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Metropolis supports cities and large metropolitan areas
to find innovative and sustainable answers to current

and future urban challenges. Bringing together over 150
member cities and 700 million inhabitants worldwide,
Metropolis serves as a global hub where metropolises can
connect, share experiences and mobilise on issues related
to economic development, social cohesion, sustainability,
gender equality and quality of life.

For almost four decades, Metropolis has been at the
forefront of understanding and navigating the evolving
landscape of metropolitan areas. This paper is a result

of Metropolis’ collaboration with its members and

aims to raise awareness around the opportunities of
metropolisation. By empowering governments to take
bold steps, Metropolis envisions collectively pioneering the
future of urban development aligned with the Sustainable
Development Goals, fostering resilient and sustainable
communities in a world marked by inequality, uncertainty
and digital transformation.

This paper, the first in a series, serves to contextualise the
importance of thinking, planning and managing at the
metropolitan scale. It outlines the metropolisation context,
clarifies key definitions, explores various governance
models and their advantages and disadvantages, and
addresses the challenges and opportunities of governing
at scale. Most importantly, this paper does not advocate
for a specific model of metropolitan governance or the
creation of another bureaucratic layer. It underscores
that metropolitan governance is a strategic realignment
of governance structures to match the dynamic and
interconnected nature of metropolitan life, allowing
governments to deliver common goods at the most
appropriate scale.

In collaboration with UN-Habitat, Metropolis champions
World Metropolitan Day, encouraging cities to think
beyond their administrative boundaries. Moreover,
Metropolis continues to build knowledge and resources
for its members and metropolitan areas around the world
through research and projects such as The Metropolis
Observatory and the development of a toolkit for
metropolitan governance.
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The 21st century is an era of profound urban
transformation. The number of metropolitan
areas with more than one million inhabitants
has been increasing steadily from only 76 in
1950 to more than 500 such metropolitan areas
today (UN-Habitat, 2022a). 60% of the world
population live in metropolitan areas and this
is projected to rise exponentially. This unprec-
edented growth presents a critical challenge:
establishing effective and inclusive governance
frameworks for these metropolises.

Historically, metropolitan governance focused
on cooperation between individual municipal-
ities. However, the evolving urban landscape
demands a more holistic approach, one that
aligns local needs with broader re-
gional, national and global contexts.
Outdated paradigms separating rural
from urban, centre from periph-
ery, and nature from city must be
reevaluated to ensure effective and
inclusive metropolitan governance.
The integration of biodiversity, sus-
tainability and inclusive distribution
of opportunities is imperative in ad-
dressing contemporary challenges
and achieving the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals by the 2030 deadline.

With a quarter of the global popu-
lation living in cities of more than 1
million, discussions on metropolitan
governance need to transcend tradi-
tional notions of economies of scale, agglom-
eration economies and knowledge spillovers.
Today, daily life involves navigating municipal
boundaries and administrative jurisdictions,
presenting both unprecedented opportunities
and challenges. Comprehensive governance
solutions are required to address issues such
as mobility and housing, crucial in shaping the
evolving notions of city, place and belonging.

Metropolitan areas play a pivotal role in the
global context, experiencing the impacts of
globalisation, economic and digital transfor-
mations, and complex emergencies such as the
climate and care crises. From experiencing first-
hand the consequences of the gig economy, in-
flation, backlashes against gender-based rights,
and increasing informality to negatively con-
tributing to the Earth’s already over-stretched

planetary boundaries, metropolitan areas are at
the forefront of numerous challenges. Metro-
politan areas need approaches that balance the
urgent need for action with inclusive, participa-
tory processes. Only by addressing the growing
inequalities exposed by these emergencies can
governments build truly sustainable and equi-
table societies.

The interconnectedness of the modern world
is exemplified by how megatrends manifest
in metropolitan areas. This interconnected-
ness defines not just our present, but also the
challenges and opportunities of the 21st cen-
tury. Collaboration within and beyond borders
has never been as important to tackling these
challenges. Various models of metropolitan
governance exist, each offering distinct advan-
tages and challenges:

Metropolitan governments, whether single-tier
or two-tier structures, have the potential to
reshape urban areas by pooling resources
and making operations more efficient across
a larger area. However, success hinges on ro-
bust accountability mechanisms and genuine
community engagement. This ensures that
the needs of all residents, particularly histori-
cally marginalised populations, are effectively
addressed.

Sector-based metropolitan agencies focus
on managing specific services within metro-
politan areas, such as public transportation or
water management. While these agencies of-
fer expertise and efficiency, disparities in ser-
vice coverage and accountability challenges
may arise without central oversight.

Vertical coordination leverages existing
governmental structures to implement met-
ropolitan policies and services, often through
regional or central authorities. While this
model can facilitate policy implementation,
fragmented governance and fiscal disparities
may hinder metropolitan-wide cohesion.

Voluntary cooperation among municipalities
provides a flexible framework for addressing
shared challenges, fostering collaborative
solutions tailored to local needs. However, its
effectiveness depends heavily on the political
will and sustained commitment of all stake-
holders involved.
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https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/urban-agglomerations-1-million-percent?tab=table&country=~OWID_WRL#research-and-writing

As metropolitan areas grapple with evolving
challenges, adaptive governance structures are
critical. While aligning administrative bound-
aries with functional metropolitan areas can
enhance coordination, effective governance
demands more. It necessitates inclusive, par-
ticipatory approaches that prioritise equitable
resource distribution and sustainable develop-
ment. By embracing diverse governance mod-
els, fostering stakeholder collaboration and
prioritising inclusive decision-making, metrop-
olises can unlock their full potential as global
engines of prosperity and innovation.

This paper calls for a shift in how we concep-
tualise and implement metropolitan govern-
ance. By embracing adaptable and innovative
approaches, aligning with global goals and rec-
ognising the dynamic nature of metropolitan
life, governments can pave the way for resilient
and sustainable communities. Metropolitan
governance is not just about addressing current
issues; it is also about laying the groundwork for
generations to come.
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Global challenges,
local impacts

The world is facing a multitude of intercon-
nected crises, ranging from biodiversity loss
and environmental degradation to economic
downturn and social unrest. The climate crisis is
intensifying, leading to a surge in both the fre-
quency and severity of disasters. This, coupled
with rising inequalities, creates a dangerous cy-
cle of vulnerability and instability (UNDP, 2024).

