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About Symbio City
Symbio City is a holistic and inclusive approach to sustainable ur-
ban development. The approach integrates spatial, environmental, 
socio-cultural and economic dimensions with urban systems and 
institutional perspectives in ways that are mutually supportive or 
synergistic. An important part of the method is that it invites and 
embraces the participation of urban citizens, the private sector, 
academia and civil society to share their experiences and perspec-
tives, and it promotes gender and pro-poor perspectives in urban 
development processes. 

Symbio City provides methods, processes and tools that support 
local governments and urban stakeholders looking at the whole 
system; from planning to development and management of urban 
areas. Symbio City works from visions and strategies, through in-
tegrated urban planning to urban improvements, integrated and 
inclusive solutions, impact assessments and strengthened manage-
ment of urban areas. 
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Background and introduction 
Symbio City provides a generic and cycli-
cal working process that can be used for 
various purposes. The working process 
can be adapted to local priorities and 
conditions as well as ongoing planning 
cycles. An integral part of the Symbio-
City process is the Urban Sustainability 
Review (USR). This guideline provides 
recommendations, instructions and tem-
plates for cities and experts that want to 
carry out an USR. 

There are several handbooks to guide the Symbio City 
process (most notably The Symbio City Approach – A 
Conceptual Framework for Sustainable Urban Devel-
opment and The Symbio City Process Guide – In search 
for Synergies for Sustainable Cities). However, there has 
been a need to clarify and defi ne what the USR is (and 
what it is not), how far it goes, what it includes and how it 
should be presented. 

The USR is closely connected to the overall iterative 
working process and should not be seen as a stand-alone. 
The process of conducting a USR, described in this 
guideline, will in most cases be carried out in parallel to 
other steps, and its outcomes integrated in the overall 
outcome of the Symbio City project.

The iterative working process is structured around a six-
step working procedure. The main steps are:

1. Defi ne and organise the work
2. Make a diagnosis of the current situation
3. Specify key issues and objectives
4. Develop alternative proposals
5. Analyse anticipated, potential impacts
6. Choose a strategy for implementation, monitoring and 

follow-up.

This guideline gives a more 
detailed introduction to Step 2 of 
the SymbioCity Process: Making a 
Diagnosis of the Current Situation. 

It provides instructions for cities and SymbioCity Fa-
cilitators supporting cities in carrying out an USR, and 
o� ers templates for the USR document itself.

The word ‘city’ is used throughout this guideline and is 
intended as a reference to urban areas, regardless of their 
legal or administrative status.
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STEP 1 AND 2
Defi ne and organise the 

work. Make a diagnosis of 
current situation.

STEP 3 AND 4
Specify key issues and 

objectives. Develop 
proposals.

STEP 5 AND 6
Analyse anticipated, 

potential impacts. Choose a 
strategy for implementation, 

monitoring and follow-up

TIME

The method is iterative and refl ects back and forth during the whole 
process to be able to adjust interactive solutions. 

SymbioCity promotes a holistic 
and inclusive approach to 

sustainable urban development, 
which includes environmental, 
socio-cultural, economic and 

spatial dimensions.
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Participants of the International Training Programme 
carrying out a Grid Analysis to identify the ”Wants, 

Don’t Wants, Haves and Don’t Haves” of their city
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SWOT exercise for analysing the current 
situation in Dawei City, Myanmar
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What is a USR (and what is it not)?
A USR is both a process, a tool and a 
product. The USR focuses on opportuni-
ties and not only challenges, as a way of 
allowing for an asset driven development 
and to avoid only focusing on problems, 
challenges and weaknesses. The identi-
fi cation and analysis of key opportuni-
ties and assets highlights in what way(s) 
each asset/opportunity might be used to 
address the sustainable development of 
the city, and what is needed to release 
its potential. It is also good to refl ect 
on the reason why has this not already 
been done.

