Worthy of note, 

the organization and the local government signed a memorandum in 2017 to expand their 

collaboration in terms of Urban Innovation and develop new projects.  

 

																																																								
6 ‘Scientific Coordination and Proactive Exploration: Accelerating the Development of Guangzhou into an Innovation-driven 
City’, available at https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/02_la_voz_de_los_alcaldes_jianhua_guangzhou_eng.pdf 
 
7	More information available at https://www.metropolis.org/news/city-managers-community-kicks-quito 
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Initiative 4. The Guangzhou International Award for Urban Innovation. First held in 2012 as 

a joint project between the city government, UCLG and Metropolis, the Guangzhou award serves 

to recognize public sector innovation and further city-to-city learning and collaboration (17.16), 

in general, and to ‘further optimize the mechanisms and channels of exchanges by Guangzhou 

with cities and regions across the world’ (Chen Jianhua, 2014), for Guangzhou. Every 2 years, 5 

winners are awarded 20.000USD following its innovativeness, effectiveness, 

replicability/transferability and significance. Out of the 15 winning cities since 2012, 4 projects 

are related to our targeted objectives, with more interest in every edition: Hangzhou (2014) for its 

bike sharing system (11.2), Copenhaguen (2016) for its climate resilient and sustainable 

neighborhood model (11.6), Qalyubeya (2016) for its solid waste management solutions (12.5) 

and Song-Pa Gu (2016) for its solar energy initiative (7.2). In parallel, Guangzhou organizes the 

International Urban Innovation Conference, aimed at bringing together world leaders to discuss 

and join efforts on tackling pressing urban issues. In 2018, and in parallel to these events, the city 

hosted the Global Mayors Forum, bringing 40 leaders from 6 different regions to discuss on 

sustainable development issues. Moreover, and although Guangzhou is not a member of CityNet, 

the city-network organization made important contributions on city collaboration of green 

development in such edition.  

 

Initiative 5. The Guangzhou Institute for Urban Innovation. The institute was born in 2012 

under the initiative of the Guangzhou award, and aims to provide a framework for international 

urban innovation, further the development of world cities and offer support to public sector 

innovation initiatives. The institute maintains a database with more than 400 cases from 60 

countries; disseminates lessons and case studies learned from initiatives from the Guangzhou 

award8, field visits or study tours; and has an open bank and professional forum platforms.  In such 

a way, the GIUI, led by Guangzhou, serves as an important tool for knowledge sharing among 

cities (17.16) in terms of urban innovation, which in many cases tackle some of the environmental 

targeted objectives.  

 

																																																								
8 A good example would be the publication ‘Solutions for and by Cities’, available at 
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Solutions-for-and-by-cities.pdf 
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Initiative 6. Guangzhou in UCLG. The mayor of Guangzhou, Wen Guohui, is the co-president 

of the World Council, which was held in Guangzhou in 2009 and developed the UCLG Climate 

Negotiation Group; councilor of the Safer, Resilient and Sustainable Cities policy council (11.6, 

17.16); and chair of the Urban Innovation Community. In terms of Urban Diplomacy and given its 

position, the city has been able to strengthen its voice in events and conferences such as the Climate 

Summit for Local and Regional Leaders, the Turin Communiqué on the localization of sustainable 

development, the Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction or water-related declarations and 

conferences. Similar to Metropolis, the organization has helped the city to bring urban innovation 

and city perspectives into high-level international conferences. The organization also supports the 

Guangzhou International Award for Urban Innovation, the Guangzhou Institute for Urban 

Innovation and the International Urban Innovation Conference, all led and organized by and in 

Guangzhou. Participation in other initiatives that aim at the targeted environmental goals is not 

substantial.  

 

Initiative 7. Global Taskforce and United Nations High Level Political Forum. By 

participating in different networks that are part of the taskforce, the city is able to meaningfully 

channel its voice in international affairs, most notably UN-Habitat III or the Local and Regional 

Governments Forum at the subnational UN High Level Political Forum, as well as share city-based 

expertise, resources and ambitions as regards to sustainable development (17.16). Following 

academic literature, and although legal clarity is lacking, such participation follows states 

structures, processes and normative frameworks9 (Nijman, 2016).  

 

Initiative 8. Collaboration between UN-Habitat and the Guangzhou Planning Institute. 

