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There is an awful tendency within United Nations circles to feel that when a long and detailed negotiation finally reaches its end, the task has been completed. This can rarely be so, and in the case of the Habitat Agenda the work was only just beginning when the delegations left Istanbul. 

I have been invited by the Editor to write about localizing the Habitat Agenda, but in truth this agenda was always essentially local. Habitat II -- the "City Summit" -- rightly stressed the vital need for partnership in addressing the problems of urbanization -- partnership between the various levels of government, and between each of these and the major groups such as NGOs, business, professionals, trade unions, and academia. In truth, the way forward lies much more in enabling local energy, initiative and enlightened self-interest to be fostered and released by improving the quality and capacity of governance in our towns and cities through these partnerships, and by spreading the use of well-tried practices and good comparative information.

The problems addressed in the Habitat Agenda are the day-to-day problems of humanity, which are perceived first and foremost in the places where people live and work, and shouldered most directly by the leaders of these communities. Of course, not all of them can be resolved at the local level alone. Some are the result of global problems which must be faced collectively by the international community, such as the scourge of international conflicts, the inequalities of terms of trade, or the explosion of motor traffic. Others are related to the practices of international businesses, whose policy decisions affecting local environments or employment levels may be taken in distant places. Yet others arise from the actions of international agencies which, in addressing the situation in one sector or area, may create new burdens in another.

The bulk of local problems are not, however, of this order. They relate much more to the distribution of resources and of responsibilities within the state, to the organization of governance within the national framework.

Even where resources are scarce, many can be resolved through partnership efforts based on mutual respect and shared objectives.

A striking feature of the last ten years has been the upsurge of democracy with its accompanying commitment to decentralization. Though built sometimes on rather fragile foundations, this decentralization trend has opened up a whole new vista for local participation and local management, and has aroused expectations which are felt, and to a large extent expressed, by the local authorities. 

In response to these developments the local authorities have been building up their representative national associations, to provide mutual support and exchange of experience but also more particularly to conduct a policy dialogue with national governments. This dialogue is aimed at defining measures which will enable the local authorities to operate effectively on their own initiative, rather than being confined within strict and inflexible regulations and codes or tortuous prior approval procedures. 

And in view of the international dimensions discussed earlier, local authorities have also looked increasingly to their regional and international associations to speak up for local democracy in the policy debate within the UN and elsewhere, an expectation which was encouraged and facilitated throughout the Habitat II process. 

National governments said in the Istanbul Declaration (paragraph 12):

"Recognizing local authorities as our closest partners, and as essential, in the implementation of the Habitat Agenda, we must, within the legal framework of each country, promote decentralization through democratic local authorities and work to strengthen their financial and institutional capacities in accordance with the conditions of countries, while ensuring their transparency, accountability and responsiveness to the needs of people, which are key requirements for Governments at all levels."

Under the Memorandum of Understanding which we recently signed with UNCHS (Habitat), WACLAC will be playing an active part in monitoring the implementation of this undertaking and the associated commitments. We are at one with UNCHS (Habitat) in seeing national Habitat committees and national Habitat plans as key elements in moving the participatory processes of planning and management of human settlements forward. These instruments should provide the means of identifying and removing blockages to progress and of stimulating alliances between the various sectors.

Some governments, including those of some cities, will tend to look at national committees and national plans with a jaundiced eye. Some of those set up to assemble the national input to Habitat II were, frankly, uninspiring and should not be maintained in their previous form. But, with the commitments made in Istanbul and the resolute action already being taken in some countries to put them into practice, the situation has changed and the challenge is now much more clearly defined. The power of example should be a potent weapon in enabling the partners to work out ways forward which are appropriate to the circumstances of each country but which embody the universal values promulgated so clearly at Istanbul.

It has been suggested that, at the local level too, Habitat plans and committees should be set up. This is an area in which action really has to be tailored to local circumstances. Since the management of the local habitat -- the provision of adequate shelter for all and sustainable human settlements development -- is the primary business of any local authority, there could be an air of artificiality about introducing a new and separate strand of Habitat-labelled activity. On the other hand, the experience of over 2,000 Local Agenda 21 processes -- proof if one were needed that local authorities are key actors in promulgating and delivering UN commitments -- shows that the concept of participatory, inclusive planning involving partner sectors in a real sense, can transform traditional ways of doing things. In some cases, totally new plans may result. In others, existing planning obligations should be looked at afresh and delivered in new ways.

Individual city leaders are unlikely to regard the Habitat Agenda as a practical guide to fulfilling their day-to-day management responsibilities. They will, however, value and expect to see delivered the commitments made by their national governments towards decentralization, local empowerment, and capacity-building, and they will look to their representatives in the national Habitat Committees to take action to ensure that the Istanbul momentum is maintained.

They will also look increasingly to the international community to fulfil the promises which it made in Istanbul regarding its own programmes. Many local authorities have already discovered the mutual benefits to be gained from working in partnership on shared concerns across national boundaries. Many more have profited from the international exchanges of ideas, experience and expertise facilitated by their international associations

and latterly by UN Agencies such as Habitat. Decentralized cooperation and peer group exchanges need to be built progressively into official development aid programmes. And urban-oriented programmes such as those run or supported by UNCHS, UNDP and the World Bank need to incorporate these practices systematically, as an integral part of the process of securing for them the higher priority they deserve in an urbanizing world.

As the coordinating global voice of the local government community, WACLAC will be focusing its attention upon the formulation of forward-looking policies for these various international programmes and feeding in the experience of the cities and local authorities in the implementation of the Habitat Agenda in their national contexts. 

The Habitat Agenda does not need to be localized -- it already is. But it does need to be implemented with full commitment and energy by all levels of government and by all the partners in their own appropriate ways. The well-being of the urban population, soon to be over half of humanity, and in fact of us all, depends upon it.
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