A special feature of the USR process is the emphasis on 
identifying critical links between di� erent sectors and 
systems, and between di� erent challenges or opportu-
nities. Analysing the real causes of a problem, its sourc-
es and its consequences will result in a more nuanced 
understanding of the challenge which will ensure that 
the subsequent steps of the Symbio City Process address-
es the real and underlying factors behind the problem, 
which are often cross-sectoral. Rather than treating 
single sector problems, an integrated perspective could 
identify potential synergies between several sectors. One 
of the USR objectives is to highlight and analyse such 
cross-dependencies, and the potential of better coordi-
nation and cooperation between di� erent sectors and 
authorities for increasing quality and e�  ciency.

The USR is the initial phase of the Symbio City Process 
and should not be regarded as a forward-looking exer-
cise. It does not present a vision for the city or move into 
strategic planning or project development. Hence, the 
USR report should not be understood as a strategic plan, 
or a visionary document for the city. It tells us where we 
are, and what issues we need to pay attention to in the 
further development work, but it does not tell us where 
we want to go. The USR is however an integrated part of 
the overall Symbio City Process in a city, where visions, 
strategies and urban development action are logical next 
steps after the situation analysis. The USR is one piece in 
a larger puzzle. 

THE USR PROCESS
The USR is a process for jointly exploring 
the city from a holistic perspective - an 
inclusive way of selecting and describing 
key urban sustainability issues which the 
city needs to address, and key assets and 
opportunities, which should be leveraged 
in development projects and actions. 
It provides a platform for open and 
transparent discussions and consultations 
on matters of local attention, as well as 
relations to global agendas such as Agenda 
2030 and the New Urban Agenda. Such 
meetings and discussions are important 
components in the search for a desirable 
(or at least acceptable) development path 
for the involved parties.

THE USR TOOL
The USR is an analytical mapping and 
diagnosis tool, providing relevant and 
necessary information about the current 
local situation and key trends. 

THE USR PRODUCT
The USR product is a report presenting 
the fi ndings and conclusions of the USR 
process, made available in both popular 
and technical versions.
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Why do a USR and how is it used?
The fundamental reason for doing an USR is that we 
need to know where we are before we decide where to go, 
and explore how to get there. We need to get a compre-
hensive view of the current situation, establish a joint 
knowledge base and identify the key urban sustainability 
issues to support decisions on future directions, vision 
and actions for our city. Assets, opportunities and chal-
lenges need to be mapped and analysed before we move 
ahead to decide on strategies and projects for action. We 
also need deeper knowledge on why things are as they 
are, the essential reasons behind the current state of the 
city. The USR also sheds light on key trends, and forms 
the basis for analysis, discussion and making strategic 
choices on prioritised directions and measures.

Further to this planning and decision-making rationality, 
there are also social and democratic reasons to do a USR. 
The USR process provides opportunities for communi-
cation with stakeholders, both at local level (e.g. local 
business community, civil society organizations etc.) and 
at national level (e.g. national government ministries and 
agencies) and regional level. This communication is likely 
to facilitate interaction and contribute to better under-
standing between the di� erent stakeholders. 

The production of a USR also involves several compo-
nents of collaborative work within the local adminis-
tration, which in the short term contributes to better 
knowledge of each other’s domains and mandates, and 
if maintained in the longer term has the potential to in-
crease e�  ciency and quality in local urban development 
processes. The USR becomes a vehicle for breaking down 
silos and opening the lines of communication between 
sectoral departments within the city, through a mul-
ti-sector process. 

Furthermore, and importantly, the USR process invites 
citizens and communities, with special emphasis on 
vulnerable groups, such as women, youth and the urban 
poor, to a participatory process which is transparent and 
inclusive. The USR process puts a lot of information, 
knowledge and views for open examination and debate, 
and the process itself facilitates a broader engagement in 
the issues at stake for a sustainable urban development in 
the city. 

The USR can have several di� erent applications in the 
urban development process:
• By providing a knowledge base the USR serves 

as a background for an upcoming strategic plan-
ning process.

• By highlighting local key urban sustainability issues 

the USR gives direction to priority setting and decide 
where to focus subsequent planning and action. 