Guangzhou has collaborated several times with UN-Habitat in terms of knowledge and expertise 

sharing (17.16): regarding how the city incorporated nearby villages (UN-Habitat 2015), a specific 

program for the Wuzhou District in terms of transportation planning (Dominik Mierzejewski, 

2019), and the sustainable extension of Nyagatare and Rubavu, a project developed in cooperation 

with UN-Habitat’s Urban Planning and Design Lab and experts from the Rwanda National Task 

																																																								
9 An example may be found in Global Taskforce declaration to UN-Habitat III, available at 
https://www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/statement_of_2nd_world_assembly_to_habitat_iii.pdf 
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Force. Moreover, the city hosted UN-Habitat’s World Cities Day celebration in 2017, where global 

leaders came together to discuss urban innovation and the implementation of the New Urban 

Agenda, specifically aiming at promoting cooperation among cities of the Belt and Road Initiative.  

 

Initiative 9. Hosting of and participation in other high-level events and conferences. The city 

has attracted a large number of events and conferences aiming at sharing knowledge and expertise 

in a wide range of fields (17.16), including sustainable development and targeted environmental 

goals.  As early as 1996 the city hosted the 2nd Asia-Pacific City Summit which discussed, 

among others, modern urban environmental action and protection at the city-level (11.6), and 

signed the Guangzhou declaration. Guangzhou has been an active participant in all other twelve 

Asia-Pacific Summit sessions. It has also participated in several World Cities Summit, 

concluding an agreement between the city, Singapore and Siemens China to develop a Smart Eco 

Technology Demonstration Center (17.16, 11.6), which became Siemen’s first urban sustainability 

hub in the region (Dominik Mierzejewski, 2019), and hosted the First Lead Author Meeting of the 

IPCC Working Group I Sixth Assessment Report. In more general terms, the city has hosted events 

from the International Labor Organization and the World Economic Forum, several Imperial 

Springs Summits, the 2017 Fortune Global Forum, the 2018 High-Level Policy Forum on Global 

Governance and is about to host the Guangzhou Forum in Global Cities June 2019, the 2019 World 

Ports Conference, and the 2020 World Conference of World Association of Major Metropolises. 

 

Initiative 10. New initiatives and foreign presence. New triangular international city agreements 

are being developed, in terms of ports (with Auckland and Los Angeles) or business and culture 

(Lyon, Frankfurt and Birmingham) (Dominik Mierzejewski, 2019). More importantly, Guangzhou 

has started to set up offices in scientific and technological hub cities such as Silicon Valley, 

Boston10 and Tel Aviv in 2017 to further exchanges and cooperation (Guangzhou Urban Innovation 

Research Center, 2018). These initiatives set new frameworks in which Guangzhou can cooperate 

in terms of expertise, technology transfer or finance access (17.16).  

 

																																																								
10 As a matter of example, more information about the Guangzhou Liaison Office in Boston is available at https://www.gzlob.org 
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4.4. Obstacles, successes and expectations for the years to come 

	
Taking into account Qi et al (2008) theory on climate change responses, and the role it allocates 

to international policy and activities as incentives in ‘determining urban climate governance in 

China’ (Part 1.2.2); the growing role of cities in global governance and international affairs (Part 

1.2.1); the need of the city of Guangzhou to better perform on environmental standards, as well as 

its leadership11  on urban planning or large scale sustainable projects (Part 4.1); the strategic 

importance of Chinese cities in shaping external relations and images abroad and Guangzhou’s 

position and potential in international affairs as well as its scientific and technological resources 

(Part 4.2), all outlined above, it seems essential to deploy a sustainability, climate change based 

city diplomacy strategy, allowing for the city to attain both cooperation (SDG17) and 

environmental objectives, while strategically better positioning the city. Although in a way, 

several activities are already being deployed that may match SDG17 and environmental goals (Part 

4.3), the city is in a strategic position to develop a city-led climate change diplomacy strategy.  

One of the clearest examples of the success the city has had in international affairs and that better 

matches the objectives of this paper is the Guangzhou Award, which has situated the city as the 

leader in urban innovation worldwide, and has led to the development of other institutions and 

organizations that work in innovation, sustainability and international cooperation frameworks. 

