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¿How do processes of urban planning
function in big cities around the world?
1. Buenos Aires, Argentina:
Population 2016: 2,891,000
Population 2026: not available
How is the planning authority in Buenos Aires organised?
In Argentina, the Strategic Territorial Plan (PET) is the
principal instrument of planning policy. It is developed
through the joint work of the National Government and all of
the country’s federal jurisdictions.
The metropolitan area of Buenos Aires is an autonomous city
which comprises one of the 24 districts into which the
country is divided. It has its own executive, legislative and
judicial powers, with representatives elected by citizens
(Buenos Aires Ciudad, 2017). The City Government approved
the Strategic Plan of the City of Buenos Aires, which is a
planning instrument made together by the state and the
principal social and economic actors of the city. Through the
participation, collaboration and commitment of all public
and private actors, an integrated vision for the city was
designed, with key objectives to better quality of life for the
population. The Council of Strategic Planning is a body
whose aim is to advance interaction with civil society, in
order to propose periodically strategic plans built from the
consensus with the citizens of Buenos Aires. These plans
oﬀer important foundations for state policies, as they
express the common interests of citizens.
What key challenges do the planning authorities in Buenos
Aires face?
1. Population growth
The Metropolitan Region of Buenos Aires had over 14.8
million inhabitants in 2010, increasing its population by
approximately 3 million over the last 20 years. This
exponential population growth, which has mainly been
absorbed in the municipalities surrounding Buenos Aires
City, points to a series of urban problems. Buenos Aires City

is structurally compact, which makes it suited
environmentally friendly modes of transport, such as
walking and cycling. However, sprawling residential
developments on the outskirts counter this, increasing car
use and therefore traﬃc, as well as combustion pollutants,
within the city.
2. Informal housing
Linked to population growth, more than 200,000 residents of
Buenos Aires live in informal, ‘slum-like’ conditions.
Incorporation of these spaces into formal urban space is a
long overdue demand. Lack of urbanisation has led to
countless accidents due to poor construction quality and a
lack of access to basic health and education services. These
conditions exacerbate already stark socio-economic
inequalities.
Examples of large-scale urban renovation processes:
1. Neighbourhood of Parque Donado-Holmberg
This project of urban renovation will improve the social and
urban fabric of the zone through constructing new houses
and green spaces, reversing a decline which aﬀects 600
families and allowing social, cultural and economic
development. This programme is part of the Housing
Solutions Plan for the reintegration and social development
of families who live in this place. In addition, the Plan for
Urban Development and Recovery is in use, which prioritises
public space and neighbourhood quality. This includes the
revaluation of public spaces, the inclusion of new
community equipment, an educational centre, a community
centre and restructuring of the roads.

Source: Buenos Aires Ciudad 2017
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2. The Vega Watercourse
Currently, when it rains intensely in Buenos Aires, the basin
and its ﬁrst excess-water ﬂood pipe can overﬂow, ﬂooding
various neighbourhoods. Therefore, in 2016, the local
government began constructing a second pipeline. This
project will allow the doubling of drainage capacity, reduce
the risk of ﬂooding and therefore beneﬁt some 315
thousand residents (Buenos Aires Ciudad, 2017).

Much of Copenhagen’s urban form is owed to its famous
1947 regional ‘Finger Plan’, which required major new
developments to be situated along metropolitan train lines,
with large areas of green space preserved between the
ﬁngers of growth. By legislating that development must be
alongside train lines, the municipality reduced the need for
car travel and promoted more sustainable modes of travel.
In 2007 the Ministry of the Environment created ‘Finger Plan
2007’, where this concept was written into national law and
now has judicial binding over Greater Copenhagen and its
planning initiatives (Ahonen, 2011).
What key challenges do the planning authorities in
Copenhagen face?