Simultaneously, the traditional world order,
characterised by robust political blocs,
is undergoing a transformation, mak-
ing international cooperation more
challenging (UNDP, 2024). Amidst this
shift, there is a growing disillusionment
with governmental institutions, foster-
ing scepticism and social polarisation,
thereby weakening the social contract
(UNDP, 2024). The proliferation of
misinformation and disinformation
further exacerbates societal divisions.
With nearly three billion people an-
ticipated to participate in elections
globally within the next two years, the
dissemination of misinformation pos-
es a threat to the legitimacy of newly
elected administrations (WEF, 2024).

In this landscape of eroding institutional trust
and a growing desire for change, it becomes
imperative to address social disparities and
promote meaningful engagement, ensuring
that historically marginalised communities
are enabled to participate in decision-making
and shaping equitable futures. The urgency of
this task is underscored by the confluence of
pressing global challenges: climate change,
pandemics, economic instability, widening
inequalities and resource insecurity. These
challenges do not unfold uniformly across the
globe, highlighting how past decisions have

shaped present inequities. Addressing these
disparities is fundamental to building a future
that is both just and resilient.

The coming years represent a critical turning
point for our collective future. How societies
navigate these complex, transboundary chal-
lenges will either escalate tensions or catalyse
a new era of equitable, resilient multilateral
cooperation. Within this context of global
polarisation, cities, particularly major cities,
emerge as pivotal agents for collaboration and
problem-solving.

Amidst unprecedented urbanisation, metro-
politan governance has emerged as a crucial
tool for integrating people, places and the
environment. Highlighted by the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development and the latest
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) report, cities play a key role in addressing
diverse global issues, from ending poverty, to
women'’s rights, to climate adaptation.

Defining the metropolis
in a world in transition

The 21st-century city is a metropolis — a city
that transcends traditional boundaries, inter-
connected with its surrounding ecosystems and
the global landscape. Home to over 1.8 billion
people (UN-Habitat, 2020), metropolitan areas
are engines of innovation, diversity and pros-
perity. They significantly contribute to econom-
ic advancement, offering significant benefits
and spillover effects to their national economies
(OECD, 2015a). In 2012, metropolises made up
33% of the world’s global population, but they
produced more than 55% of all global economic
output (LSE, 2014). Furthermore, almost 60% of
metropolitan areas consistently outperformed
their national averages in job creation (Parrilla
etal.,, 2014).



Urbanisation has been key to the economic de-
velopment of many countries. However, poorly
managed metropolitan areas can exacerbate
territorial disparities and social divides, increas-
ing tensions, and limiting communities’ equita-
ble access to basic services and infrastructure,
from sanitation to green spaces (UCLG, 2016).
This is particularly the case when the city centre
attracts economic activities, while other parts
of the metropolitan area lack investment and
connectivity with employment opportunities
(OECD, 2016). This polarisation represents one
of the potential negative effects of increasing
agglomeration. Hence, effective metropolitan
governance is essential to ensure a good quality
of life in an increasingly unequal world.

Metropolisation in numbers

The process of metropolisation, rather than
solely population growth or migratory flows, is
reshaping the distinctions between cities, sub-
urbs and rural areas. Metropolisation describes
the merging of fragmented urban and peri-ur-
ban regions into interconnected systems, chal-
lenging traditional notions of the city, place and
belonging (Cardoso and Meijers, 2021). This
interconnected system necessitates integrated
management strategies, embracing the diverse
fabric of the metropolis.

Following a holistic approach, Metropolis
adopts the term ‘metropolis’ or ‘'metropolitan
area’ to underscore the interconnectedness of
cities with their surrounding ecosystems and
the global context.

Metropolises
are home

to 1.8 billion
people

The number of metropol-
itan areas with more than
one million inhabitants has
been increasing steadily
over the years. Almost 1
billion people will join the
metropolitan population
in the next decade.

Africa and parts of
Asia-Pacific will have the
largest increase in size and
the number of metrop-
olises, while the rest of
the world forecasts lower
growth rates; even, in the
Northern Hemisphere, we
find more and more aging
and shrinking metropo-
lises. Density trends are
also uneven: sprawl is still
growing in some parts,
while densification is the
future in others (UN-Habi-
tat, 2022a).

@s

Metropolises
are resposible
for 60% of
greenhouse gas
emissions

While occupying only 3%
of Earth’s surface, metrop-
olises are responsible for
a staggering 70% of global
energy consumption and
over 60% of greenhouse
gas emissions. This
disproportionate impact
can be attributed to the
high concentration of
population relying heavily
on fossil fuels.

The IPCC report em-
phasises the urgency

of a collective effort for
drastic transformations
across various sectors.
This includes shifting to
renewable energy sources,
implementing sustainable
land management practic-
es, and reimagining urban
planning with a focus

on public transport and
buildings (IPCC, 2022).
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Capital city regions
show the highest
income inequality
in 13 of 26 OECD
countries

Capital city regions have
the highest income
inequality in half of the
26 OECD countries. This
highlights the need to
address both the disparity
between regions and the
issue of rising inequality
within metropolitan areas
(OECD, 2023).

While major cities typi-
cally experience stronger
economic growth, this is
not necessarily reflected

in increased quality of

life. Challenges include
housing unaffordability,
rising informality and
increasing inequality within
the city itself. Tackling these
disparities through targeted
policies is crucial to foster-
ing prosperous livelihoods
in these large urban centres
(OECD, 2023).

INTRODUCTION: THE METROPOLIS AS A COMPASS FOR A WORLD IN TRANSITION 9



To effectively govern these expansive
urban spaces, governments must
embrace a multifaceted approach
that considers the metropolitan area
on three levels:

The metropolis as an urban system:
A metropolis is not just the down-
town area. It includes the suburbs,
towns and everything in between.
It is a complex and interconnected
system, with strong economic,
social, cultural and environmental
linkages. Each metropolitan area
follows a unique developmental
path, with diverse land-use patterns
necessitating seamless connectivi-
ty across its industrial zones, busi-
ness districts and neighbourhoods.