Although the city, as Guangzhou and as a city in the nation-state led international system, faces 

obstacles and challenges in deploying such a strategy (from lesser local accountability in its 

particular context, through upper level governmental frameworks, to structural issues), 

opportunities are high. Despite its final objectives may be economic, diplomatic or cultural, more 

centrality and importance should be given to the issue of sustainable development as a goal 

attaining approach (SDG17 and environmental targets) and as a general international strategy of 

Guangzhou (Part 1.2.2), as it feeds other city-diplomacy objectives. All recommendations are 

strategic in this comprehensive sense. Recommendations on how to do so are outlined in the 

following part.  

 

																																																								
11 Exemplified with the UN Sustainable Transport Award, the Urban Master Planning 2035, the UN International Garden City 
Prize in 2001, the UN award for best practices to Improve the Living environment in 2002, and its international urban innovation 
initiatives, among others.  
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5. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

RECOMMENDATION 1. Put climate change and sustainability at the center of 

Guangzhou’s city diplomacy and international cooperation strategy. Although many local 

authorities focus is mainly on economic and developmental issues, with a limited participation 

approach in foreign affairs (Zhang Peng, 2015), Guangzhou meaningfully participates in networks 

and processes at the international level, and its role is strategic for China (Wu, 2012). Making 

climate change and emissions reduction a priority beyond energy and growth targets at home and 

abroad depends on local leadership, power and capacity. Guangzhou must then alienate these 

variables to be able to deploy a comprehensive climate change city diplomacy strategy that fulfills 

SDG17 targets and environmental targets as well as positioning the city as a leading actor in 

international affairs (furthering all other dimensions of city diplomacy exposed by van der Pluijm, 

2007). 

Recommendation 1.1. Integrate the sustainable development goals in city planning. 

Follow other cities examples by integrating the sustainable development goals in city planning and 

budgeting, making it the central rationale to develop policies at home and abroad.  

Recommendation 1.2. Advance decentralization and coordination. Although 

decentralization has been a trend in the region, more transparency, institutional accountability 

(Recommendation 2) and balanced decentralization coped with greater financial policies are 

essential to ensure the sustainable development of the region’s cities (UN-Habitat, 2015). When 

deploying cities external action, coordination is a challenge (van der Pluijm, 2007). It is not only 

essential to ensure different governmental levels coordination to allow for a fluid and quick 

decision-making process, but also furthering the framework of the ‘Leading Group on Foreign 

Affairs Policies’ to ensure such coordination is not lost internally.  Moreover, local institutions 

must ensure the vision and strategy is built on solid consensus and blocked in such a way that 

leadership changes do not undermine its development and efficacy (Interview 2).   

Recommendation 1.3. Further intra city-to-city cooperation. Not only Guangzhou must 

ensure more coordination and cooperation with other governmental levels and future local 

leaderships, but also it can and must further cooperation with other cities. Chinese cities are 

increasingly engaged in international affairs and city networks (Interview 2), especially since the 

development of the BRI. Guangzhou is in an especially good position to help coordinate Chinese 
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cities external action (especially, but not limited to, the Public Diplomacy Association), leading 

the way for other Chinese cities to deploy their own climate change city diplomacy strategies that 

responds to SDG17 and environmental logics.  

Recommendation 1.4. Enlarge the city’s international relations team. Essential for the 

development of a comprehensive climate change city diplomacy strategy, as well as embodying 

the here present recommendations, more resources in terms of human and economic capital will 

be necessary – thus not only ensuring greater coordination among the 150 people working for 

different institutions on Guangzhou’s foreign affairs (Tavares, 2016), but also incrementing their 

resources and managing them more efficiently.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 2. Invest in more transparency and accountability.  Transparency and 

access to information is probably the most important variable in terms of being able to fulfill 

selected SDG17 targets. Without centralized, easily accessible, up-to-date, detailed and English-

language information regarding Guangzhou’s urban development and sustainability projects, it is 

difficult to ensure that such practices can be shared with other cities that may be struggling with 

the same challenges. It also limits an easy and meaningful participation in networks, the formation 

of multi-stakeholder partnerships, and the strategic position of the city as a leading actor.   

Recommendation 2.1. Keep track of the UN SDG’s with a centralized government 

plan and webpage. This should include what is the status of sustainable development indicators 

in the city, the policy objectives and the implementation of specific plans to achieve them, with a 

special focus on reducing the city’s environmental impact (Part 4.1).12 

Recommendation 2.2. Make use of existing transparency and accountability 

platforms related to the sustainable development goals. Many organizations and initiatives are 

being built around reporting, transparency and accountability relating sustainability and 

environmental targets. One of these is Carbonn Climate Registry, but many other may be found in 

city-networks Guangzhou already participates in (Recommendations 3.1, 3.3 and 4).  

