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Objectives of UK Urban Ecology Forum in attending World 
Urban Forum  
 
Why did we want to go? 
 
 
• To raise awareness to other UK groups and statutory agencies, notably Natural England of the 

evolution of the New Urban Agenda, and how the UK Urban Ecology Forum is part of this 
evolution in representing its legacy and way of working. 

 
• Because UN Habitat”s New Urban Agenda is  a critical point of contact for demonstration of 

sustainable urbanisation among stakeholders and people everywhere, leaving no person and 
no place behind, 

 
• To improve the collective knowledge of sustainable urbanisation through inclusive open 

debates, sharing of lessons learned and the exchange of best practices and good policies; and 
to be educated by accident through extraordinary meetings. 

 
• To increase coordination and cooperation between different stakeholders and constituencies 

for the advancement and implementation of  urban ecology andsustainable urbanisation. 
 

Context 
 
In 2014 Unesco announced uncertainty in its linkage to Urban Ecology. The UK MAB Forum had 
become more interested in biospheres outside the urban connection to the UNESCO badge.  
This process  no appears to be in the process of  being turned upside down! 
 
The rapid change in this position was evident at meetings with officials from both Unesco and UN 
Habitat, and a re-appraisal of role of the whole Forum and its credentials for the broader UN in 
dealing with the challenges of urbanisation. It was clear that UN Habitat was taking the lead in 
relation to the critical speed of urbanisation and broad recognition across the UN that this must be 
addressed. 
 
2016 saw the publication of the new Urban Forum document, launched by UN Habitat, 
commitment to prioritizing sustainable development goals (SDG) and a new assembly for 
documentation of developments in this area/. The UK Urban Ecology Forum reacted quickly to this 
document recognizing its significance and synergy as an important reflection of the word Habitat in 
view of nature and people. 
 
There followed growing reference to urban experience by new organisations previously not 
included in urban debate. Conferences staged in 2019 with invited UK Urban Forum members 
(including The European Green Infrastructure Conference  in UK Jan. 2019) reflected this as did 
the inclusion of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds in the urban agenda. 
 
UK Urban Ecology Forum members were quick to explore this development and responded by 
being the sole UK representatives at the World Urban Conference (WUC9) in February 2018. They 
took a simple portfolio of projects to show to key people. Introducing themselves, raising questions 
at the only green infrastructure session and establishing relationships, resulted in invitations and a 
growing recognition of the Forum within the system.  
 
UN Habitat officially celebrated “World Cities Day” in October 2019 in Liverpool with a direct 
connection to UN Habitat in Paris. This was marked by a visit led by the Chief Executive and full 
New Urban Agenda Team together with representatives of World Urban Campaign. I  attended this 
event  and valuable links were established, particularly linked to the New Urban Agenda. 
. 



The contacts made by Richard Scott and developed and  extended byJudy Ling Wong resulted in 
an invitation to the UK Ecology Forum (UKEF) to attend and participate in the UN Habitat Global 
Assembly meeting in May 2019, and Judy Ling Wong attended and represented the Forum in 
nairobi. She presented a portfolio prepared by UKEF members. The impression this made and the 
respect it engendered gained UKEF stakeholder status within the UN  HABITAT’s  Global 
Assembly. Which was our hope. 
 
Linkage and connections continued to grow and offer opportunities to take ideas further and refine 
them at an official level. Local UKEF members offered insights from their own urban ecology 
pathways and developed regional groupings and structures. There was a clear of role for the 
Forum to carry this UK lead further as a key influence within UN Habitat. 
 
In February 2020, at World Urban Forum 10 (WUF!0) in Dubai Judy Ling Wong CBE presented our  
joint workshop, and I  co-hosted the joint session on behalf of the group. Posters were made and 
distributed around the  event to attract attention, all of which disappeared! 
 
• We undertook a variety of targeted and networking meetings, 
 
• We linked our report to Natural England in view of our diverse interests and organisational 

experience. 
 
• We found clear and solid reference points for the UK Urban Ecology Forum in the SDG agenda 

and made clear the bridging themes of culture and innovation in urban ecology. 
 