The metropolis as part of an eco-
system: Cities are part of an eco-
system, meaning that they both im-
pact and rely on their surroundings.
Metropolises are not self-sustain-
ing, they rely on their surrounding
natural systems for food, water,
energy, flows of talent and inno-
vation, and well-being. The metro-
politan perspective recognises this
fundamental connection between
cities and their ecosystems. De-
spite occupying just 3% of Earth’s
surface, metropolises consume
immense resources and generate
70% of carbon emissions, leaving
a great ecological footprint (IPCC,
2022). Given their profound impact
on the environment, metropolitan
governments need to rethink their
relationship with the planet so that
they can respect Earth’s planetary
boundaries (Rockstrém, 2009).

The metropolis as a global player:
Metropolises are key actors on
the global stage because of their
influence, economic and cultural
significance. These urban centres
have a responsibility to address
global challenges like the climate
crisis, gender-based violence, and
public health. While profoundly
influential, metropolises are more
than local electoral and adminis-
trative politics, they are also an are-
na of struggles and conflicts that
transcend borders, mirroring those
occurring on the global stage (Mar-
tinez, Bunnell and Acuto, 2020).
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Cities are expanding beyond their tra-
ditional boundaries, giving rise to new
and complex urban entities. Delhi (In-
dia) has undergone a remarkable pop-
ulation increase, rising from approxi-
mately 1.3 million inhabitants in 1950
to 30 million by 2020 (UNDESA, 2018).
Metropolitan areas are challenging
conventional notions of urban plan-
ning and governance. Today, there are
more than 40 megacities —cities with
more than 10 million inhabitants— in
the world, encompassing influential
centres such as Paris, Istanbul, New
York and Rio de Janeiro (UN-Habitat
Database, 2020). Projections indicate
that this trend will continue, further
emphasising the need to redefine ex-
isting governance frameworks.

Source: UNDESA (2018)

The challenge extends beyond indi-
vidual megacities. The emergence
of macro-regions, geographically
concentrated clusters of intercon-
nected metropolises, adds another
layer of complexity. For example,
the Pearl River Delta macro-region
in China is home to over 86 million
people and encompasses two Spe-
cial Administrative Regions (Hong
Kong and Macau) and nine munic-
ipalities, of which four approach
or exceed ten million inhabitants
(Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Dongguan
and Foshan). The unprecedent-
ed growth and interconnection
of these urban spaces call for a
shift towards metropolitan-level
governance.



Effectively managing metropolitan
areas requires overcoming admin-
istrative and political barriers that
hinder the daily lives of local com-
munities. Inclusive, participatory
governance ensures that the full di-
versity of members of the metropoli-
tan area benefit from agglomeration,
rather than leaving some to cope with
pollution, the impacts of informality,
and waste while others enjoy cultural
and natural assets and economic
opportunities.

Adopting a metropolitan perspec-
tive allows governments to address
differences between rural and urban
areas, embrace interconnectivity
and shared opportunity, and thus
promote a balanced and sustainable
relationship between cities and their
surroundings. This involves encour-
aging partnerships between urban
and rural areas and establishing flex-
ible and adaptive cooperation mech-
anisms between municipalities to
provide public services and promote
local and regional development.

Metropolitan Sector-based Vertical
government metropolitan coordination
agency

Elected or non-elected
metropolitan entity that
represents municipalities

Entity that plans and manages
one or several public services

Such governance reflects a collec-
tive responsibility, moving beyond
the idea of winners and losers, and
aims to create a more equitable and
prosperous metropolitan environ-
ment for all.

In practice, the governance of met-
ropolitan areas is increasingly intri-
cate and fragmented, often involving
a network of local governments,
agencies and interests not initially
designed for metropolitan-scale
issues (See Annex 1). Moreover, the
administrative culture and political
history of each country influences
the preferred model of metropolitan
governance for projects and poli-
cy-making (Haveri and Tolkki, 2019).
Approximately 70% of metropolitan
areas in OECD countries have dedi-
cated governance bodies overseeing
regional development, transporta-
tion and planning (OECD, 2015b).
Despite this advancement, significant
variations persist in legal frameworks,
competencies and budgets (OECD,
2015b).

or regional level

Metropolitan policies
implemented by the national

Four main models of metropolitan
governance have emerged: metro-
politan governments, sector-based
metropolitan  agencies,  vertical
coordination, and voluntary coop-
eration among municipalities. These
models range from formal structures
designed to implement metro-
politan-scale policies to informal
arrangements where local author-
ities collaborate to address shared
challenges and goals. While each
governance model carries its own set
of advantages and drawbacks, they
all strive to effectively manage the
realities of metropolitan areas.

However, existing metropolitan
governance models and structures
were developed without consid-
ering the challenges of digitalisa-
tion, informal settlements, climate
change and other contemporary
issues. With the recent disruptive
changes in metropolitan areas,
simply establishing a structure at
the metropolitan level may not be
sufficient anymore.

Voluntary
cooperation

Local authorities organise
at their own initiative

11



Metropolitan government

Metropolitan governments are a dedicated
structure specifically designed to address
metropolitan scale challenges with a holistic
perspective. Two types of structure are the most
prevalent, with a third one presenting particular
characteristics:

12

Single-tier metropolitan government

A government body that oversees the metropolitan area. It can be formed through a
merger of local governments or the creation of a metropolitan city.

Metropolitan cities are city governments that cover the functions of the whole metro-
politan area, as exemplified by the City of Guangzhou (China) and the Greater Amman
Municipality (Jordan).

Metropolitan governments formed by a merger of local governments. This is the case
of the City of Toronto! (Canada) and Abidjan (Céte d'lvoire).

Two-tier government

Government structure formed by a metropolitan authority alongside existing munici-
pal authorities. This type of government usually has competencies in service delivery
and spatial planning, while housing and welfare remain the competence of individual
municipalities.

Directly elected metropolitan authorities have their own mayor or council, as well
as specific competencies that are distinct from the municipalities or councils in their
territory. This arrangement is exemplified by the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality
(Turkiye) or the Seoul Metropolitan Government (Republic of Korea).

