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Human Rights Cities and Sustainable Development: Historical Developments and Current 

Challenges in building Inclusive, Sustainable and Climate-Resilient Cities for the Future 

Cities are rising. More than half of the world’s population currently lives in urban areas, a 

figure that is expected to increase to two-thirds by 2050. In order to meet this challenge, cities 

are claiming new roles in governance – administering local programs with greater 

independence from the state and, increasingly, asserting their presence in the international 

sphere. As their governance role increases, cities are called upon to address all of today’s risks, 

such as technological breakthroughs, urbanization, gentrification, migration, social inclusion, 

climate change and globalization, etc. They increasingly claim this role by positioning 

themselves as Human Rights Cities, Cities of Refuge, Climate-friendly cities, or cities that work 

towards the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

In fact, cities are actively engaged in the implementation of the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). For instance, SDG No. 11 calls for making cities and urban settlements inclusive, 

safe, resilient and sustainable, in order to deal with “acute challenges in managing rapid 

urbanization— from ensuring adequate housing and infrastructure to support growing 

populations, to confronting the environmental impact of urban sprawl, to reducing vulnerability 

to disasters.”1 Moreover, SDG No. 16 further contributes to the localization of human rights by 

promoting peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, and the building of 

effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels. Human rights based institutional 

design at local levels plays a central role in facilitating equal and inclusive access to services.  

The intersection between the SDGs and human rights provides the unique opportunity to 

guide priority-setting, decision-making, and policy implementation in cities. In fact, by creating 

“a powerful alliance between human rights norms and development goals at the local level”, 

cities could create the conditions under which human rights based approaches can influence 

and shape city services, responding to human needs of local residents.2 Cities are the most 

efficient and effective body for utilizing human rights norms as frameworks for policy 

development and decision-making at local levels. 

Around the world, cities oversee basic services like water, sanitation, public transportation, 

public health, and emergency response provided to residents and visitors alike. Cities provide 

 
1 See https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg11   
2 See https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg16   
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public spaces for leisure and self-expression. And, they oversee the quintessential aspects of 

democracy, providing spaces for participation in decision-making (e.g. consultation, elections, 

etc.). In doing all of this, and much more, they establish rules and regulations that can (or, can 

fail to) ensure mutual respect for the rights of local inhabitants and all others who come within 

their jurisdictions. 

It is in this framework of increasing participation of cities in the implementation of human 

rights at local levels that the notion of “human rights cities” has emerged. The Gwangju 

Declaration of 2011 defines human rights city “as both local community and a socio-political 

process in a local context where human rights play a key role as fundamental values and 

guiding principles”.3  The human rights city concept supports a process where local government, 

including its deliberative organs, civil society organizations, the private sector and other 

stakeholders ensure the application of international human rights standards.4
 

This year’s forum will focus on the theme of “The Future of Human Rights Cities - Local 

Memories and Global Sharing”, paying a special attention to the temporal arrangement of the 

human rights cities with reflection on the history of human rights at the local level to be shared 

at the global level. It will assess the present while planning for the future of human rights cities 

- all within the flow of time as an effective way to build inclusive, sustainable and climate-

resilient cities for the future.  

How can we inherit and incorporate historical memories and legacies of the past into a human 

rights city? What are the new challenges and tasks for a human rights city on its way to become 

a human rights community? How can we strengthen solidarity and responsibility of the 

stakeholders to make a stronger human rights city both at local and global levels? These are 

some of the questions that the WHRCF 2020 will seek to answer.  

Therefore, the forum welcomes the exploration of inter-linkages between the historical 

development of human rights cities, their historical memories and legacies, and their current 

contribution to the effective enjoyment of human rights and the implementation of the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at local levels. Studies focusing on institutional 

developments of cities are encouraged, including their historical developments but also the 

creation of innovative institutional structures that could facilitate the fulfillment of state 

authorities’ human rights obligations at local levels. 

 
3 See Gwangju Declaration on Human Right City, 2011 World Human Rights Cities Forum, para. 4. Available at: https://www.uclg-

cisdp.org/sites/default/files/Gwangju_Declaration_on_HR_City_final_edited_version_110524.pdf   
4 See http://rwi.lu.se/the-swedish-human-rights-city-project/   
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Call for papers 

The 10th World Human Rights Cities Forum (WHRCF 2020) is inviting researchers, PhD 

candidates, practitioners, activists, and graduate students to present papers related to the 

present call on ”Human Rights Cities and Sustainable Development: Historical 

Developments and Current Challenges in Building Inclusive, Sustainable and Climate-

Resilient Cities for the Future”. Selected papers will be presented in the Senior Session (for 

established scholars, experienced human rights practitioners, and PhD holders) or in the Junior 

Session (for young researchers, rising human rights activists, and graduate students).  

In particular, the forum encourages the submission of papers related to the following topics:  

1. Historical evolution and development of human rights cities: Papers could explore the 

historical aspects of the developments of the different human rights cities’ models, their 

different national institutional set-ups, including the distribution of powers and 

institutional cooperation in implementing human rights standards between national and 

sub-national public authorities. 

 

2. Theoretical and conceptual development of the notion of human rights cities and their role 

in implementing human rights at local levels: Papers could explore how human rights city 

models could contribute to the realization of international and regional human rights 

standards or the realization of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at local levels.   

 

3. Historical legacies and the emergence of human rights cities: Papers could explore the 

manner that historical legacies and wrongdoings could have contributed to the 

development of human rights cities. Examples of these studies could –for instance- refer 

to comparative analysis between Asian, European and African cities that suffered from 

history of human rights abuses; or the development of institutional frameworks and local 

authorities’ engagements in dealing with pass human rights wrongdoings, including the 

possibility to create municipal truth commissions, memorials, historical archives, 

monuments, etc.; 

 

4. Human rights cities and diversity: Papers could explore how human rights cities could 

contribute to develop accommodative responses able to meet the needs of groups in 

situation of vulnerability, such as the elderly, women, the disabled, the youth and children, 

immigrants, etc. In addition, studies could also focus on the development of inclusive, 

sustainable and resilient solutions, including common institutional platforms able to 

accommodate ethno-cultural diversity at local levels (e.g. intersectorial partnership 

between local authorities and CSOs, creation of consultative platforms, development of 

common guidelines, etc.);  
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5. Environmental protection and human rights cities: Papers could expand our understanding 

of the role that local governmental and non-governmental agents (e.g. local administrators, 

advocates, activists, human rights scholars, etc.) play or could play in protecting the 

environment, meanwhile implementing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 

realizing Human Rights at local levels;  

 

6. Responsibilities of local authorities: Cities are not immune to the effects of climate change 

and environmental hazards. Accordingly, local governments are responsible for the 

development of strategies able to address/mitigate the environmental related effects that 

could restrict or otherwise interfere with the enjoyment of the right to a clean and healthy 

environment at local levels. Analyzing the role of local authorities in developing proactive 

strategies for integrating human rights and ecological concern – sustainable development 

goals and climate resilience contributions are, therefore, welcome.  

 

7. Human rights cities and new technologies: Papers could explore the prospects for glocal 
human rights innovation (including technological innovations such as the case of Smart 
Cities) that could provide innovative solutions for both facilitating access to human rights 

at local levels and improving accountability of local authorities as duty bearers (e.g. the use 

of surveillance technology in urban areas; incorporation of algorisms and A.I. in decision 

making at local levels, etc.) 