These will help in implementing a relevant and exciting new Work Programme developed in line 
with a growing outline on key themes, which the UK Urban Ecology Forum is revising. 
 

When we got there:- 
 
WUF10 was a gathering of 13,000 of the world’s best sustainable development experts to deliver 
action of Sustainable Development. The UK Urban Ecology Forum was one of the few UK groups 
to present and participate. These forms of gatherings perhaps may not happen again in the same 
way. I would  particularly like to highlight: 
 
A  new broad theme within the UN is evident, mainlining SDG 11 Sustainable Cities and 
Communities, in being the most important SDG in delivering the other 16! 

 
UN Chief Executive, Maimumah Mohd Sharif, made this clear at the opening ceremony. 

 
“The growth trajectory of the world demonstrates the importance of Sustainable 
Development Goal number 11.   The concentration of resources, talent, capital and power in 
cities is a mega trend in this millennium. As all of you know we have the ability to turn 
urban challenges into opportunities.” 

 
At the WUF conference, we were fluid in our attendance of session, talks and workshops, 
networking to raise the profile of our work which related closely to the identified themes. All of 
these are important in delivering successful nature- and people-based solutions.  They are:- 
 
1. To take stock of emerging innovative approaches and practices in harnessing culture 

and innovation to drive sustainable urbanisation; 
 
2. To provide greater insights into the linkages between urbanisation, culture and 

innovation as a basis for achieving inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable cities and 
human settlements; 

 



3. To promote synergies between the past and the future, creating spaces for convergence 
in multicultural and multigenerational communities; 

 
4. To promote innovative solutions and approaches to urban development, building on the 

value of cultural diversity to improve quality of life for all in cities and human 
settlements; 

 
5. To explore the role of culture and the creative economy in driving prosperity and socio-

economic opportunities for all in cities and human settlements; 
 
6. To explore the role of culture and innovation in implementing the New Urban Agenda 

and achieving the urban dimensions of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development; 
 
7. To build on the lessons learned of previous WUFs, especially with respect to bottom-up 

approaches to sustainable urbanisation. 
 
The UK was generally absent at a statutory level, though present in the debate with individuals and 
philosophy, for example at an evening urban talk on climate action by Richard Sennett and others.  
I met UN Habitat CEO Maimumah Mohd Sharif after a second urban talk and briefly updated her 
on what we were doing. She was interested and supportive. I had met her in Liverpool in 2019 (she 
studied Town Planning at Cardiff and had friends in Liverpool from that time) when World Cities 
Day came to Liverpool because of it’s connections with Shanghai. 
 
The UK Urban Ecology Forum is gaining energy and evolving, connecting with organisations like 
Landscape Institute and National Parks for London and realising the need to co-ordinate with these 
and with key community parks like Lambeth. At the Conference we were looking to broaden our 
ideas and our connections to initiatives with similar but other interests and expertise.  Many 
projects were represented, but for example there was no reference  to “Wilding”  (not mentioned in 
WUF 10 at all) in any proceedings, which is moving up the agenda in UK conservation dialogue, 
and certainly needs a cultural connection. The nearest reference was to “ green infrastructure”. 
The phrase “Urban Powerhouse” was used in a similar way to the Northern Powerhouse  in 
England as a regeneration slogan for government, that there are other ways of working. The 
National Wildflower Centre has been keen to promote the idea of a Northern Flowerhouse in 
contrast to a Northern Powerhouse the flowerhouse, this was a jokey but serious reflection.  There 
is a danger the smart language of technology and Ai will miss out on the personal connection, to 
people, and the value of making them smile too. 
 
