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Developing cities sustainably 
Developing countries currently undergo unprecedented urban growth. This offers huge 
potential for climate friendly economic development and poverty reduction. Promoting 
smart urban planning and management, as well as access to basic infrastructure and 
public services will help cities to realize these opportunities. 

Rationale 

Countries worldwide are currently undergoing a historic transformation from a rural to an urban 
economy. By 2050, almost 70% of the world’s population will be urban. This rapid growth in urban 
populations brings huge opportunities on growth and poverty reduction. Cities have largely become 
the main drivers of economic development and prosperity. At the same time, urbanisation creates 
significant challenges for cities and current urban practices are largely unsustainable. This often leads 
to urban sprawl, limited access to basic services, heavy congestions or high exposure to climate 
change risks. Consequently, the international community has adopted major agreements for 
sustainable development, such as the 2030 Agenda, the Paris Agreement or the New Urban 
Agenda, where municipalities gained significant importance. This provides a strong framework to 
work on these challenges in a way that adequately reflects the scale and pace of urbanization. 

Approach and Principles 

SECO has been active in urban areas for a long time, traditionally by working in cities on 
infrastructure financing for economic infrastructure services. In 2013, SECO has expanded its 
cooperation to strategic urban planning processes and multi-sectoral coordination efforts within 
cities. This supports municipalities to plan pro-actively and make informed choices on urban 
development and particularly on infrastructure investment priorities across sectors. Based on 
prioritized investments, SECO also supports cities to access different infrastructure financing options 
in collaboration with its's divisions for Macroeconomic support and Private sector development. 
SECOs approach therefore promotes that urban planning constitutes a fundamental lever to facilitate 
sustainable urban development and economic growth. SECO offers a wide variety of support on 
specific topics (see page 2), which ranges from consulting, technical assistance and capacity building, 
to catalytic investments. In general, SECO support aligns with the following principles: 

 SECO technical assistance and capacity building links to urban planning and management as well 
as to concrete infrastructure investment projects for economic infrastructure services. 

 SECO focuses on secondary cities, due to their critical role in regional development  
 SECO gives priority to multi-sectoral projects that promote a culture of inter-sectorial cooperation 

and initiate institutional reforms.

Number of current programs 
and projects 

24 

SECO contribution 

CHF 150 mio 

Geographic reach 

Global, partner 
countries 

 



 

Topics 

Within this approach, SECO has introduced four thematic priorities for implementation: 

1. City planning, infrastructure financing and management 
Due to weak urban planning and management capacities, strategic investment decisions are 
rarely taken based on reliable data, good quality feasibility analysis and multi-stakeholder 
consultation. This results in inaccurate guidance for short and medium term investment priorities 
and leads to increasing economic and social challenges. SECO therefore helps authorities of its 
partner countries to make informed choices on urban development and investment priorities by 
strengthening their institutional capacity and improving the quality of data, information and 
respective analysis. Based on urban strategies and detailed investment plans, SECO also supports 
municipalities with their access to finance for infrastructure investments and later with the 
operation and maintenance of their assets through corporate development of public utilities.  

 
 
2. Urban climate change resilience 

Cities are increasingly exposed to climate change induced natural hazards. SECO supports 
analytics to better understand such risks and their threat to vulnerable population, public assets 
and the economy. Moreover, support is directed towards infrastructure as well as other 
measures to adapt to and recover from extreme weather events. SECO’s activities take into 
account existing experience in this area, notably from Swiss Development Cooperation (SDC).  

 
 
3. Urban mobility 

Given the steady rise in car and motorcycle ownership, many cities in SECO’s partner countries 
face the threat of total gridlock. Traffic jams, exhaust fumes and accidents all undermine a city’s 
economic development. Reliable public mass transport can have a positive impact on the 
connectivity and functionality of urban areas and reduce GHG emissions. SECO thus supports 
urban mobility systems that are accessible and interlinked, aligned with land management and 
integrated into the wider urban development. 

 
 
4. Urban Energy Management 

Reliable energy supply has become more relevant for economic development than ever before. 
At the same time, urban areas offer huge potential for energy efficiency increase. SECO therefore 
supports cities to develop and implement effective energy and climate policy measures. One 
way of doing this is with the label Energy City / European Energy Award, which many Swiss 
municipalities have also successfully implemented. The initial stage comprises an analysis of the 
city’s energy consumption. Based on this information, the city develops an action plan to improve 
its energy situation, e.g. installation of solar cells on buildings or modernisation of street lighting-
systems. Through a certification process, the implementation of the action plan will be assessed 
and upon achievement of set targets, cities will be awarded the label.  

 
 
Further information and contact details 

Website: www.seco-cooperation.admin.ch 
Email: info.wein.cooperation@seco.admin.ch 


