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Green toolbox: Biodiversity and ecosystem 
services are a crucial part of sustainable urban 
development. They contribute to resilience 
against climate change impacts, regulate 
temperature, improve food and water security, 
absorb pollution, and provides livelihoods for 
people living in poverty. The strong linkages 
between urban quality of life and how cities 
use and manage natural resources becomes 
essential for sustainable urban development. 

Integrating biodiversity in urban development is important 
for many of the Sustainable Development Goals, espe-
cially 11. Sustainable cities and communities, but also goals 
number 3. Good health and well-being, 6. Clean water and 
sanitation, 12. Sustainable consumption and production, 13. 
Climate action, 14. Life below water and 15. Life on land.

Cities are often located, and tend to expand, in areas im-
portant for biodiversity such as estuaries, coastlines and 
fertile plains. Biodiversity and ecosystem services – both 
within cities and beyond their boundaries – are important 
for the urban population as they contribute with food and 
drinking water, regulate temperature, absorb pollution, 
reduce vulnerabilities and disaster risks, and provide live-
able places and recreational opportunities that contribute 
to human well-being, economic stability and physical 
security. Today, more than half of the world’s population 
lives in towns and cities, a figure that will rise to almost 
70 per cent by the year 20501. The already insufficient 
social and infrastructure development become inadequate 
to meet these people’s needs with growing populations. 
Due to conflicts and disasters, displaced people are also 
searching for safety in cities. Challenges (and conflicts) 
related to un-serviced and underserviced urban popula-
tions emerge and the pressure increase on the fragile 
environment from urbanization. Thus, projected urban 
growth and sprawl is likely to result in significant biodi-
versity loss on site and when natural habitats are frag-
mented or replaced through construction of infrastructure 
and through city extensions. It is projected that the growth 
of urban areas may threaten 290,000 km2 of natural habi-
tat (an area the size of Italy or the Philippines), and 40 per 
cent of strictly protected areas can be within 50 km of a 
city by 20302. 

1 UN DESA, 2018. 2018 Revision of World Urbanization Prospects produced 
by the Population Division of the UN Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs (UN DESA)

2 McDonald, R. I., M. Colbert, M. Hamann, R. Simkin, and B. Walsh. 2018, 
Nature in the Urban Century: A Global Assessment of Where and How to 
Conserve Nature for Biodiversity and Human Wellbeing

GLOSSARY
Biodiversity: Short for biological diversity – the variety of all 
forms of life on earth, including the diversity within species, 
between species and of ecosystems.

Ecosystems: All species in a given area, along with the physical 
environment with which they interact, e.g. a forest or a coral reef.

Ecosystem services: The benefits people obtain from ecosystem 
processes, e.g. in urban areas: food supply, water supply, urban 
temperature regulation, noise reduction, air purification, waste 
treatment, pollination, recreation and habitat for biodiversity. 

Resilience: The capacity of a system – be it a forest, city or 
economy – to deal with change and continue to develop.

Predicted impacts of climate change such as floods, 
droughts and heat waves will exacerbate the pressure on 
remaining urban ecosystems even further. These factors 
combined will have a negative effect on the generation 
of essential ecosystem services in cities, impacting the 
human well-being of urban populations negatively. Loss 
of urban ecosystem services means, for example, worse 
air quality and reduced resilience to disasters. Cities will 
become flooded more easily, impacting negatively on 
infrastructure and services such as water and sanita-
tion, sewage, and energy supply. Most vulnerable to these 
changes are the urban poor who often live in vulnerable 
areas, who have fewer resources to adapt to changes, and 
who depend to a large extent on local ecosystem service 
for their livelihoods and well-being. 

Urbanisation is an inevitable trend, and the economic 
development that accompanies urbanisation can have 
major negative implications and impacts. However, cities 
can play a crucial part of the solution if nature with rich 
biodiversity are considered as essential parts of the city 
infrastructure, and taken into account through formal 
urban planning, management and legislation processes. 
Approaches that aim to strengthen resilience in cities 
enable people to continue to gain the many benefits and 
services provided by nature.

Advice to Sida programme officers: 
Review if the partner has addressed biodiversity in the 
mandatory environmental assessment and in the subsequent 
programming. 