It is very clear that the influence of the UK Urban Ecology Forum’s legacy is increasing. Some of 
its members in the new Routledge Handbook of Urban Ecology, edited by Forum member Ian 
Douglas, describe visible and documented initiatives in the UK exemplifying key themes. New 
members are joining us and there is ever wider recognition of the desperate social need for urban 
nature - most strongly expressed by David Attenborough in a speech to the Landscape Institute in 
November 2019 quoted below) highlighting the experience and new energy of our group and 
stressing how these themes have been underplayed. The way forward is to:- 
 
• Make clear the very real ability of our group experience to enable Natural England (and others) 

to save time and energy; and to extend familiarity with good UK practice which is not currently 
widely known or used; 

• Reveal and highlight examples of good practice and innovation, and identify key individuals 
involved. Clarify how UN Habitat works with the differing views and interests of its varied 
membership; 

• Explore key themes of the conference and clarify the most pertinent points of contact for further 
exploration and catalyst linkage; 

• Make clear to Natural England the role the UK Urban Ecology Forum can play in a developing 
work programme designed to clarify these points. 

 



Playful responses are important in reinforcing the aims and objectives outlined at the opening 
ceremony, viz the key role of SDG 11 in delivering all the other 16 SDG targets. Presenting 
relevant initiatives is an important function of UKEF and these were the focus of a launch event at 
the Linnean Society in November 2019. 
 
UN Habitat’s themes of “Leaving No One and No Place Behind” is critical. It chimes with the 
original documentation and history of the UK Urban Ecology Forum, and “The New Lives New 
Landscape Philosophy” of its partner the Urban Wildlife Network.  

 
In the final  WUF10 declaration,  Point 4 of this document 
makes clear:- 
 
“Strategic integrated urban planning provides the tools to ensure the integration of 
urban heritage, culture, local economic needs, environmental considerations, 
biodiversity, low carbon development and climate resilience to ensure the creation 
of sustainable, prosperous, liveable communities. Attention to the urban rural 
continuum and to nature in cities is essential. Participatory community engagement 
and innovation are key means to achieve this.” 
 
This knits with David Attenborough’s appeal at the Landscape Institute which made clear the need 

for responsibility to bring nature to the world’s people at their door. 
 
“You have a great responsibility, to bring the realities of the natural world, to the 
understanding and love of human beings worldwide” 

 
                                                      David Attenborough to Landscape Institute November 29 2019. 
 
My message for The UK Urban Ecology from the event would be:- 
 
It is important to recognise that at WUF10 there seemed to be bridging between UN Agencies like 
UN Habitat  UN Environment and UNESCO on this issue, all committed to exploring the 
importance of  innovation and culture, and  biodiversity and ecology as critical to it all. The  UK 
should be aware of these important global responses at this crucial time for climate action in a 
world that could be 80% Urban in 2050. These principles in agreement with our own must be 
delivered where people live and where nature is needed. They are critical to all sustainable 
solutions and were underlined in a chance meeting I  had with other UN Staff including people 
working at the World Heritage Unit 
 
The central theme of the event was Innovation and Culture, and the main speakers included 
Ernesto Ottone-Ramirez, Assistant Chief Executive of Unesco. whom I also spoke with briefly, in 
relation to highlighting urban ecology. and who asked me to send him thoughts on this. I had 
previously met the Head of the World Heritage Unit, Isabelle Anatole-Gabriel, from Paris when she 
was in Liverpool to debate the future of the city’s World Heritage status in April 2019. At the time 
she indicated she thought the most interesting overlaps between UN programme and these 
bridges between themes like Man and the Biosphere and culture was being explored in Turin . 
Again, the conversation was short but significant I hope. Other highlights included addresses by 
the President of Afghanistan and other key authorities and figures. One of the key assemblies 
involved City Layors and Local Authority reps from over 160 nations. 
 
It is clear cities and cultural innovation always have been and should become drivers of change for 
sustainability, and it would be wonderful to explore how these themes are coming together and 
overlapping in UN terms not only at the most senior level, but also at grassroots events. 
  
Our group was very excited by these connections, not least because of the emphasis on the  
grassroots side, This makes obvious the link to broader Unesco themes like creative cities and 



other examples of the “world memory project” which should demonstrates how people’s 
experience is endemically related to where they live, and shows clear narratives for the futue. The 
theme of this UN conference really made this point. It is clear to me how these strands  also 
significantly fit with the UN Decade of Restoration, not least in demonstrating the value of 
indigenous knowledge. This is also reflected in the origin of the urban wildlife movement in the UK 
and in the importance of this subject to the world right now. 
 
