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Introduction: 

Transportation and mobility are important factors of urbanization, and the infrastructure 

through which they operate shapes the urban form of a city. This urban form, defined by roads, 

transport networks, buildings and spaces define the way cities and their residents move, develop and 

live. The topic of urban transport is one which affects the social, environmental, economic and 

political landscape of cities. As rates of urbanization continue to increase, transport systems and 

infrastructure will face new challenges and rapidly increasing levels of demand. According to the 

United Nations World urbanization prospects, “continuing population growth and urbanization are 

expected to increase the world’s urban population by 2.5 billion by 2050, with 90% of this growth 
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concentrated in African and Asian cities.”  Alongside this growth, the number of vehicles in 1

transport networks worldwide surpassed 1.1 billion in 2011 and is projected to reach 2.5 billion in 

2050.  This vehicle growth has become particularly rapid in cities, with urban centres like Beijing 2

adding nearly 1500 vehicles to its roads each day.    3

 

Despite the increasing level of urban mobility worldwide, accessibility of destinations and 

services within cities has become increasingly complicated. As a result of urban sprawl, (the 

low-density, horizontal expansion of cities over large areas), distances have increased between 

residents and their many functional destinations such as schools, workplaces, hospitals and markets. 

The physical separation between residential areas and opportunities for employment, education and 

public services causes residents to spend increasingly significant amounts of time and up to a third 

of their income on transportation.  These unsustainable development practices have caused a major 4

shift towards private motorized vehicle dependency and prioritisation of investment in automobile 

infrastructure. As a result, vehicle congestion and traffic gridlock are common problems in cities, 

compounding the effect of related issues such as air and noise pollution as well as road safety. While 

transport is a gateway to economic and social activity within a city, a bias towards planning for 

private motorised transport rather than mixed land use and accessibility has led to a cycle in which 

vehicle congestion drives further investment in road infrastructure, which in turn creates greater 

incentive to travel by car. Cities should rather invest in developing comprehensive multimodal public 

1 World urbanization prospects: the 2014 revision: highlights. (New York: United Nations, 2014) 
2 “Transport Outlook: Seamless Transport for Greener Growth,” International Transport Forum, 2012 
3 Ibid. 
4 UN-Habitat. https://unhabitat.org/urban-themes/mobility/. 
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transport options and reducing urban sprawl. A compact, connected city provides all its residents 

with access to jobs, education and public services more easily and reduces fuel consumption and 

vehicle dependency. 

 

The Transport Bias: 

In cities around the world, the concepts of ‘mobility’ and ‘transportation’ are often equated 

to one another, leading to greater development of motorized infrastructure and road systems. As a 

result, highway structures, tunnels and foot-bridges have become an increasingly common part of 

the urban form and private motorized vehicles have become increasingly dominant in the urban 

landscape.  At the source of these flaws in urban design is the excessive disconnection and division 5

of the many sectors of transportation planning and management, a division which has proven 

detrimental to the environmental, economic and social sustainability of cities. Sustainable mobility 

requires a much stronger link than is often present between transport and land use planning. The 

transport bias towards motorization in cities of both developed and developing nations will continue 

to amplify if cities fail to produce more comprehensive mobility solutions.  

 

Rapid increases in the number of private motorised vehicles in developing countries signal a 

redistribution of wealth and a shift in the global ‘travel pie’. The majority of these will be found in 

low and middle income countries, especially China, India and other Asian countries. The citizens of 

5 Planning and Design for Sustainable Urban Mobility: Global Report on Human Settlements 2013 (GRHS 13) (Taylor & Francis 
Ltd (Routledge), 2013), 2. 



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVI 
UN-Habitat-The Future of Urban Mobility 

 

China alone are projected to own approximately 350 million cars by 2035, nearly ten times as many 

as in 2008.  The Metropolitan Zone of the Valley of Mexico, (the greater Mexico city area) is 6

witnessing its car population increase faster than its human population with two new cars entering 

into circulation every time a child is born.  In India, growth of private vehicle ownership outpaces 7

population growth by three times.   8

Figure 1: Gridlock in Los Angeles, California, USA, a city ranking #1 in the world for peak hours 
spent in congestion.  