Indirectly elected metropolitan authorities feature indirectly elected governance
structures, deriving their legitimacy and accountability from a broader pool of direct-
ly elected officials, including governors, mayors, regional parliamentarians, and city
councillors. Notable examples of this model include the Metropolitan Area of Bar-
celona (Spain), the Metropolitan City of Turin (ltaly) and the Metropolitan Region of
Bogota—Cundinamarca (Colombia).

Special-status metropolises

Special-status metropolises stand apart within the territorial landscape of their respective
nations, often due to their immense size, historical significance or role as national capi-
tals. This distinct status elevates them beyond the conventional administrative framework
and establishes a unique, direct relationship with the central government, akin to that
of states, provinces or other regional entities. Consequently, these metropolises have
broader competencies and responsibilities compared to other urban authorities within
their countries, which sometimes translates into having additional revenue sources. They
may adopt either a two-tier structure, exemplified by Mexico City in Mexico and Brus-
sels Capital Region in Belgium, or a one-tier structure, as observed in the four directly
administered cities of China (Beijing, Chongqging, Shanghai, and Tianjin) and the three
city-states of Germany (Berlin, Hamburg and Bremen).

1. The Municipality
of Metropolitan
Toronto was
dissolved in 1998.
The boundaries
of present-day
Toronto are the
same as those

of Metropolitan
Toronto upon its
dissolution.



Metropolitan governments have the potential
to reshape urban areas by pooling resources
and making operations more efficient across
a larger area. For instance, when it comes to
planning transportation or managing waste,
having one central authority can make things
run more smoothly and avoid unnecessary du-
plication. Moreover, the presence of a single,
coordinated entity can enhance accountability,
providing residents with a clear point of refer-
ence for addressing metropolitan-wide issues.

Metropolitan governments also present their
own set of challenges. One major concern is
accountability. When residents lack direct ac-
cess to the governing body, doubts may arise
regarding its responsiveness to local needs.
This scenario underscores the importance of
fostering a sense of connection and inclu-
sive participatory processes within the larger
metropolitan structure. While metropolitan

Example of metropolitan government

Metropolitan Area
of Barcelona (Spain)

governments have the power to make positive
changes, it is crucial for them to keep commu-
nication open and involve communities to truly
meet everyone's needs, particularly historically
marginalised communities.

Metropolitan
governments have

the potential to
reshape urban areas
by pooling resources
and making operations
more efficient across

a larger area

Established in 2010, the Metropolitan Area of Barcelona
is a two-tier metropolitan government composed of 36
municipalities. The Metropolitan Council is the decision-

making body of the metropolitan area. It is composed
of 90 metropolitan councillors, representing each
municipality in proportion to their population. Notably,
all mayors and city councillors automatically assume

36 3.2

municipalities  million inhabitants

(2021)

positions as metropolitan councillors, forging a direct
link between local and metropolitan governance.

Source: Metropolis for the Council of Europe (2022) Governance of
European metropolitan areas.

INTEGRATING A METROPOLITAN VISION 13



Sector-based metropolitan agency

Sector-based metropolitan agencies are spe-
cialised governance structures that plan and
manage specific service provisions. These
technical agencies specialise in providing one
service, such as water management, public
transport or waste management (single-sector
authority). They can also plan and deliver servic-
es for multiple sectors (multi-sector authority)
The objective of these agencies is to optimise
service delivery across municipalities.

Sector-based agencies have a focused ap-
proach toward specific services, which can lead
to enhanced expertise and effectiveness. This
concentration often results in high-quality ser-
vice delivery due to dedicated funding sources
such as user fees or municipal contributions.
However, this specialised approach also pre-
sents challenges. One concern is the potential

Example of a sector-based agency

for service disparities to emerge. For example,
certain areas within a metropolitan area may
have varying levels of service coverage. This
can lead to situations where a well-functioning
transit system in one district fails to connect ad-
equately with another, leaving residents without
sufficient access to transportation.

Moreover, the absence of a centralised, elect-
ed body overseeing these agencies can raise
accountability issues. Residents may struggle
to identify the responsible party for addressing
service gaps or inconsistencies. By leveraging
the expertise of sector-based agencies while
promoting improved coordination across the
territory, the metropolis can unlock its full po-
tential, ensuring that all residents benefit from
efficient and equitable service delivery.

The Metropolitan Mobility Network, established in 2002

with the creation of Transantiago, is a cornerstone of public
transport in Santiago de Chile. This comprehensive system
oversees the planning and management of the city's entire bus
network.

Metropolitan
Mobility Network in
Santiago de Chile
(Chile)

/750

million passengers in 2022

The Metropolitan Mobility Network integrates all public
transportation options within Santiago, including buses operated
by six concessionaires; Santiago Metro (a rapid transit system)
and MetroTren Nos (a suburban rail network serving the greater
metropolitan area). In 2022, the system facilitated over 750
million passenger trips across its diverse modes of transport.

Source: Red Metropolitana de Movilidad (2022) Informe de Gestidén 2022.
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Metropolitan
Manila (Philippines)

municipalities

Vertical coordination

Vertical coordination relies on the existing
governmental structures to implement metro-
politan policies and services. This model can
facilitate the implementation of metropolitan
plans when there is adequate funding and au-
thority, but it can also weaken the coherence
of the metropolitan vision across the different
policy domains that the government oversees.
In many countries, in particular those with
federal systems, metropolitan governance is
often vertically coordinated by regional, state
or provincial authorities, sometimes within the
framework of a national law, as in Brazil or Bo-
livia. In other countries, especially where one or
two metropolitan areas account for a significant
part of the country’s population, it is the central
government that plays that role, as is the case in
the Philippines.

Vertical coordination presents a distinct meth-
od for governing metropolitan regions. How-
ever, its fragmented nature can pose challeng-
es when addressing issues that extend beyond
municipal borders. Additionally, fiscal dispari-
ties may emerge, as municipalities with limited
resources may face difficulties in delivering
services at the same standard as more affluent
areas. This disparity can result in unequal ser-
vice provision and infrastructure development
throughout the metropolis. It is essential to
empower local governments while promoting
collaboration on a metropolitan level to address
these challenges effectively.

The Metropolitan Manila Development Authority is a government
agency that coordinates service delivery across Metropolitan
Manila. This region is the capital of the Philippines, with over 13.3
million inhabitants.

