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                      “The Right to the City - the Urban Agenda 2030" 
 

Dear ZONTIANS from far and wide and distinguished ZONTA Officers at any level, 
honoured guests and representatives of the Government and the City of Vienna,  
of universities and governmental and non-governmental organisation, 

 
 
I welcome you very warmly to the introductory paper which I have the honour of 
presenting to you this morning as a lead-in to the vast panorama of the international  
"Urban Agenda 2030", which is devoted to the complex subject of the "city" and its 
sustainable development. This subject, which I want to deal with in the context of the 
demand for the "right to the city", affects women in particular in a number of ways, 
and for us as members of ZONTA International it is therefore both: a challenge and 
an obligation -at least as I feel it as an obligation. 
 
I want to start by giving you some figures concerning life on our planet and the 
related urbanisation. The statisticians of the United Nations assume that the current 
figure of 7.5 billion people living on the Earth will increase to around 9.7 billion in 
2050 and 11.2 billion in 2100, a year which the majority of children born today will 
presumably reach. The population is therefore growing rapidly - and one third are 
already today children and young people – in Africa these account already 41% of the 
population! Half of the 1.8 million refugees all over Europe 1915/16 were single 
children (according to the World Future Council, Hamburg). 
It is also forecast that 9 out of 10 inhabitants will then live in less developed 
countries and of these most will be in cities, seeking the chance to survive which 
the countryside does not adequately provide. 

 
Urbanisation is progressing apace. Today in many countries up to 75 % of 
inhabitants live in the cities, often Mega-cities, of their respective country, and the 
trend is upwards. There are already existing cities with 15 to 20 million inhabitants, 
mostly in Asia and Africa – a scale which cannot be found in Europe.  
 
Nevertheless Europe is urbanised to a high degree and ways of living and life 
standards are becoming increasingly urban. The contrast between the country and 
the town from previous centuries has been progressively eliminated in the countries 
of the western world. This is connected with the changed conditions of production 
with the specialist qualifications these conditions demand, and the transformation 
of forms of work and digital impact. But it also has to do with the growing demands 
concerning education and training, leisure, culture and mobility. 
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And so it appears certain that in general cities will continue to grow. This growth 
will largely be uncontrolled. All the requirements for access to education and work, 
the hopes for prosperity and the opportunities for happiness which the metaphor 
"city" evokes, will be more and more difficult to achieve. The provision of adequate 
housing, the creation of a social and technical infrastructure and the organisation of 
mobility alone are enormous challenges for the future. The call for a "right to the 
city" is emerging increasingly in the international discussion as the overwhelming 
demand for improved life opportunities which are available to all in equal measure. 

 
Cities are therefore the worldwide problem for the living conditions of mankind if 
one considers the lack of consistent reliable supply, climate change, the energy 
crisis, the shortage of resources or health care all together. But nevertheless they are 
the crucial fact and essential engine in finding a solution – after all, only in cities is 
there any hope whatsoever of fulfilling major parts of these expectations. 
 
To give direction to this developmental pressure arising from the sheer growth in 
population the 10  Millennium Development Goals were formulated in 2000 and 
converted into the 17  Sustainable Development Goals, the SDG’s, geared to an 
"Urban Agenda" which the family of nations adopted in October 2016 in Quito. 
This is an important step towards a global understanding on potential solutions 
through and with cities. 
 
The SDGs demand a fight against poverty and hunger, a reduction of inequalities, 
health and well-being – and for us women goal number 5 concerning gender 
equality is of special relevance. But they also demand work and economic growth 
as well as high-quality education. In many forms they are much more specific 
demands: for example when they call for clean water, sanitation and effluent and 
sustainable cities in general, which relates explicitly to living conditions in cities, 
while the call for the goals of peace and justice are human requirements which are, 
in the final analysis, the prerequisite for everything- as WE as Zontians are sure of. 
 
The "Urban Agenda", on other hand, is a set of instructions comprising 179 points 
for the urban development of the future, its intention being to make the SDGs the 
basis for action in this. This shows that the states who adopted it are clearly aware 
of the challenges of living together with their rising conflict potential in the 
expending cities with steadily increasing population. 
 
Point 9 of the Urban Agenda therefore states that nearly all the governments of the 
United Nations commit themselves to these instructions to ensure an integrated, 
sustainable, inclusive, safe and resilient, i.e. adaptable urban development. At the 
end, after its ratification by the national parliaments, this Urban Agenda is to serve 
as a uniform set of ideal objectives and as the basis for gradual realisation. 
Notification has been given of an interim evaluation as early as 2026 and for 2036 

       a definitive panorama is planned, showing the degree of implementation achieved 
       up to that point. 