One point of departure is to analyse how the country has 
addressed urban development in its National Biodiversity 
Strategy and Action Plans (NBSAP)

https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2022/02/21150523/10205793_Environmental_integration_into_Sidas_operations_webb.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/nbsap/


SUGGESTIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION 
By integrating biodiversity and ecosystem services into 
urban development programmes, not only will biodiversity 
per se be preserved or even strengthened, but it will also 
contribute to more resilient and sustainable cities that are 
vital for the health and well-being of urban populations. 
Entry points for development cooperation may involve the 
following: 

• Support national and local capacity for integrating, 
mainstreaming and scaling-up of biodiversity and eco-
system services in urban planning, governance, financ-
ing and management. 

• Support the protection and restoration of urban ecosys-
tems that provide essential services, taking into account 
livelihoods and human well-being. 

• Support developing countries’ efforts to implement and 
ensure compliance to environmental legislation, con-
ventions and other agreements, such as Environmental 
Impact Assessments, and the SDGs. 

• Support national and local adaptation plans that incor-
porates nature-based solutions or the like, see box.

• Promote a circular economy with more resource-effi-
cient cities that use renewable energy sources, strive to 
reduce environmental pollution and waste, and deploy 
clean mobility solutions. 

• Promote public and private investments in low car-
bon and resilience-oriented urban infrastructure and 
services. 

• Promote integrated approaches and a wider land-/sea-
scape perspective, e.g. how urban management affects 
adjoining river systems or farmland.

• Ensure that development programmes are designed to 
meet local needs and involve stakeholders from multi-
ple sectors of society, including women and men.

A
rt

. n
o.

: s
id

a6
25

69
en

, u
rn

:n
bn

:s
e:

si
da

-6
25

69
en

 P
ri

nt
: L

ju
ng

be
rg

s 
20

22

Resources:
Sida’s Green Tool Box, Sida Step-by-step Guide for envi-
ronmental integration into Sida’s operations

Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2012, 
Cities and Biodiversity Outlook. 

WEF, 2022, BiodiverCities by 2030: Transforming cities’ 
relationship with nature

Global Platform for Sustainable Cities: https://www.
thegpsc.org/knowledge-products

For further resources, see also foot note references.

NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS (NBSs) are interventions that use nature and ecosystem services to tackle climate change and 
environmental challenges. They constitute of ‘smart’ green infrastructure solutions that changes the way urban infrastructure, for 
example roads, drains, flood gates, river banks, water and sanitation facilities, electricity supply, and buildings, are conceived of, 
designed and managed to be sustainable and climate change resilient. NBSs have shown to be cost-effective and resource-efficient. 

For example:
Establishing natural barriers such as mangroves and coral reefs in coastal cities can decrease coastal erosion and potential damage 
from storms; filtering contaminated seawater; and support local fisheries.

Planting diverse tree species and restoring or providing green public spaces in cities help lowering temperatures and pollution 
levels, improving people’s health and can increase tourism revenues and recreational opportunities. 

Supporting urban farming in parks and communal and private gardens improves food security and diversified diets and contribute to 
extra income, especially for women.

Green roofs and walls can reduce buildings’ energy consumption, reduce noise, reduce heat stress and absorb and reuse rainwater. 

For further information see the IUCN Global Standard for Nature-based Solutions, developed as a tool to help governments, 
communities, business and NGOs implement strong, effective NbS projects that are ambitious in scale and sustainable, prevent 
misuse and safeguard people and planet.

SWEDISH INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION AGENCY

Visiting address: Rissneleden 110, 174 57 Sundbyberg
Postal address: Box 2025, SE-174 02 Sundbyberg, Sweden
Telephone: +46 (0)8-698 50 00. Telefax: +46 (0)8-20 88 64
E-mail: sida@sida.se Web: sida.se/en

Namba Park, Osaka – Urban vegetation cools buildings,  
provides food, and prevents flooding. 
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https://www.sida.se/en/for-partners/methods-materials/green-toolbox
https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2022/02/21150523/10205793_Environmental_integration_into_Sidas_operations_webb.pdf
https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2022/02/21150523/10205793_Environmental_integration_into_Sidas_operations_webb.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/publications/cities-and-biodiversity-outlook-action-and-policy-17743
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_BiodiverCities_by_2030_2022.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_BiodiverCities_by_2030_2022.pdf
https://www.thegpsc.org/knowledge-products
https://www.thegpsc.org/knowledge-products
https://www.iucn.org/our-work/nature-based-solutions