Source: Government of the City of Buenos Aires 2017

2. Copenhagen, Denmark
Population 2017: 580,000
Population 2027: 700,000

Municipality

Administrative Governregion ment

How is the planning authority in Copenhagen organised?
The Planning Act delegates responsibility for spatial planning
to the Minister for the Environment, ﬁve administrative
regional councils and 98 municipalities.
In this
de-centralised decision-making process, each regional
council formulates a spatial development plan that sets out
guidelines for regional development. Each municipal council
formulates its own plan, which is the framework for local
plans. At this local level, legally binding guidelines are
established for property and land developers (Ministry of
the Environment, 2012). At each hierarchy of planning, the
Planning Act stipulates minimum public participation rules.
National level
Regional level
Municipal
level
Local
level

Source: Ministry of
the Environment 2007

1. Climate change
Consistently being voted one of the ‘best’ cities in the world
across a variety of indices, Copenhagen Municipality is
focusing on tackling climate change. In its award-winning
Copenhagen Climate Adaptation Plan (2011), increased sea
levels and increased precipitation in fewer rain events are
highlighted. Both of these factors are expected to cause
more ﬂooding in the city. The Adaptation Plan sees climate
adaptation as closely linked to the long-term planning of
urban development as well as a way to secure economic
growth in Copenhagen. If no form of protection is
established, the report predicts the combined costs of
damages over the next 100 years to be DKK 15-20 billion at
current prices. Proposed measures to deal with the
aforementioned problems include designing and installing
new sewer systems and establishing a sea barrier.
Furthermore, Copenhagen is already following numerous
strategies to become the world’s ﬁrst carbon-neutral capital
city by 2025.
Examples of large-scale urban renovation processes:
1. Islands Brygge embankment
This project involved renovating the embankment and
constructing a public swimming pool in the surrounding
canal, creating an attractive public recreational space. Only
20 years ago this would have been impossible because the
water was so polluted that it posed a health risk. However,
by investing in wastewater treatment plants and overﬂow
channels, the municipality transformed the water quality
and thus the surrounding space.
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2. Nordhavnen
This is a new urban district in Copenhagen, built by
transforming the old port zone into an attractive
neighbourhood with space for 40,000 residents. As such, it is
a site of key importance for population growth. In addition,
sustainability is integral to all aspects of the new
neighbourhood. The development is underpinned by a
so-called ‘ﬁve minute principal’, meaning that public
transport is always within 5 minutes walking distance. This
helps to ensure a compact urban area, with limited need for
private motorized vehicles and their pollutants.
Furthermore, solar cells will provide electricity, whilst a
geothermal plant will deliver heat to the neighbourhood.
The world’s biggest heating storage facility will store surplus
heat in the summertime and use the stored energy in the
wintertime.