 
In a further 168 points the "call for action" is specified more closely, itemising the 
targets, the requirements and the degree of implementation hoped for. These 
documents are fairly abstract, but they give necessary orientation. 
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It is crucial for any act of implementation that there be targets and that appropriate 
processes can be shaped. There is a need for an inspiring vision of an aimed-for end 
state, without knowing in detail whether and how the goal will finally be attained. 
But the road to achieving this, the process must be oriented to this goal. 
 
The Urban Agenda is attempting to achieve precisely this; it sets out a practically 
unattainable, but deeply longed-for life of freedom and equality and access to all 
resources. This longing is an important driving force for a life in such sprawling 
urban agglomerations, where already the supply system with corresponding 
infrastructure is all too often inadequate, where the concentration of houses and 
side-by-side living has reached critical dimensions. And this will reach even more 
critical dimensions than we already see in so many cities in the conflicts arising 
from excessive proximity, too little privacy and insufficient security in the social 
and technical infrastructural facilities, in housing, in mobility, at work, in the 
provision of health and education and in individual access to all these facilities. But 
people still seek beauty and something special, and in the city they find culture, 
music or the "exceptional", or even the eccentric, that they are looking for. 
One thing that arises time and again and which persists is that every generation 
lives in hope that their children will have a better life. That is why people remain in 
or migrate into the cities - but these urban living conditions are already placing a 
particularly great burden on women, and this is a growing problem. 
 
However – on the other hand we must briefly look back at the past. After all, the 
city was a major condition in women's emancipation. In the city there was an 
anonymity which life in the country never provided, and for the most part still 
doesn't today. It enabled women to escape from the social control prevalent in the 
country, to pursue a different lifestyle, to participate in education and training – in 
brief: to build an opportunity for an autonomous life. 
 
But this is largely the European experience. Here the freedom of the city arose as 
the freedom from the feudal lords in the country who had at their disposal the lives 
and labour, income and modes of conduct of their serfs and vassals. The 
independent imperial and free cities, with their self-administration and city rights, 
their gradual increase in production due to immigration and qualified craft labour 
and the variance of living conditions, then also generated a corresponding 
prosperity. In the long term they also offered women their own opportunities. 
 
To this extent the European city is a laboratory for social change. Successful 
change can only be achieved in the future by cooperation, trans-disciplinary  
thinking and integrated acting. This intended social change is one of the core 
elements of the European Union in the strategy of balancing the inequalities within 
the 27 member states in the economic, legal and employment situation. 
But the different relations between the different nations need new approaches. 
Dirk Messner, Director of the German Institute for Development Policies, and 
Silke Weinlich, DIE, have recognized in a research they did (according to their 
book  :Global cooperation and the human factor in international relations, 2016)  
seven factors for successful cooperation, which I shortly summarise in quoting: 
exchange of ideas and knowledge,- trust,- reputation,- communication, -fairness,-
following rules,- and a common feeling of being "us ". 
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I would recommend to reflect these factors.I see them as part of a "response to  
European challenges "- - the theme of our meeting today. 
 
 
Looking to many European cities we should make their experience public, share 
our knowledge, give encouragement to people to develop their own experience! 
In many societies and their cities throughout the world comparable opportunities 
are not always available for women. In these societies women are largely denied the 
right to own property and decide about their own lives, to determine for themselves 
where they and their children will live, and where and whether they will work. This 
is not only the situation for women in cities.There are plenty of examples in the 
world of women being fair game for landlords, being denied loans to give them 
autonomy and being condemned to spend their lives confined to their home – both 
metaphorically and quite practically. But in cities it accumulates. 
 
The latter domain is part, for example, of the UN's Safe City Programme, which 
ZONTA supported financially. With this programme an attempt was being made to 
make public spaces in large cities accessible, usable and safe for women at all times 
– in the long term this freedom of movement furthers autonomous living and 
changes society. 

 
When we speak of a "right to the city" this involves quite fundamentally the social 
conditions and constitutional and legal situation of the respective state - it should 
therefore be and become a right for women in particular! 
 