6 John Voelcker, "China In 2050," Green Car Reports, 2011, , 
http://www.greencarreports.com/news/1059290_china-in-2050-350-million-vehicles-many-electric-cars-and-gasoline-ex
ports. 
7 "Population of vehicles in Mexico City's metropolitan area and their emission levels," The World Bank, January 27, 
2011, 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/198561468123558065/Population-of-vehicles-in-Mexico-Citys-metropolit
an-area-and-their-emission-levels. 
8 "India working to improve its air and fuel quality," ACFA News, 2010, 2, http://www.acfa.org.sg/pdf/acfa0310.pdf. 
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This rapid increase in vehicle ownership and infrastructure in developing nations, although it 

may signal increasing wealth, rarely improves the living standards of urban residents. For example, in 

the city of Dhaka in Bangladesh approximately 80% of trips are made by walking, bus or informal 

motorised transport. Despite this, 70% of road space in Dhaka is dedicated to private, motorised 

vehicles.  Widespread motorisation and the resulting increase in carbon emissions also pose great 9

health concerns for urban residents with outdoor air pollution responsible for 3.7 million premature 

deaths each year.  Increases in vehicle traffic and congestion threaten citizen safety and have also 10

caused significant economic losses through time and fuel wastage.  11

 

In addition to increases in average income per capita and growing urban populations, the 

motorization of the world's cities is result of several other economic, cultural and political forces. 

Post WW2 government policies in the United States and other countries have increased investment 

in highways, freeways and home mortgage subsidies. Many federal governments have also provided 

greater motorization incentive through maintaining gas and fuel subsidies. The result is a higher 

demand for horizontal suburban development, demonstrated by the fact that from 1995 to 2005, 

85% of the 78 largest cities in developed countries experienced faster growth in their suburban areas 

than urban cores.   Additionally, around the world, and especially in developing countries, the 12

9 Habitat Issue Papers: Transport and Mobility, report, May 31, 2015, 3, 
http://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Issue-Paper-19_Transport-and-Mobility-2.0.pdf. 
10 "Ambient and Household Air Pollution and Health Update 2014," World Health Organization, 2014, 1, 
http://www.who.int/phe/health_topics/outdoorair/databases/faqs_air_pollution.pdf?ua=1. 
11 Vicente R. Barros and Christopher B. Field, Climate change 2014: to the fifth assessment report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Pr., 2015). 
12 GRHS 13, 9. 
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private vehicle has become a status symbol, depicting affluence and success. In order for cities to 

move towards a more sustainable future in mobility, they must understand and address the many 

factors contributing to the dominance of motorization. Eliminating the transport bias requires a 

stronger connection between transport infrastructure and land use planning and an understanding of 

the interrelated economic, cultural and political forces responsible. 

 

Demand Focused Development 

Eliminating the transport bias towards motorisation requires the reversal of the idea that 

vehicles rather than people should be at the centre of planning. It is important to understand that it 

is not speed or efficiency but accessibility that must be seen as the ultimate purpose of all 

transportation. That is, providing residents with affordable physical access to economic 

opportunities, public services, goods and amenities. The focus in this new model shifts from 

investing in the “supply” side of mobility to investing the “demand side”. For example, when cities 

face large issues with congestion, the common response is to invest in improved and larger capacity 

roadways. However as stressed by Robert Cervero, a professor at University of California Berkeley, 

“[cities] can’t build their way out of traffic” as 90% of added road capacity in the developed world is 

consumed by newly formed demand within 3-5 years.  By focusing on only one dimension of the 13

issue in the “supply” side, the problem returns to full saturation. In order to promote a demand 

based approach while maintaining the same goals of reducing congestion and emissions and 

13 “Transforming cities with transit' – Robert Cervero, University of California, Berkeley," UN-Habitat, 
https://unhabitat.org/transforming-cities-with-transit-robert-cervero-university-of-california-berkeley/. 
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increasing sustainability, cities should follow the “Avoid-Shift-Improve” framework.  “Avoid” 14

stresses avoiding unnecessary travel through integrated land use. “Shift” refers to the move towards 

more sustainable modes of transport, such as non-motorized transport and public transit and 

“Improve” involves making advances in vehicle propulsion technology and diversifying with 

alternative fuels for motorized vehicles. 