Recommendation 2.3. Participate at the High Level Political Forum Voluntary 

National Review. In 2018, New York City became the first city in the world to summit a Voluntary 

Local Review to the UN High Level Political Forum (UN-HLPF), modelling nation-states 

																																																								
12 Good examples on how to do this at the nation-state level is the United Kingdom, at the regional-administrative level the Basque 
Country in Spain, and at the city level Los Angeles in the US, which has developed a comprehensive Green New Deal Strategy for 
the city, and Chefchaouen in Morocco.  
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voluntary reviews, highlighting NYC sustainability efforts and providing a framework for cities to 

compare themselves and share knowledge and expertise. New York City commitment towards 

sustainability, with the voluntary review and the OneNYC plan, made it win a Guangzhou Prize 

for Urban Innovation in 2018. Guangzhou should follow such steps and summit a Voluntary Local 

Review to the UN-HLPF from 2019 onwards, leading the way for other cities to do the same and 

thus making it easier to identify good practices (17.16) and cities in need for capacity building 

(17.9).  

 

RECOMMENDATION 3. Participate in existing Metropolis projects. Although the city is an 

active member of the organization, it could further its participation by engaging with existing 

knowledge sharing projects (17.16) that respond to environmental issues.  

Recommendation 3.1. Participate in Metropolis observatory. The city should become 

an active participant on building issue papers that help share local knowledge and built a 

metropolitan narrative, while engaging with sharing quantitative and qualitative data for the LSE-

cities led study. 

Recommendation 3.2. Participate in Metropolis pilot projects. By engaging in open 

calls for the Metropolis pilot projects, Guangzhou could not only put its innovation, science and 

technology ecosystem to use by developing new solutions to city’s environmental problems, but 

also share such experience and knowledge with other participant cities.  

Recommendation 3.3. Make more use of the Urban Sustainability Exchange (USE) 

platform and the Sustainable Cities Collaboratory (SCC). USE is a policy transfer platform 

(SDG 17.16) where cities and practitioners alike can share case studies, projects and experiences 

on developing SDG related strategies, similar to the SSC. Guangzhou should make full use of the 

platform by publishing more case studies (currently only 1 case study published) on its urban 

innovation projects, as well as internally engaging its city-makers to become part of the community 

(currently only 3 members).  

 

RECOMMENDATION 4. Further engage with UCLG and C40 in knowledge sharing. 

Similar to the recommendations relating to Metropolis, make full use of UCLG’s platforms 

relating to sustainable development and environmental issues, which include Localizing the SDGs 

and Learning UCLG. Taking into account that the city has more case studies in C40 than in UCLG 
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and Metropolis, the city should use these posts to feed the two other networks. Moreover, the city 

should consider taking a step in other C40 programs such as the Climate Positive Development 

Program or the Climate Action Planning Resource Centre.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 5. Explore joining ICLEI, the Global Covenant of Mayors and 

CityNet. Although quality of participation is always over quantity, these are probably the 3 most 

important environmental city networks that the city is not a member of. With 94 members in East 

Asia, ICLEI is certainly one of the best options to help Guangzhou’s regional interaction and 

knowledge sharing opportunities (17.16), while opening the door to its participation in 

environmental projects such as the Green Circulation Cities Coalition (12.5), East Asia Clean Air 

Cities (11.6) or the California-China Urban Climate Collaborative. The Global Covenant of 

Mayors would strengthen Guangzhou’s voice and position in international affairs, thus helping it 

attain a leadership position on environmental issues and feeding current Guangzhou’s city-

diplomacy objectives. CityNet services would make it easier for Guangzhou to interact and engage 

with its Asian counterparts, built study visits at home and abroad (17.16) and provide technical 

assistance to other Asian cities (17.9), as well as participate in the Urban SDG Knowledge 

Exchange (17.16).   

 

RECOMMENDATION 6. Further become an international science and technology 

innovation hub focusing on sustainability. An essential step to allow Guangzhou’s foreign 

action to be aligned with SDG17 and environmental targets is developing a local ecosystem around 

sustainability. As stated in Guangzhou Urban Innovation Research Center report (2018), optimize 

incubator activities to allow high-tech innovation and transformation to build into the National 

Innovation Center City and a powerful sustainability innovation hub. Purposefully direct and 

attract foreign direct investment to respond to such goals.  

