Urban Development,
Biodiversity and Ecosystems
GREEN TOOLBOX
Biodiversity and ecosystem services are a
crucial part of sustainable urban development.
They contribute to resilience against disasters,
regulate temperature, improve food and water
security, absorb pollution, contribute to livelihoods and addressing poverty. The strong
linkages between urban quality of life and
how cities use and manage natural resources
becomes essential in having integrated
approaches to sustainable urban development.
Integrating biodiversity in urban development is important
for many of the Sustainable Development Goals, especially
goals number 3. Good health and well-being, 6. Clean water
and sanitation, 11. Sustainable cities and communities
12. Sustainable consumption and production, 13. Climate
action, and 15. Life on land.
Cities are often located, and tend to expand, in areas important 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 liveable 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 two-thirds by the
year 2050. Projected urban growth and sprawl is likely to
result in significant biodiversity loss when natural habitats are fragmented or replaced through construction of
infrastructure and through city extensions.
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 city residents negatively. Loss of
urban ecosystem services means, for example, worse air
quality and reduced resilience to natural disasters. Cities
will get flooded more easily impacting on infrastructure
and services such as water and sanitation, sewage, and
energy supply negatively. Most vulnerable to these
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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 and 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.

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

NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS
Nature based solutions are interventions which use
nature and ecosystem services to tackle environmental
challenges, including climate change. They constitute of
‘smart’ green infrastructure solutions that changes the
way urban infrastructure – roads, drains, flood gates,
river banks, water and sanitation facilities, electricity
supply, and buildings are conceived of, designed and
managed to be sustainable and resilient to the impacts of
climate change. Nature-based solutions have also shown
to be cost-effective and resource-efficient. Below are a
few examples on how to integrate nature-based solutions
into urban planning.
Building natural barriers such as mangroves, oyster and
coral reefs in coastal cities can provide a nature-based
solution to coastal erosion; reduce the potential damage
from storms and waves; filtering contaminated seawater;
and support local fisheries.
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Supporting urban farming in parks and communal and
private gardens can improve food security in times of crisis and contribute to extra income, especially for women.
Greening roofs and walls can reduce buildings’ energy
consumption, reduce noise, reduce heat stress and
absorb and reuse rainwater.
Restoration of floodplains, creating permeable surfaces
and storm water tree pits protects cities from flood
damage; improves living conditions for wild species;
contributes with re-flooding of carbon-rich soils; reduces
nutrient loads; and improves the landscape.

ENTRY POINTS FOR SIDA
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 citizens. Entry points
for Sida can be by considering the following points:
• Support national and local capacity for integrating,
mainstreaming and scaling-up of biodiversity and
ecosystem services in urban planning, governance,
financing and management.
• Support the protection and restoration of urban
ecosystems that provide essential services, taking into
account livelihoods and human well-being.

• Support developing countries’ efforts to implement
and ensure compliance to environmental legislation,
conventions and other agreements, such as
Environmental Impact Assessments, and the SDGs.
• Support national and local adaptation plans that
incorporate green infrastructure to increase their
resilience to climate impacts.
• Promote the development of more resource-efficient
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 carbon
and resilience-oriented urban infrastructure and
services.
• Ensure that development programmes are designed to
meet local needs and involve stakeholders from multiple
sectors of society, including women and men.

BUILDING CAPACITIES FOR INCREASED BIODIVERSITY
IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICAN CITIES
Urban Natural Assets for Africa (UNA Africa) is a Sida-funded
collaborative programme, led by SwedBio’s partner ICLEI Cities
Biodiversity Center, aiming for sustainable use of regional
biodiversity and ecosystem services, and to improve human
well-being, poverty alleviation and strengthening resilience
amongst urban poor. The programme supports the implementation of the Aichi Biodiversity Targets, to conserve and protect
nature in cities in sub-Saharan Africa. Through this work, four
cities in Tanzania, Malawi, Ethiopia and South Africa have
increased their knowledge and capacity with regards to
biodiversity and ecosystem services.
Source: ICLEI, Local Governments for Sustainability.
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Planting trees and restoring or providing green public
spaces in cities help lowering temperatures and pollution
levels, improving people’s health at the same time as it
can increase tourism revenues and provide recreational
opportunities.
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