The Metropolitan Manila Development Authority and
Metropolitan Manila are under the direct supervision of the Office

million inhabitants
(2020)

of the President of the Philippines. The Metropolitan Manila
Council is composed of the 17 mayors of the local governments
and a chairperson, who is appointed by the President.

Source: GIZ (2015) Unpacking Metropolitan Governance for Sustainable
Development: Discussion Paper
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Voluntary cooperation

Voluntary cooperation among municipalities
provides a versatile approach that empow-
ers local governments to address shared
challenges. This model, characterised by the
self-organisation of local authorities, offers
a flexible framework that can be tailored to
specific needs. Moreover, the ease of forming
and dissolving voluntary arrangements makes
it a straightforward solution for collaboration.
Since accountability and decision-making
stays clearly with each municipality, this model
avoids some of the fears about losing formal
control, but it can also be easily blocked or
slowed down.

Example of voluntary cooperation

Los Angeles
(United States)

5 18.5

counties million inhabitants

The spectrum of voluntary cooperation encom-
passes a range of arrangements, from informal
partnerships to formal agreements:

» Informal cooperation involves coordinating
activities and sharing information without a
legal agreement.

» Formal cooperation entails formalising
the agreement through a joint agency,
joint service provision or a shared funding
arrangement.

Los Angeles is a metropolis with almost 18.5 million people,
which is divided into more than 200 cities and five county

governments with no metropolitan government.

Los Angeles uses an inter-municipal agreement to contract
service provision. In this case, Los Angeles County delivers
essential services like public works management, business
license collection and even sheltering services, all under
contract agreements with the individual municipalities.

Source: Slack, E. (2007) Managing The Coordination Of Service Delivery In
Metropolitan Cities: The Role Of Metropolitan Governance. The World Bank. Policy

Research Working Papers.
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Voluntary cooperation among cities opens up
the potential of a network where each city, with
its unique strengths and challenges, collabo-
rates for mutual benefit. By pooling resources
and expertise, municipalities can achieve cost
savings and enhance service delivery across the
board. This collaborative approach also builds
capacity by combining knowledge and skills,
enabling cities to address complex challenges
and explore innovative solutions.

The advantages of voluntary cooperation go
beyond efficiency, fostering a sense of shared
responsibility and risk management among
participating cities. However, effective collab-
oration requires a solid foundation. It is crucial
to establish accountability and transparency
mechanisms for services spanning multiple juris-
dictions. Clear oversight ensures that residents

Example of international cooperation

know who to hold accountable. Additionally, fair
distribution of resources and benefits is essential
for sustained success. Ultimately, the success of
voluntary cooperation relies on the political will
and commitment of all stakeholders involved.

Voluntary cooperation can also extend beyond
national borders. Some arrangements are set up
through the initiative of local governments and
others are top-down. National governments often
spearhead cross-border cooperation projects, as
exemplified by the Eurotunnel and the Asia High-
way Network. These ventures promote regional
connectivity and infrastructure development
through collaborative efforts. Initiatives like Great-
er Geneva demonstrate the power of cooperation
at the municipal and provincial levels. This case
exemplifies how communities across countries
can work together to collaborate on shared issues.

Greater Geneva is a cross-border metropolis of over one million
Greater Geneva P

inhabitants, located between France and Switzerland. It is a public
entity, under Swiss law, organised as a Local Grouping for Cross-
Border Cooperation.

1 . O 2 Greater Geneva brings together the Canton of Geneva, the

million inhabitants  countries
(2019)

municipalities in the zone of Genevois and the Nyon District to
collaborate on mobility, sustainability and land use planning. Cross-

border cooperation in this area started in 1973 and was formalised
in 2013 with the creation of Greater Geneva.

2 O ) Source: Grand Geneéve (2022) Grand Genéve : Mode d’emploi.

municipalities
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There is no
one-size-fits-all
solution

Metropolitan governance embraces a nuanced
approach that recognises the varying scales at
which different services and issues are most
effectively managed. This approach, anchored
by the scales of districts, urban agglomerations
and metropolitan regions, ensures that com-
mon goods are delivered at the most appropri-
ate level, fostering a more efficient, equitable
and sustainable metropolitan landscape. It
also considers the dynamic dimension of ur-
ban evolution, allowing some room to extend
governance structures and geographic limits
to embrace new territorial, social, and environ-
mental realities.

At the scale of the district, the focus lies on
providing proximity to essential services that
underpin safe and healthy living, such as parks,
community centres, preschools, nursing homes
and public transportation. These services,
deeply rooted in the fabric of

local communities, demand

a governance structure that

reflects a deep understanding

of neighbourhood needs and

allows all residents to take care

of themselves and others.

Moving beyond immediate
neighbourhood concerns, the

urban agglomeration scale

encompasses the broader

metropolitan area, home to

a diverse range of opportu-

nities and services. This scale

is well-suited for managing

issues that transcend individual

municipalities, such as housing,

economic development, higher education and
cultural institutions. A governance structure that
effectively coordinates these interconnected
elements is crucial for nurturing a vibrant and
thriving metropolitan economy, as well as creat-
ing accessible, gender equitable, affordable and
caring metropolitan areas.

The metropolitan region, encompassing a
region with one or more densely populated
urban cores in commuting-conjunction with
the suburban zone, emerges as the appropriate
scale for addressing environmental concerns.
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Water, waste management, biodiversity and
ecological corridors, all essential components
of a sustainable metropolitan ecosystem,
transcend municipal boundaries and demand
a metropolitan regional approach. Similarly,
broader issues of sustainability, such as food
security, energy supply, logistics and global
connectivity, can be effectively addressed at
the metropolitan region level, ensuring that
metropolitan areas contribute to a more sus-
tainable future.

In essence, metropolitan governance should
not be viewed as the creation of another layer
of bureaucracy, but rather as a realignment of
governance structures to match the dynamic
and interconnected nature of metropolitan
life. This is recognised in the New Urban Agen-
da, which emphasises the need for effective and
inclusive metropolitan governance that tran-
scends administrative bound-
aries and respects functional
territories. It also encourages
urban-rural partnerships and
inter-municipal cooperation
mechanisms as useful tools for
providing public services and
advancing local and regional
development. This is because
by delivering common goods
at the most appropriate scale,
metropolitan governance can
pave the way for a more resil-
ient, prosperous and sustaina-
ble metropolitan future.