Recommendation 6.1. Invest in a science and technology public diplomacy strategy. 

This means utilizing every international actor present in the city to channel the idea that 

Guangzhou is the place to do science, and where innovation is committed to sustainability. Both 

foreign students, diplomatic representatives and digital networks are heavily explored areas to 

achieve such goals. This is not only beneficial in strategic terms, but makes it simpler for the city 

to deploy an external action based on SDG17 and environmental targets.  
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RECOMMENDATION 7. Establish more foreign offices and change its logic. Not only 

following the model of Boston, but also establishing offices devoted to science and technology 

transfer agreements and technical capacitation in developing countries (17.16, 17.9), especially 

centered around environmental targets. This requires changing the logic of offices in science and 

technology hubs to allow offices to be in cities that may be in need of Guangzhou’s ecosystem 

expertise, thus allowing such hubs to become a tool for international cooperation (SDG17), 

environmental protection and business and economic development. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 8. Focus on capacity building. Although multi-stakeholder 

partnerships that further knowledge sharing and open up technological and financial transfers are 

important, capacity building and training activities are essential to ensure impact, especially in 

developing countries. Not only these are an important way to achieve SDG17 targets while 

furthering environmental objectives, but also it puts the city at a position of technical expertise and 

international responsibility.   

Recommendation 8.1. Use existing frameworks. Engage with the Metropolis 

International Training Institute of Seoul in capacity building activities, recommending topics and 

financing city-managers and leaders from Guangzhou to develop trainings and workshops, and 

fully utilize the framework of other networks (such as the technical assistance programs in ICLEI).  

Recommendation 8.2. Develop own capacity building projects. Organize technical 

workshops and capacity building programs in Guangzhou and on its foreign offices. As these are 

expensive, explore the possibility of developing professional Massive Open Online Courses 

(MOOC) (using current online platforms) on targeted environmental objectives.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 9. Further use the framework of sister cities. Although sister city 

relations do not include environmental targets per se, the framework and program exchanges on 

community development can be used as a tool to further city-to-city cooperation, and they include 

science and technology cooperation. Guangzhou has 37 sister cities in 35 different countries, 

ranking third in mainland china after Shanghai and Beijing.  

Recommendation 6.1. Ensure continuity. Lack of continuity makes sister city relations 

inconsistent, and undermine relations, cooperation and understanding.  
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 Recommendation 6.2. Grow in number in developing countries. Develop relationships 

with more cities in Africa – only 3 alliances from 25 since 1991 (Li Xiaolin, 2015) – and the Asia-

Pacific – an area that has grown in importance in terms of trade for Guangzhou but not equally in 

terms of city cooperation. Taking into account that sister city relations and foreign relations in 

general are done with countries that have representation in the city (Dominik Mierzejewski, 2019), 

the municipal government must invest in attracting more diplomatic representation, which also 

feeds Recommendation 6.1. 

 Recommendation 6.3. Increment activity. Develop more high-level meetings with sister 

cities, but, most importantly, use the framework to further science, technology and innovation 

cooperation for the sustainable development goals, especially with those in developing countries.  

 

6. FINAL REMARKS  

 

Cities are active actors in international affairs, and therefore have a responsibility in aligning their 

foreign strategies with Sustainable Development Goal 17. As seen throughout the development of 

this research paper, cities are already meaningful participants and implementers of sustainable 

development agendas, creating transnational and translocal links that help further environmental 

targets worldwide. As a matter of study, this paper has taken only 5 environmental targets that 

such strategy could further, but potential is immense. Without a doubt, climate change city 

diplomacy is an increasingly important dimension that should be taken into account by all major 

local governments, and Guangzhou is in a strategic position to align SDG17 and 

environmental targets with its city-diplomacy strategy.  

However, and taking into account the increasingly relevant role of cities in international relations, 

cities should find new frameworks of global governance in which its participation is not only that 

of implementers, being actors for ‘the operationalization of norms within the context of 

hegemonic efficiency’, but also decision-makers, being able to redefine norms, or contest 

them, at the international table (Toly, 2008). This transcend city-to-city networks, and remains 

an issue of inquiry for further research.   
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8.2. ANNEX B: Interviews 
 
 

INTERVIEW 1. Interview to Octavi de La Varga Mas, Secretary General of Metropolis 

 

This is a summary of the main takeaways of an interview conducted to Octavi de La Varga Mas 

May 28th 2019 15:30 at the headquarters of Metropolis in Barcelona. Octavi de La Varga is 

Secretary General of Metropolis, the World Association of the Major Metropolises, and has 

previously worked at Oxfam Intermón and Oxfam International, as well as led the Office on 

European Cooperation of Diputació de Barcelona.  