3. Greater London, United Kingdom
Population 2016: 8,700,000
Population 2036: 10,110,000
How is the planning authority in London organised?
The Greater London Authority (GLA) is a top-tier
administrative body for Greater London, consisting of a
directly elected executive Mayor and a 25-member London
Assembly. It is a strategic regional authority with power over
land use planning, economic development, emergency
services and transport.
The spatial development strategy of the Mayor of London,
who is elected every four years, is detailed in a statutory
‘London Plan’ that is regularly updated. This Plan must be
consistent with the UK Government’s National Planning
Policy Framework (NPPF), which provides guidance for local
planning authorities. Thus, the London Plan is the expression
of national policy at a municipal level, tailored to account for
local conditions. Each of the 32 London Borough councils
and the City of London are legally bound to comply with the
Plan when undertaking planning decisions. The latest
London Plan was published in 2016 and looks forward over a
20-year period to 2036.
The Localism Act 2011 empowers communities to prepare
neighbourhood plans for their area (once again, in
accordance with the London Plan). The aim is to signiﬁcantly
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increase citizen participation in planning processes. One
recent participatory project is Crowdfund London. Here,
Londoners pitch their ideas to bring about positive change in
their local area – for example, an urban farm or community
centre – and could be awarded up to £50,000 to help launch
it (Crowdfund London, 2017).
Private developers are responsible for the vast majority of
regeneration programmes. However, the local council must
approve the actions of these developers. Furthermore, as
set out in the London Plan, regeneration plans are expected
to demonstrate active engagement with residents,
businesses and other appropriate stakeholders.
Regeneration proposals should be based on the principles of
‘Lifetime Neighbourhoods’ – the three fundamental
principles are: neighbourhoods which are well-connected
and walkable; neighbourhoods where, as far as possible,
people have a choice of home, accessible infrastructure and
services, and places to spend time and work; and ﬁnally,
neighbourhoods which promote cohesive communities
which foster diversity, social interaction and social capital.
What key challenges do the planning authorities in London
face?
1. A rapidly growing population
The Oﬃce for National Statistics predicts that London’s
population will grow from 8,700,000 in 2016 to 10,110,000
in 2036, adding pressure to already stressed infrastructure
and increasing demand for housing.
2. A city characterised by socio-economic polarisation
Whilst the city has seen a major growth in earnings, with
signiﬁcant rises in the number of those earning high salaries
and in the amount they earn, a quarter of working age adults
and 41 per cent of children are in poverty after housing costs
are taken into account (The London Plan, 2016). Being the
most unequal city in the developed world, London has a
range of social problems, such as ill-health, substance abuse
and crime. Such deprivation tends to be geographically
concentrated.
3. Cost of housing
Property prices and rents have soared to levels that put
home ownership out of reach of many Londoners over the
last two decades - it now costs more to rent a one-bed ﬂat in
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London than it does to rent a three-bed home anywhere else
in the country. With Londoners spending on average 50% of
their income on rent, whilst low-income housing estates are
being pulled down to make space for luxury housing
developments, accountancy ﬁrm PwC (2015) predicts that
by 2025 only 40% of people in the city will own their own
home. This is a reversal of the situation in 2000, when 60pc
of Londoners owned a house.
Examples of large-scale urban renovation processes:
1. Crossrail
Crossrail is a new underground railway line being built across
London and is currently Europe’s biggest infrastructure
project. Twenty-six miles of new tunnel will link the east to
the west, with connections to existing lines at either end,
creating a total length of 85 miles. With a construction cost
of £15 billion, the line is expected to open in full in 2019. It
promises to deal with infrastructure overcrowding,
increasing central London rail capacity by 10% (Crossrail,
2017). The mega-project comes under the remit of Transport
for London (and thus the GLA), but development contracts
have been awarded to private construction companies.
2. The Olympics 2012
An important part of the London bid to host the 2012
Olympics was the promised regeneration of the Lower Lea
Valley - a deprived part of East London. The Olympics
brought more than £9 billion of investment into the area,
much of which went into transport and building 8,000 much
needed homes. However, whilst 40% of homes were
labelled ‘aﬀordable’, this links to a wider problem across
London: aﬀordable for whom? In London’s most deprived
neighbourhoods, new housing developments are often too
expensive for local residents to aﬀord to live in (Dugan,
2013). Thus, gentriﬁcation processes do not tend to beneﬁt
those who most need it.

4. Mexico City, Mexico
Population 2016: 8,918,650
How is the planning authority in Mexico City organised?
Planning in Mexico takes place within the national regulatory
framework of the Planning Law. The federal, state and
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municipal executive powers are responsible for the
elaboration, implementation, control and evaluation of
plans at their respective levels of government. The body
responsible for devising the National Development Plan is
the Oﬃce of the President of the Republic, with respective
state and municipal bodies. Each municipality is governed by
a city council chosen by direct popular election, which takes
charge for planning within the municipality, under state
guidelines. Strategies contained in state and municipal
development plans may be amended as a result of the
updating of the National Development Plan.
In Mexico City exists the General Programme of Urban
Development (PGDU), presented by the government of the
Federal District. This is an instrument of strategic planning
which is oriented towards city development through
governing zoning and land use, and designing policies over
the short, medium and long term. The aim is to limit
disordered growth and ensure environmental protection
within a framework of eﬀective inter-agency coordination
(Secretaría de Desarrollo Urbano y Vivienda, 2017).
What key challenges do the planning authorities in Mexico
City face?
1. Population and mobility
In addition to housing almost 9 million citizens, 5 million
extra people commute into the city every day to work. This
causes severe mobility issues as the city only has a budget,
transport services and space for 9 million people.
Consequently, the 22 million trips a day have led to an
average round-trip commute time of 3 hours, as well as stark
air pollution (SEDUVI, 2010).
2. Disaster prone area
The Metropolitan Area of Mexico City is characterised by
seismic risks and a lack of natural drainage for runoﬀ from
the surrounding mountains, making it vulnerable to
ﬂooding.
Furthermore, about 1 million people in the Metropolitan
Area live in high-risk zones with slopes over 15 degrees,
placing them at risk of landslides resulting from extreme
precipitation events. The people that live in these high-risk
areas tend to be the most vulnerable members of society
(World Bank, 2010).
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Examples of large-scale urban renovation processes:

What key challenges do the planning authorities in Rio de
Janeiro face?