In the same way, effective

metropolitan governance
only sometimes depends on fully aligning
city administrative boundaries with the wider
functional metropolitan area (LSE, 2014). While
a closer alignment can facilitate coordinated
planning and resource allocation, there are
significant variations. Adjusting city admin-
istrative boundaries to encompass the entire
metropolitan population can foster more
effective governance, but it is not the whole
equation.



Metropolitan governance, the process of gov-
erning metropolitan areas, is a response to the
interconnected and complex nature of these
urban ecosystems. However, metropolitan
governance is not without its challenges. Frag-
mented governance structures, institutional
and financial gaps and overlaps, legitimacy
concerns, and the local impact of global crises
have hindered progress in this area. These chal-
lenges can be overcome by adopting appropri-
ate strategies and frameworks for metropolitan
governance.

Building trust
and legitimacy

Today, there is a worldwide trend of declining
social cohesion, leading to increased vulnera-
bility to polarization, which is recognised as a
top global risk (WEF, 2024). This decline, cou-
pled with economic uncertainty and distrust in

What are the main barriers that
prevent metropolitan communities,
in all their diversity, from actively
and meaningfully engaging in the
decision-making process?

How can metropolitan governance
frameworks effectively promote
transparency, accountability and
inclusive participation in decision-
making, particularly ensuring

that historically marginalised
communities have a voice?

societal institutions, and backsliding on human
rights including gender-based rights, is creat-
ing a divide between people and institutions,
particularly weakening trust in governments
(UNDP, 2024). This lack of trust undermines
the social contracts between governments
and their citizens, leading to various reactions
ranging from apathy to activism across different
political systems and demographics, especially
among younger generations.

In this context, effective metropolitan govern-
ance must be grounded in trust, legitimacy,
participation, and representation. However,
some of these elements are lacking in current
models of metropolitan governance. In some
cases, national governments hold significant
influence over metropolitan and city-level
matters, making collaboration with the national
government crucial for addressing complex
metropolitan challenges such as transporta-
tion, infrastructure development, environmen-
tal protection and economic development.

What innovative methods and
platforms can local, regional and
metropolitan governments use

to increase public awareness of
engagement opportunities and
foster dialogue, co-creation, trust,
and a deeper sense of community?

Can civil society organisations
and citizens easily navigate

metropolitan governance and
hold authorities accountable?
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In terms of legitimacy, many metropolitan gov-
ernments rely on indirect elections, resulting in
decision-making bodies such as Metropolitan
Councils, Assemblies, or Boards composed of
political city representatives appointed by their
municipal councils (Tomas in Metropolis, 2020).
Furthermore, community engagement, essen-
tial for successful metropolitan governance,
faces numerous challenges at the metropolitan
level, as metropolitan issues are often unfamil-
iar to residents and mechanisms for meaningful
participation are sometimes inadequate, inac-
cessible or even exclusionary (Tomas in Me-
tropolis, 2020). Therefore, community engage-
ment at the metropolitan level should adopt
innovative and inclusive approaches tailored
to the metropolitan scale and diversity and the
demands of communities.

Moreover, the lack of social and gender diver-
sity in subnational governments weakens the
possibility for responsive, representative and
effective governance, as these bodies fail to
reflect the diversity - and thus the needs and
aspirations - of the communities they represent
(Tomas in Metropolis, 2020). Women, particu-
larly those from ethnic minority backgrounds,
are underrepresented in both local and met-
ropolitan governments, hindering the promo-
tion of gender equality and the integration of
women'’s perspectives and needs into govern-
ance (Tomas in Metropolis, 2020). This gender
gap perpetuates stereotypes and prevents the
potential for building inclusive, innovative and
effective governance. This is especially signifi-

Are existing metropolitan
arrangements creating more
problems or delivering the services
and policies that the communities,
territories of the metropolitan areas
need?

What strategies can metropolitan
areas employ to effectively
coordinate policies and services
across different municipalities?

cant given that not a single indicator for SDG5,
gender equality, has been met or even almost
met, and only 14 countries grant women equal
legal rights to men (UNDP, 2023).

Simply offering avenues for public participa-
tion is not enough. To build trust, legitimacy
and representation, metropolitan governance
must evolve into a facilitator for social innova-
tion and active, accessible engagement. This
means creating meaningful opportunities for all
individuals to participate in information sharing,
consultation, collaboration, and ultimately,
decision-making. By encouraging a culture of
co-creation, metropolitan governance can tap
into the collective intelligence, diversity and
creativity of its inhabitants. This fosters a sense
of ownership and empowers communities to
develop innovative solutions to pressing chal-
lenges. This shift from provider to co-facilitator
strengthens the social fabric of the metropolis
and unlocks its full potential for progress.

Addressing fragmented
governance

One of the main challenges in metropolitan
governance lies in the fragmented nature of
urban landscapes. Often, metropolitan areas
comprise a patchwork of cities, each with its
own government, agenda and diverse com-
munities. Fragmented governance arrange-
ments coupled with political partisanship and
competition can create obstacles to effective

How can metropolitan governance
structures facilitate data and
information sharing across
municipalities to support informed
decision-making and coordinated
action?

How can metropolitan governance
effectively address issues that
transcend municipal boundaries,
such as transportation, social
inequalities and economic
development, to promote social
and territorial cohesion?



policy-making and service delivery, especially
for issues that transcend municipal borders.
Even when the geographical boundaries
encompass the initial economic region, eco-
nomically vibrant regions naturally outgrow
their established political borders, and informal
economies do not neatly map along municipal
lines. Nonetheless, the adaptation of govern-
mental boundaries is an infrequent and intricate
phenomenon. Consequently, achieving crucial
alignment between institutions, investment and
infrastructure with the dynamic functional ge-
ography of the metropolitan area proves to be a
formidable task (Slack, 2014). This necessitates
continued coordination between consolidated
core cities and neighbouring municipalities on
matters like transportation, social inclusion and
economic development.