 

When asked about his role and position as Secretary General at one of the oldest and leading city-

network organizations worldwide, Octavi de la Varga exposes how he believes his position and 

that of the organization is a connector and facilitator. His role is that of perceiving leaderships and 

opportunities worldwide to bring them to the table. The team he leads, at the end, offers a platform 

for city representatives and technicians: that is two levels of action that include the political (policy, 

advocacy and political debate, building a metropolitan narrative on global and local challenges) 

and the technical (learning and capacity building). At the end, the ones making decisions are 

representative bodies made of elected officials, that are the ones that guide political lines and upon 

which depends the success, effectiveness and efficiency of organizations like Metropolis. 

Networked organizations offer tools and instruments but it is up to city governments what to do or 

use. As an example, and to allow cities to think outside the box, Metropolis launched pilot projects 

that have been widely successful in incorporating the results and recommendations into city policy. 

In terms of obstacles or difficulties, the most definitory variable is a complex context that is putting 

the urban at the center, the expansion and interconnectedness of networks and the complexity of 

urban issues as such. In such scenario, networks must not become a club but a dynamic space that 

allows for purposeful action.  

 

In the specific case of Metropolis, Octavi stresses how his main weakness is his main strength. 

Metropolis does not have a regional or thematic focus, like many other city organizations 

worldwide, and so the most important added-value is having a space where cities can find others 

with similar challenges, leaving global north-south dynamics and politics as usual aside. But cities 
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are different and unequal. When metropolis was created in 1985, after the reflections made at 

Vancouver in 1976, a big city was a city with more than 1 million inhabitats. Nowadays there are 

more than 300 cities with more than 1 million inhabitants, and in certain regions cities with 1 

million habitants are not even considered big (that is the case of China, for example). Cities joining 

today are usually much bigger than their initial threshold. Nonetheless, there are cities with 1 

million inhabitants with a very global scope, depending a lot on political leadership, and different 

administrations that cover one same space are part of the organization (i.e. Barcelona and AMB).  

 

Cities traditionally organized to increase their bargaining power in front of traditional power 

structures, whether these are regional or national. However, we are seeing a tendency of traditional 

global cities (such as London or New York) that because of their scope do not need to form 

networks in order to have bargaining power, but use them as to legitimize their agendas. Although 

these are often in the benefit of all urban areas, it does not necessarily have to be. Something 

similar but more worrying happens with the privatization tendency of city networks, such as the 

case of C40 and 100Resilient. It means that there is no accountable, democratic leadership and 

governance, and that private capital is able to determine the topics of the global agenda. There are 

obvious interests, and capital temptations for cities, behind such structures. Whether they are in 

terms of developing and growing a green economy or paving the way for the allocation of public 

contracts to private infrastructure projects, it is not cities but private capital what determines what 

is worthy.  

 

Cities already rule the world in terms of regime compliance, they are the ones most capable to put 

global agendas into practice. In terms of their global governance and their participation with 

traditional intergovernmental structures, the problem has been that they have been seen as another 

non-governmental actor (such as Habitat III), and the result of their participation is always 

contingent on state resources, power structures and decision making roles. They need more 

international agency and personality to fully participate in the international arena. But city-

networks and cities external relations are as much about cooperation as they are about strategy. 

Cities are increasingly cooperating in climate change because it is the issue of our time: they 

perceive they are the ones that are going to be impacted the most, but are also the ones that 

somehow contribute to the problem the most in terms of per capita emissions or resource 
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consumption, for example. But they are also participating with an international scope in 

sustainability and climate change related issues because it is being posed as one of the most 

important dimensions for city branding, together with diversity and smartness (technology), and 

allows them to separate themselves from states.  