But in our free society there are as well developments in urban planning which 
make city life difficult. The Sociologist Walter Siebel writes about this in his book 
"The Culture of the City", 2015, and I quote: "The city is a social structure which 
has become a space. That is why social differentiations are visible physically and 
symbolically in the spatial structures of the city.  Social inequality can solidify in 
the spatial structures of the city in such a way that exclusion occurs."  End of quote. 
 
And so we must concern ourselves with this and accept that there will always be 
barely eradicable inequality. This does not relieve us of the duty and the endeavour 
to mitigate and change this, and above all to prevent its becoming a stigma, 
especially by excluding women. 
 
Even so, inequality and at the same time the persistently evident absence of the 
possibility of  simultaneous social currents do not always have to result in conflicts 
and do not invariably have to be disadvantageous." Tension results in energy",to 
use a technical image. Thus exclusion from urban development can still be an 
opportunity if it offers a home and does not lead to rejection and radicalism but 
encourages the insight that a conflict-free life may perhaps arise in a city, not 
always by seeking to eliminate foreign aspects through mixing but by tolerating 
them through mutual respect.  
 

        This is also a "right to the city", living as a stranger in a common place. 
Cities have always lived from immigration. They do today and will always need 
immigration in order to be lively, attractive and exciting places – places where in 
particular knowledge accumulates. Accumulated knowledge, however, assumes 
highly trained people,which in turn will attract other immigrants from far and wide.  
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To this extent people who demand the right to the city must also live with the fact 
that they will have to deal with foreignness, oscillating between defensiveness and 
fascination.  
 
The city dweller protects himself against the imposition of having to live in close 
proximity with foreigners in ambivalent reactions and defends his individual urban 
freedom.  
 
But any urban freedom is not limitless. The limit is always the freedom of the other 
person! 
 
In these terms the "right to the city" means the right to free access in the city to all 
learning and educational facilities, the voluntary principle in self administration, the 
protection of everyone in the home and at work, in mobility, in free space,it encom- 
passes provision and care for the weak and the non-exclusion of people whose 
affiliation to a religious or ethnic group is evident from, for example, their clothing. 
 
The city can do all this only if the city society takes its share of responsibility and 
in turn those elected also fulfill theirs. But if we wish to arrive at a situation where 
women in particular enjoy the opportunities of free access to life and all the 
possibilities of education and culture which the city offers, we as women must be 
aware of this "right to the city" and we must flesh it out, shape it, defend it and -
demand it! 
 
Then we must get involved and campaign to ensure that specifically the public 
space as a guarantee of public freedom is preserved as the characteristic element of 
our European cities. Malls can be locked up, private passages through banks or 
beautifully designed courtyards can be blocked off, residential areas can be fenced 
in, access can be prohibited – but public space is a public asset, in big cities as well 
as in little ones or villages, it is the guarantee of an open society. And this form of 
society creates cities where women are permitted and welcomed without restriction. 
 
Dear Zontians, our seminar will discuss many topics today or we will reflect on 
them in private conversations and take them back home to our clubs. 
Let us be aware that it is also our responsibility, not only professionally – wherever 
we have the opportunity with our professions -, but also in general to commit 
ourselves to these "rights to the city". 
 
 This can be achieved, for example, through local projects, by taking up tasks, by 
becoming involved in legal committees and by moving forward carrying the notion 
of the "Urban Agenda" and implementing the "SDGs"(see the workshop in the 
programme). As Zonta we can have a greater impact if we participate of our own 
volition in our cities and communities and do not wait for others to involve us. 
 
Be actively engaged ....there are so much opportunities to be part of transformation 
processes that benefit us and the others. 
 
 
The"right to the city",as I have attempted to describe it and to extend it by including 
the "Urban Agenda", is especially crucial for women.  
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The global call for access for all social classes to all the resources the city offers is 
the demand for inclusiveness. ZONTA International must take up this demand for 
inclusive cities as its own – and not only in Europe, but throughout the world as an 
international organisation.  
 
 
Only when women have equal rights in society they will have a chance to live their 
"right to the city". We must make clear that the city offers ways of life that can 
enable women to lead a more autonomous life. This means that the "right to the 
city" must be defined as a right to which women are entitled in pursuing human 
rights.  
 
The freedom of women to shape their own lives under the protection of an open 
minded city-society of men and women should be offered to them without 
restriction. But nothing will happen by itself. Our participation and commitment 
wherever we exert influence are essential to achieve this. Strengthening this 
awareness at ZONTA and giving it life is a task and a challenge for all of us! 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for your kind attention. 

  