In this context, multilevel governance emerges
as the cornerstone of effective metropolitan
governance. Collaboration between different
levels of government, alongside robust and in-
clusive participatory processes, and clear com-
petencies foster coordinated decision-making,
resource allocation and policy implementation,
ensuring that metropolitan development aligns
with broader regional and national strategies,
as well as community aspirations. For instance,
sometimes local governments face limita-

tions in enacting significant changes due to
their limited competencies in certain areas of
policy-making. Despite the efforts of local au-
thorities like the City of Toronto, their ability to
implement substantial shifts in energy produc-

tion and reduce emissions is restricted without support
from higher levels of government. Toronto aspires to
achieve its ambitious 2030 climate targets by reducing
reliance on natural gas and embracing renewable energy.
However, energy production is regulated by the province.
To address this challenge, TransformTO, a short-term
implementation plan, proposes a collaborative approach.
It envisions a unified effort among municipal, provincial
and federal authorities to facilitate a transition towards a
sustainable energy model (IMFG, 2022).

To overcome fragmentation, a shared vision for the
metropolitan area’s future is essential. This vision should
articulate a clear understanding of the region’s strengths,
challenges and opportunities, providing a common
framework for decision-making and collaboration. Addi-
tionally, national governments play a key role in enabling
metropolitan collaboration by supporting the political
and fiscal empowerment of subnational governments.
They can also encourage coordinated strategies across
different levels of government, fostering a sense of shared
responsibility (Nuno et al., 2019). For example, the federal
transportation grants in the United States fund Metropol-
itan Planning Organisations to encourage cooperation
across metropolitan areas. This is especially important as
tensions between different levels of governance can arise
when the central government directly invests in cities
under specific conditions without involving regional or
provincial governments.

Metropolitan governance goes beyond the transfer of re-
sponsibilities and resources. It entails managing “mutual
dependence” (Devas and Delay, 2006) and promoting a
significant cultural shift towards cooperation and collec-
tive accountability.



Establishing robust
institutional and
financial resources

Metropolitan areas face a critical challenge —
managing complex urban issues with limited
resources and authority (UN-Habitat, 2022a).
Financial transfers from national governments
often lag behind the escalating demands of
metropolises, hindering their ability to fully lev-
erage their economic potential (OECD/UCLG,
2022). This global metropolitan management
gap not only hinders metropolitan develop-
ment but also exacerbates the issues arising
from fragmented governance.

Decentralisation must be coupled with a certain
degree of fiscal autonomy. This implies aligning
financial resources with the services provided
by subnational governments. However, many
countries fail to devolve revenue-raising tools
alongside new responsibilities, resulting in a fis-
cal imbalance. This is evident in London, which
possesses limited revenue-raising options com-
pared to other major cities globally (Slack, 2014).

Metropolitan areas require a clear delineation
of functions combined with corresponding
revenue streams. A diverse mix of user fees, tax-
es, intergovernmental transfers, and the ability
to borrow for capital investments is crucial
(Slack in Metropolis, 2018). Sustainable borrow-
ing necessitates adequate own-source revenue,
stable intergovernmental transfers and a robust
institutional framework to manage potential
challenges (UN-Habitat, 2022a).

Key questions for subnational governments
to address authority and funding gaps

What are the benefits and challenges
of fiscal decentralisation for
metropolitan authorities, and how
can they be addressed through
effective metropolitan governance?

@

How can metropolitan governance
systems foster coordination and
collaboration among different levels
of government and stakeholders,
enhancing the quality and efficiency
of service delivery?

@
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How can the allocation of policy
competencies and resources at the
metropolitan level be aligned with
their needs, ensuring subsidiarity and
accountability?

O,

Are institutional arrangements
robust enough to navigate
dissent, social unrest and
political disagreements without
compromising the quality of
governance?

O,



Creating resilience
to the local impact
of global crises

Over the past five decades, the frequency and
severity of disasters have notably increased.
This concerning trend is driven by greater expo-
sure to environmental hazards, compounded by
the effects of rising inequalities and the climate
emergency (WEF, 2024). Metropolises are par-
ticularly vulnerable due to their dense popula-
tions and economic activities. To address these
challenges, new leadership roles are emerging
in cities, such as Heads of Uncertainty or Chief
Heat Officers (UNDP, 2024).

Recent global crises, from pandemics to polit-
ical turmoil and backsliding on human rights,
have exposed the limitations of siloed govern-
ance structures. Developing a coordinated re-
sponse and effectively handling complex emer-
gencies requires the adoption of governance
approaches where various levels of government
and sectors, each with its own specialisation
and resources, engage in continuous collabo-
ration (Metropolis, UCLG and LSE, 2020). This
new approach must strike a delicate balance:
prioritising swift action in the face of imme-
diate threats, while upholding governance
principles for long-term resilience and social
inclusion. Furthermore, it must address the in-
herent inequalities that emergencies often ex-
acerbate, ensuring all inhabitants are protected
during these challenging times, and that those
disproportionately impacted, such as women,
and persons with disabilities, are specifically
considered and included in recovery processes.

What are the opportunities for
metropolitan areas to become more
resilient from global crises through
effective investment, participatory
processes and resource allocation?

How can metropolitan areas harness
the power of foresight to enhance
crisis preparedness, response

and recovery efforts? Are the
metropolitan structures gathering
data to measure and track the
metropolitan impact of global crises?

The future of our metropolises depends on their
ability to adapt to these complex emergencies
and current megatrends. Traditionally, city
planning focuses on a 10-20-year horizon for
economic development, transportation and en-
vironmental strategies. However, forward-think-
ing urban planning, as exemplified by major
cities like Singapore and Lyon (France), leverages
foresight to anticipate future trends and chart
new courses (Kuosa, 2011). This proactive ap-
proach is key for effective risk management and
the development of more integrated strategies
for policy-making and service delivery.

Strategic planning, guided by thorough sce-
nario building, must become central to met-
ropolitan governance. Metropolises, with their
unique capacity to drive collaboration across
diverse sectors and levels of government (ver-
tical and horizontal coordination), can lead the
way. By cultivating a culture of cooperation,
prioritising inclusivity and embracing innovative
governance models, metropolitan areas can
ensure that communities and individuals not
only survive but thrive in the face of adversity.