 

When 22% of the GDP of Spain is produced by Barcelona and Madrid, or cities like Seoul and 

Buenos Aires represent 50% and 30% of their national populations, it is obvious that cities impact 

goes much further than their limits. Although some national governments see cities as a counter 

power, and some metropolitan areas do not want to be recognized as such because of their potential 

power to undermine national authority, most reservations are found when dealing with medium 

cities. These see big, global cities as competitors in a more pronounced rural/urban divide. This 

issue is faced with comprehensive metropolitan governances, acquiring a metropolitan scope that 

is responsible with its environment and that defines sustainable relations with all other levels of 

government. As a paradigmatic example, the South African constitution, moving away from 

multilevel-governance, vertical or horizontal hierarchies, talks about power spheres and how they 

overlap – a challenge that rising human concentrations have ahead.  

 

 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Pau Ruiz Guix 

	 58 

INTERVIEW 2. Interview to Agnès Charlotte Bickart, Senior Manager for Institutional 

relations & Asia portfolio at Metropolis 

 

This is a partial transcript of an interview conducted to Agnès Charlotte Bickart May 17th 2019 

16:00 at the headquarters of Metropolis in Barcelona. Agnès Charlotte Bickart is the Senior 

Manager for Institutional relations and Asia portfolio at Metropolis, and has been conducting the 

relations with Guangzhou since 2011. 	

	
Interviewer: Could you please briefly introduce what Metropolis, the World Association of 

Major Metropolis, is and does? 

 

Metropolis is the leading network in city-to-city cooperation. We are non-political and not for 

profit. Very recently we have started fundraising activates to make it easier to finance cities 

activities, as we function with a membership fees structure, with 138 members. Although it is very 

difficult to determine what is a Metropolis in the world, but we have defined it historically as a 

territory with more than 1 million inhabitants.  

 

Our non-political character is very important – we are here to serve all types of cities no matter 

their political inclinations. Our principle objective is to better the quality of lives of citizens, 

bringing together different perspectives to find common solutions to cities. We do impose 

righteous solutions, but provide cities with different alternatives so they can make their own 

choices and decisions and improve their performance. A few days ago I was in Iran, were they 

face exactly the same problems as other cities in the world. They really understood what we do, 

demanding different solutions for problems so they can study them and implement what they find 

best. For this purpose, we have the USE platform, which is a very interesting platform for many 

cities to have access studies and access the implementers.  
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Interviewer: What are your main action areas? 

 

We work in 3 very broad pillars, as our action is very broad. Basically I believe this is the reason 

we are still here today. When a city considers that a specific issue is important and is ready to put 

some resources into it, we embody it. It is up to cities to choose what the agenda is. Still, we have 

identified different pillars: economic development, sustainability and social cohesion, all with a 

transversal approach on gender equality. This gender lens is certainly not an easy task in a 

multicultural context, and it makes it difficult for some city initiatives to access international prizes 

or awards, despite their projects may be revolutionary in the region, in terms of gender equality. It 

touches on very sensitive issue.  

 

Interviewer: What are your main obstacles as a city-network organization? 

 

Some concern we have about different areas in the world is access to the network and our platforms, 

as I am concerned some of our members cannot access freely or circulate through our materials. 

There is certainly an issue of connectivity. We solve this issues in different ways, but for example, 

we will send printed materials to Teheran so we make sure the information arrives where we want.  

You really have to be on the ground or have a huge budget to ensure the personal relationship and 

interactions are vivid, or you lose track, so financial resources are of course a limitation too.  

	
Interviewer: Would you say this is the main obstacle when trying to engage Asian cities? 
 
Yes. I think it is. Not only this, but the political one. The change of mayors is an issue, and this is 

why we work at two levels, with key contacts at the technical level that stay in times of leadership 

changes (usually the head of international relations departments), and the political ones. It depends 

on the country, but in average every 3 years mayors change. Although a very important part of our 

work and a major asset of our organization is our contact database, some cities do not have proper 

international relations departments, making it very difficult to engage them in any network or 

organization. We therefore want to work on the internationalization of cities, with Allas, too, as it 

is an essential component of our work.  
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Interviewer: These two levels also responds to your activities and actions. 

 

Yes, we have two levels of action. The political one related to advocacy and lobby towards the 

SDGs and the New Urban Agenda. This has to do with strategy: all these mayors belong to an 

international organization and a cities movement because they want to have a strategy at the 

international level. This level is absolutely key, and we work together with UCLG on this area. On 

a practical side, we work on a more technical level that goes from training and capacity building 

activities, knowledge sharing, pilot projects, gender programs, issue papers on metropolitan 

narrative, mapping and research projects, urban innovation programs (which is strictly linked to 

Guangzhou), events… In fact, the next congress is to be held in Guangzhou in 2020.  