 

Mixed Land Use and Multimodality 

There is no single or ultimate solution to establishing more sustainable urban mobility. The 

key to accessible and efficient mobility is diversity and variation in the development of the urban 

form. From an urban planning perspective, city planners, developers and policy makers must look 

towards designing more compact cities with a mixture of land use. Compact, resource efficient 

urban development can act as an antidote to sprawl and reduce the financial burden of infrastructure 

placed on municipalities and their residents. Such development should emphasize and promote 

mixed land use, mixed housing and income levels, compact building design, preservation of open 

space and attractive, unique communities with a sense of place. Likewise, with an emphasis on 

mixed and diverse land use, similar principles must be applied to transport options. Cities should 

develop walkable and cyclable neighbourhoods with a variety of sustainable transport choices such 

as bus, metro, railway and freeways when necessary. Strong integration between different modes of 

transport such as bike lanes or roadways leading to railway stations and development along transit 

corridors can also greatly increase accessibility.  

14 Habitat Issue Papers: Transport and Mobility, 6. 
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An integrated and combined approach to land use and transport planning is key to achieving 

sustainable urban mobility. This integration must be introduced at higher levels of government 

through national urban policies and National Urban Transport Policies which are promoted as a 

means to provide a vision for sustainable urban development while clearly outlining the roles, 

responsibilities and relationships between different sectors, agencies and stakeholders. Such policies 

should govern action across regional, municipal and neighbourhood levels and encourage the 

coordinated development of Sustainable urban transport and mobility. 

 

Figure 2: Bogota, Colombia has embraced diverse and intermodal transportation strategies. 

 

Inclusive Transportation 

While many among the urban populace see traffic jams, congestion and efficiency as major 

concerns surrounding their city’s transit infrastructure, these issues are negligible for those living in 
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‘transport poverty’. There are urban residents in cities of both developed and developing nations 

without access to any form of transport other than their own feet. Those living in ‘transport poverty’ 

include persons with low household incomes and residents of slums or informal urban settlements. 

Other groups such as women, children, the elderly, the disabled and ethnic or religious minorities 

can face similar barriers. More affordable and inclusive urban transportation allows access to 

markets, services and job opportunities for the urban poor and marginalized, and must be 

recognized as a key step to breaking cycles of urban poverty and moving towards more sustainable 

mobility. 

 

Conclusion 

The development issue of urban mobility is one which ties into many of the global 

community’s greatest challenges. Advancement in the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and 

issues of economic inequality cannot occur without addressing the many concerns surrounding the 

future of urban mobility. In many cities, past urban transport policies and development have 

exhibited a bias towards motorised vehicles. Such a bias has proven to be environmentally, 

economically and socially damaging to the well being of cities. In order to achieve more sustainable, 

accessible and efficient levels of urban mobility focus must be shifted from the supply side of 

transport to the demand side. As outlined in UN-Habitat’s Global Report on Human Settlements, 

national, municipal and regional governments must collaborate in developing policies that encourage 

compact and mixed urban development, shifting away from motorised transport and reducing the 

environmental impact of transport as a whole.  Large global organisations such as UN-Habitat, other 
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UN agencies, the International Energy Agency, associated knowledge and research organisations 

such as the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives, and the UN Global Compact 

will play a facilitative role through sharing of information, capacity building and support initiatives. 

National, regional and metropolitan governments must take an active approach in coordinating roles 

and responsibilities in policy making, planning and development of urban transport. 

 
Pertinent Questions 
 
How can cities use transport to provide more universal access to social and economic opportunities 
for low income and isolated communities? 
 
What strategies can cities employ to increase efficiency and intermodality among existing methods of 
urban transportation? 
 
How can cities improve road safety and security, as well as personal security on public transport 
systems (particularly women and other vulnerable groups)? 
 
How can cities address the dominance and amplification of private motorized vehicle usage in both 
developing and developed nations? 
 
How have past urban design and development methods affected the efficiency and accessibility of 
urban transportation?  
 
What are the responsibilities of different levels of government in achieving more sustainable urban 
mobility? 
 
What can be done to minimize the environmental and health related consequences of various forms 
of urban transport? 
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