Achieving successful metropolitan governance
requires a collective effort from all stakeholders,
working together towards a shared vision for the
metropolitan area’s future. By fostering a culture of
trust, participation and coordination, developing a
common vision with all stakeholders including res-
idents, maintaining flexibility, fostering adequate
resource allocation and implementing effective,
inclusive and gender-sensitive strategic plans
supported by strong governance, metropolitan
areas can address complex challenges, inspire just
sustainability and create thriving, equitable and
resilient urban spaces for future generations.

How can metropolitan areas
promote the exchange of knowledge
and expertise with cities around the
world to learn from each other’s
experiences and develop innovative
solutions to global crises?

Are the structures of metropolitan
governance ready to respond to
address environmental stress and
emergencies in a way that ensures
diverse communities are protected
and supported?



The 21st century presents unprecedented
challenges to the traditional paradigm of urban
governance. Cities stand at a critical cross-
roads, facing a confluence of environmental
degradation, economic precarity, growing
social inequalities, large-scale human mobility
and social unrest. These interconnected issues
necessitate a fundamental transformation in
the way governments conceptualise, plan and
manage metropolitan areas. The existing sys-
tem, characterised by compartmentalisation
within arbitrary boundaries, operates under the
outdated assumption of self-sufficiency. This
fragmented approach falls short in effectively
addressing the complex challenges that tran-
scend city boundaries.

Traditional municipal
boundaries often fail to
capture the dynamic and
interconnected nature of
contemporary metropol-
itan life. The lived experi-
ences of communities and
the movement of people
and resources, be they
economic, environmental,
cultural or social, often go
beyond these pre-defined
lines. Hence, the need for
a governance framework
that reflects this dynamism.

Metropolitan governance

emerges as a critical re-

sponse to the limitations

of traditional urban gov-

ernance. It is a collabo-

rative effort to dismantle

artificial barriers and foster a shared approach
to addressing the challenges confronting met-
ropolitan areas. This framework transcends the
confines of individual municipalities, instead
emphasising collective responsibility. It repre-
sents a commitment to pushing our cities be-
yond the narrative of isolation and encouraging
collaboration between different government
levels — national, regional and local to ensure
coordinated decision-making, resource alloca-
tion, and policy implementation.
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The core principle of metropolitan govern-
ance lies in its holistic perspective. It inspires a
paradigm shift, moving away from the narrow,
urban-centric viewpoint that has dominated ur-
ban planning in the past. By acknowledging the
interconnectedness of metropolitan life, this ap-
proach paves the way for a more comprehensive
understanding of the issues at hand. Economic
actors, natural systems and social issues all
operate within a broader metropolitan context,
and effective solutions demand a governance
structure that reflects this interconnected reality.

Metropolitan governance is hot merely an ex-

ercise in adding another layer of bureaucracy.

Instead, it represents a strategic realignment

of existing governance structures. This realign-
ment aims to ensure that
the framework responds to
the dynamic and intercon-
nected nature of metropol-
itan life by delivering ser-
vices and resources at the
most effective geographi-
cal scale. Hence, effective
metropolitan governance
rests on several crucial
pillars: seamless collabo-
ration across government
levels, robust institutional
and financial frameworks
that eliminate redundancy,
fostering trust and legit-
imacy, and maintaining
adaptability.

There is no singular, uni-

versally applicable model

for metropolitan gov-
ernance. Effective implementation calls for a
tailored approach that considers the unique
needs, aspirations and contextual realities of
each individual metropolitan area. A corner-
stone of this approach is the commitment to
continuous evaluation and adaptation, and a
sensitivity towards the needs, contentions and
aspirations of the residents within (and beyond)
the territories. Regular assessments, including
through engagements with diverse stakehold-
ers, coupled with the potential for reform are



key in ensuring the continued effectiveness and
inclusiveness of the governance framework in
the face of an ever-evolving urban landscape.
Strategic planning, informed by robust scenario
building, empowers metropolitan areas to nav-
igate the intricate challenges and opportunities
presented by a rapidly changing world.

A critical challenge for effective metropolitan
governance lies in establishing and nurturing
trust amongst diverse stakeholders. Current
models often lack this crucial element. To ad-
dress this gap, fostering collaboration amongst
a broad spectrum of actors — including local
governments, regional authorities, the private
sector, civil society actors and the population
at large — is essential. Civic engagement must
transcend mere token participation. Meaningful
avenues for information sharing, open dialogue
and collaborative decision-making are funda-
mental to building trust and ensuring a sense of
ownership within the community. What is more,
promoting social and gender equity within
governing bodies is equally important. A lack
of diverse representation not only undermines
the efficacy of governance but also perpet-
uates existing social inequalities. Ensuring a
representative decision-making process that
incorporates a wide range of voices leverages
the collective intelligence of the metropolis.

Metropolitan governance, with its emphasis
on collaboration, adaptability and knowl-
edge-sharing, offers a promising framework to
address the complex challenges confronting
contemporary metropolises. By embracing a
holistic approach that transcends traditional
boundaries and fosters a culture of trust and
equity, governments can pave the way for a
more sustainable and prosperous future for all.

)
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This table summarizes the different governance models proposed by
various organizations. The table offers a high-level comparison to help
readers understand the complexity of metropolitan governance, but the

nuances of each model are not fully captured here.

Formal arrangements

Metropolitan government

Elected or non-elected metropolitan entity that represents municipalities

A consolidated local government
by amalgamation of municipalities or land
annexation

City-state One-tier One-tier
consolidated fragmented
government government

Metropolitan city
with a special status and broader competencies

A Metropolitan
government
including

a separate
metropolitan-level
government or a
two-tier

Two-tier
government

Supra-municipal
authority

a metropolitan
entity

Sector-based
metropolitan
agency

that plans and
manages one or
several services

Metropolitan
authority
including single-
sector authorities
and multi-sector
authorities

Inter-municipal
authority

Vertical
coordination
Metropolitan
policies
implemented by
the national or
regional level

Regional
government
responsible for

metropolitan area :

coordination and
managing some
services at scale

Informal
arrangements

Voluntary
cooperation
Local authorities
organise at their
own initiative

Inter-municipal
forum
or council

Voluntary
cooperation and
special purpose
districts

Soft/informal
coordinationin a
polycentric urban
system

Please note: It is important to recognize that metropolitan governance structures can be multifaceted. Some
metropolitan areas may employ a combination of models, such as a metropolitan government functioning alongside
sector-specific metropolitan agencies.
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