The UK Urban Ecology group has shown and proved its instinct for finding grass roots connections 
and ways of delivering personal ecology and pragmatic people- and nature-based solutions with a 
creativity vibrancy. 
 
We can also demonstrate how we are meeting key points of reference for organisations like 
Natural England, and we can build on the strength of Defra’s 25 year plan to highlight our 
relevance.  
 
Our potential contribution is perhaps related to the Defra 25 year Plan chapter headings below:- 

 
1. Using and managing land sustainably 
Proof is there in our achievements and thinking to date, with the legacy of the experience, and 
longevity of the UK Urban Ecology Forum. Our history and our place in approaches as a diverse 
collective, representing city practitioners from the arts and sciences, design and engineering, 
academia and commerce, industry and politics, and from NGOs, local authorities, government 
agencies and private consultancies. Conservation land management and ecological restoration is  
one of these strands. There is a real opportunity, with good communication and key new outputs, 
to share our expertise. 
 
2.Recovering nature and enhancing the beauty of landscapes 
 
Beauty is the key word here - a new cultural identity for nature which reflects connection to people 
in heartfelt ways, such as the National Wildflower Centre and my work in creative conservation and 
the “Flowerhouse” principles for landscape scale projects, which can make people smile and react 
with their surroundings more fully; likewise opportunities through National Parks for London and 
The Landscape Institute in building synergies to public reaction and landscape practice, for  linking 
parks and greenspaces and energies, at a time of austerity and public cuts.  We should build these 
links with other  proactive groups like Greenspace Scotland  for example. 

 
3.Connecting people with the environment to improve health and wellbeing 
 
Perhaps connecting the “Ten Ways to Health and Well Being" with the 17 SDGs, particularly SDG 
11 as a medium. Picking up and making essentially relevant the coronavirus experience as the 
game changer it is for society, climate change and the extinction crisis. 

 
4.Increasing resource efficiency and reducing pollution and waste 
 
Emphasizing better consumer choices and using waste in natural solutions through City based 
projects which protect soil. 

 
5.Securing clean, healthy, productive and biologically diverse seas and oceans 
 
Linking the land to the sea and water and air, to be developed in work programmes 

 
 
6. Protecting and improving our global environment   
 



This links to sustainability goals and especially SDG 11 – raising the profile and role of this to 
organization like Natural England at a strategic level, in raising aspirations for green infrastructure  
that represent creative conservation approaches, and responses to Climate emergency and 
exctinction crisis.  
 
Passing ideas to the world through the UN network and reflecting the challenge of urbanisation 
and liveable cities. Introducing culture and innovation-themed culture in accessible and creative 
ways. This is most important in new era of change and uncertainty. It should have a social function 
and should reflect the need to ensure the sustainability of communities. 

 
Linkage and effective networking. 
 
Linkage to key individuals and grass root approaches is hugely important, and the UK Urban 
Ecology Forum can help statutory organisations like Natural England and all the Uk Stautory 
agencies, explore these  potential sources of energy. From WUF10 we would particularly highlight 
the grassroot networks who we had wonderful connections with - especially the Women’s 
Assembly members, who Judy had connected so well with previously in Nairobi. They have a 
great attitude in advocacy, and believe, and shows that that urban ecology should have a central 
place in grassroots processes to influence the UN process.  They have impressive believes in:- 
 
• achieving measurable progress and responsive implementation in diverse ways 

 
• challenging cultural norms through collective acts as disruptions to patriarchal culture/accepted 

truths 
 
• Linkage to best practice in city regions. 
 