 

Interviewer: Why Guangzhou? How do you decide it? 

 

Every three years we make a call for the next congress, and cities can apply following terms of 

reference, the boards of directors making a decision. Cities collaborate financially with the 

congress. Overall, and although we do not have access to the final cost cities face by hosting a 

congress, we believe it’s between 1 and 4 million. It’s a lot of money, but it’s also part of the city 

strategy.  

 

Interviewer: They want it for their brand? 

 

Yes, absolutely. Cities sometimes even do it prior to electoral process, so the city is put at the 

forefront at the international arena. At the end it is about strategy, and we cannot ignore it. We 

have to balance know-how and sustainable development with strategy and international 

positioning.  

 

Interviewer: What is your main objective when visiting Asian cities?  
 
 
My objective when I travel and visit cities is to engage cities in sharing their experiences and 

uploading case studies, to make cities more visible. This is of course also a part of their strategy, 

becoming more visible for others to contact them. A lot of other organizations do that, but our 
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objective is that it goes hand in hand with our other set of tools. We are trying to make all our 

instruments feed each other, connected. For example, with the Guangzhou Award with have a high 

quality jury that selects 15 projects. We aim to put these projects into knowledge sharing platforms 

(such as the USE), so that we have something very comprehensive.  

 

Interviewer: What do you think are the most active Asian members, the ones that contribute 

the most, generate more interactions… 

 

Right now is definitely China, especially with Guangzhou. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is 

making a lot of cities contact us to help them promote their version or adaptation of the BRI. They 

are very active. Although it is primarily China, I would say Iran would be one of the most active 

regions in the world if its international limitations were not so severe. Once sanctions are removed, 

it is going to be very interesting to see what happens, and they are already trying to host events or 

workshops. We used to have India more or less active, but at the end it didn’t work out much.  

 

I haven’t seen the level of collaboration of Guangzhou with any other city in Asia. Seoul would 

be number two, as since 2013 it hosts the MITI (Metropolis International Training Institute) and 

they contribute a lot to some of our knowledge sharing platforms. Tokyo is currently not a member, 

although they were before. Taipei is also participating meaningfully.  

 

Interviewer: Do you have relations with regional organizations in Asia? 

 

Yes, primarily with UCLG-ASPAC. We are trying to organize more events within their events in 

Asia. We actually just signed an MoU with them to articulate the relationship, and we are trying 

to do the same with their other Asian sections. We are also trying to reach an agreement with the 

Asian Mayors Forum (AMF), which is being restructured. We also work with WeGO, the World 

Smart Sustainable Cities Organization.  

 

 

 



Pau Ruiz Guix 

	 62 

The author would like to express its gratitude to Agnès Charlotte Bickart not only because of taking 

the time to conduct such interview, but most importantly for her support in contacting local leaders 

from Guangzhou (such as Yao Yi, Deputy Director of the Institute of International Studies at 

Guangzhou Academy of Social Sciences) and providing insightful information about the city that 

would have been otherwise impossible to acquire.  
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8.3. ANNEX C: News  
 
 
Title: Guangzhou award motivates cities to pursue innovation 

Author, place and date: By Edith Mutethya in Nairobi, Kenya, 30/05/2019 

Link: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201905/30/WS5cefe047a3104842260bebf7.html 

 
Title: Global Mayors’ Forum to be held in Guangzhou 

Author, place and date: People’s Daily Online, 27/11/2018 

Link: http://en.people.cn/n3/2018/1127/c90000-9522664.html 

 

Title: Guangzhou to host global observance of 2017 World Cities Day 

Author, place and date: UN-Habitat, 22/07/2017 

Link: https://unhabitat.org/guangzhou-to-host-global-observance-of-2017-world-cities-day/ 

 

Title: Chinese Cities Show Climate Leadership on a Global Stage 

Author, place and date: C40, 04/02/2016 

Link: https://www.c40.org/blog_posts/chinese-cities-show-climate-leadership-on-a-global-stage 

 

Title: Guangzhou aims to become a global city 

Author, place and date: Joan Enric Ricart and Ana Isabel Duch (IESE), 04/06/2018 

Link: https://blog.iese.edu/cities-challenges-and-management/2018/06/04/guangzhou-aims-to-

become-a-global-city/ 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