1. Plan Verde (Green Plan)
Plan Verde, launched in 2007, is part of the city’s climate
change strategy. It is a 15-year plan with US$1
billion-per-year investment to develop new transport, water,
waste, land conservation and alternative energy programs
for the city. Regarding transport, Mexico City was awarded
the 2013 Sustainable Transport Award (Institute for
Transportation and Development Policy, 2013) for its Bus
Rapid Transit system, cycling (EcoBici) and walking
infrastructure expansions, on-street parking programme
(EcoParq) and revitalisation of public spaces. Plan Verde also
emphasises citizen education regarding the importance of
sustainable mobility in fostering a healthier, more mobile,
and safer city.

1. Vast informal settlements
Rio’s favelas [slums], of which there are over 1,000, are
home to almost a quarter of the city’s population.
Overcrowding is a major problem – on average, the
population density is about 37,000 people per square
kilometre. Despite recent government eﬀorts to provide
services to favelas, a signiﬁcant number of inhabitants still
have no access to basic services such as water supply,
sewage and garbage collection. Sewage often runs in open
drains, causing rapid spread of disease. These conditions
contribute to the gaping socio-economic inequalities found
in the city.

Land conservation is also central in Plan Verde. An
impressive 59% of the total land area of Mexico City is
already designated as a conservation area. However, these
areas are under threat from illegal development, logging and
ﬁres. Under Plan Verde, Mexico City created a special police
unit to enforce environmental regulations in the land
conservation areas.

5. Rio De Janeiro, Brasil
Population 2016: 6,450,000
Population 2020: 6,600,000
How is the planning authority in Rio de Janeiro organised?
Following the new Brazilian constitution of 1988, planning
became a more decentralised, participatory process.
Municipalities are federated units that hold the same
political-administrative status as other levels of government.
Therefore they have autonomy regarding the use and
occupation of their territories. Each municipality must create
a Master Plan as the basic tool for development policy, from
which city councils develop speciﬁc plans (ISOCARP
Congress, 2010).
Rio de Janeiro’s latest development plan – The Strategic Plan
for the City: Rio 2020 – runs from 2017-2020. It has four
major
thematic
dimensions:
Economy,
Social,
Urban-Environmental, and Governance.

2. Traﬃc
A study by Dutch transport technology company TomTom
revealed in 2015 that Rio has the third worst traﬃc
congestion in the world. A contributing factor is that traﬃc
infrastructure (traﬃc lights, message panels, etc.) are not
often automated, making it diﬃcult to eﬃciently manage
the city’s traﬃc performance. However, working together
with technology company IBM, Rio’s municipal government
is pursuing a strategy called Intelligent Traﬃc. Through
implementing intelligent equipment infrastructure
throughout the city, the initiative aims to monitor and
forecast traﬃc conditions. By doing so, those monitoring
traﬃc can intervene in a preventative fashion so as to reduce
the number of traﬃc jams and consequently reduce travel
times in the city (Strategic Plan 2013-2016).
Examples of large-scale urban renovation processes:
1. The urbanisation of Rio’s favelas
Morar Carioca is the urban housing plan to transform all
favelas into neighbourhoods by 2020, following the
guidelines of the Master Plan of Sustainable Urban
Development. Funded by City Hall, the Federal Government
and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), the
program combines interventions to provide public services
and to improve people's homes, along with the construction
of new housing and community infrastructure. This is related
with the UPP Social Pacifying Police Programme, which aims
to consolidate peace in favelas in order to bring about the
urban, social and economic integration of these
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communities into wider city networks (Strategic Plan 2013 –
2016). However, almost 10 years since the creation of UPPs,
the program is facing criticism from residents, reports of
police abuse, and a signiﬁcant increase in violence (Bianchi,
2017)
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