Highlighting and promoting responsibly sourced materials in circular built environments (MACE) 
will be increasingly important, This will ensure adopting circularity principles in building and the 
construction sector to support countries in achieving climate and environmental commitments 
through the promotion of responsibly sourced materials and the re-use of different waste streams.  
I talked and left details of our work with World lead Pekka Houvila (Finland), as, though the 
demolition cycle was highlighted, the carbon capture ideas and links to biodiversity  etc, have not 
been appreciated. 
 

https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/# 
 
Linkage to evolving  International Standard  (ISO) public space guidelines , and linking nature to 
people based solutions and cultural references, is important. Eg those proposed for new Eco-
Cities, with leads working with UN Habitat, largely French and Scandinavian. 
 
Linkage to World Urban Campaign and Urban Thinkers; opportunity for Forum members to 
highlight their work 
 
 https://www.worldurbancampaign.org  
 
We can help responding to Climate Action by expanding and exploring link to UN Habitat leads in 
green infrastructure and international ISO standards for developments and new eco-cities for 
example. 
 
Relevance of Forum documents/achievements 
 
There are links to our past efforts in developing Accessible Natural Greenspace Standards (John 
Box and Carolyn Harrision)  and the Discover Yourself Outside publication which could be 
revisited. The Routledge Handbook for Urban Ecology now in second edition, edited by Ian 
Douglas, is hugely significant, with contribitions from many  UK Urban Ecology Forummembers. 
We hope also  new document simplifying and exemplifying the role of the Forum will be presented 

https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/%23
https://www.worldurbancampaign.org/


to the Linnean Society in November along with this (all being well). This must ably reflect the 
dramatic place and world we are in right now, in terms of the changing  relationships  and 
relevance of urban ecology in a “post Coronavirus world” which  will  be the biggest game changer 
to global ecological and plural thinking of all kinds! We are in a different world already since we 
returned. Thoughts are in flux. 
 

A Snapshot of meetings. 
I had a very  brief meeting with Maimumah Mohd Sharif on 12 February at the evening  “Urban talk” Women 

of Arabia: Shaping cities through culture and Innovation: an Arab women’s perspective. I explained briefly 

the nature of our work,  and the importance of urban ecology. She was educated in Town Planning at Cardiff 
University and during that time visited Malayan friends in Liverpool. It is always interesting how personal 
stories entwine with the global in what we do. 
 
I collected over 30 business cards at WUF 10, some meetings by effort, many by accident – often 
the most interesting. Here is a selection of those from people who were interested in our work, 
many of who had very worthwhile projects of their own. The list below illustrates the diversity of 
conversations held, and a unique networking opportunity. It was an incredible occasion, but of the 
kind perhaps not to be repeated for sometime, which is highly significant to the growth of the UK 
Urban Ecology Forums own membership. 
 
 

Manka Baja   Coordinatot UN Habitat Land, housing and shelter 
Duncan Cave            Programme Manager Think City Institute 
Ugichi Daniels   UN Resident Coordinator 
Jean Grebert                      Les Ateliers.  Architect/Urbanist transport Engineer 
Kaveh Hajialiakbari  Urban Renewal Organisation Tehran 
Pekka Houvila (Finland)  Lead circular economy 
Ruth Holmes                       Design Principal London Legacy Development Corporation 
Christian Hubel  Project Lead Stadt Mannheim 
Harriet Lamb   Ashden: Sustainable Solutions Better Lives. 
Amir Hussain   Made in Bradford 
Natile Uribe.    Head of Masterplanning and Urbanism Gillespies UK. 
Ernesto Otto Ramirez.  Assistant Director General Unesco 
Marta Juarez Ruiz.   Ambassador Extraordinary. Republic of Costa Rica 
Chris Hernandez smith Faculty Architecture and Built Environment 
Dr Stanilav Shmelev Environment Europe 
Donovan Storey  Global Green Growth Institute- Global lead 
Pontus Westerberg   UN Habitat: Programme Officer Urban Planning and Design 

https://wuf.unhabitat.org/wuf10-programme/urban-talks/women-arabia-shaping-cities-through-culture-and-innovation-arab-womens
https://wuf.unhabitat.org/wuf10-programme/urban-talks/women-arabia-shaping-cities-through-culture-and-innovation-arab-womens


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