• By involving and engaging stakeholders and commu-
nities who are not typically invited to the processes of 
urban planning, development and regeneration, the 
USR paves the ground for an open and transparent 
working culture in the city.

• By describing the ‘current situation’ in both quanti-
tative and qualitative terms, the USR can serve as a 
point of reference in the later follow-up of outcomes 
and impacts of projects.

• By highlighting critical links between issues and 
sectors the USR allows for more holistic approaches 
to urban development and paves the ground for better 
cooperation between the actors involved.

• Beyond the strategic planning and focusing, the USR 
can also guide the prioritisation of actions and budget 
allocations by showing facts on the ground and voic-
ing local priorities. 

In relation to the overall Symbio City Process, the USR 
will often be a fi rst step from which visions are agreed, 
strategic directions are decided, and action plans are 
developed. 

The results from the USR should be available to the 
public, in an accessible form. The fi ndings should be 
presented to the responsible elected politicians and 
high-level o�  cials, but equally important is to actively 
communicate the fi ndings and conclusions with stake-
holders and communities. Thus, the USR fi ndings should 
be regarded as a public document, which can be used by 
all stakeholders and communities engaged in the future 
of our city, including professionals in administration and 
urban development industries, infrastructure provid-
ers, civil society groups, donors, investors, etc. The USR 
results can be used as a reference document, especially in 
contexts where existing urban data is lacking, but also for 
learning and capacity building purposes. 

The USR should also be considered a living document, 
one that is continuously updated and refi ned. For this 
to happen, both the process and the product must be 
institutionalized, with clear ownership and mandate at 
the relevant level. The Symbio City project can serve as 
a starting point for establishing an integrated working 
group with that task. Making the USR results publicly 
available in electronic format can be an e� ective way 
of ensuring results are relevant and up-to-date though 
co-creation. 
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In the city of Apartadó 
in Colombia, the urban 
sustainability review 

included consultations with 
the citizens who were invited 

to indicate the three areas 
that most urgently needed 

to be addressed
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A number of stakeholder meetings took place in Kiminini, 
Tranz Nzoia county in Kenya during the USR process.
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How is the USR done?
As pointed out previously, the USR is 
both a work process, an output in terms 
of fi ndings and conclusions, and a tangi-
ble product.  

The USR process is built around the fol-
lowing types of work components:

Participation with stakeholders, communities and citi-
zens is also done continuously throughout the process. 

The USR output consists of the following types of infor-
mation and messages:

• Information about the USR process: background, 
objectives, project governance and management, 
methodology and activities carried out as part of the 
process, deliverables, etc.

• Information about the current state of the city. While 
a lot of raw data and information is collected from 
sectoral sources, the presented information is clus-
tered and structured around dimensions of the city 
and sustainability. It provides information on urban 
systems and functions, such as water, energy, build-
ings and architecture, mobility, etc. 

• Analysis and discussions of challenges, opportuni-
ties, assets, trends, cross-dependencies, connections 
between causes, etc. 

• Conclusions and messages to strategic decision-mak-
ing, planning and operations in the form of identifi ed 
Key Urban Sustainability Issues, and Key Assets and 
Opportunities.

The USR output could be presented as a project docu-
ment, or several, and communicated to local stakeholders 
through appropriate channels.

Dissemination of results, feedback to 
stakeholders, communication

Conclusion: 
Key urban sustainability issues

Analysis and discussion: Challenges and 
opportunities, trends, causes of problem, 

critical links between different sectors and 
systems

Information, data and knowledge gathering 
and processing through surveys, interviews, 

workshops, maps etc. 

The working group in Meru county in Kenya deliberate on solutions for 
Ontulili town. 



12 | GUIDELINE FOR URBAN SUS TAINABIL IT Y RE VIE WS SYMBIOCIT Y 

Methodological considerations
The scope and level of detail will naturally vary from one 
USR to the other, depending on the resources available, 
local conditions, feasibility of di� erent types of processes 
and the objectives of the specifi c USR. The general meth-
odology always needs to be adapted to the local context 
and the point of departure for the Symbio City process in 
the specifi c city.

Constraints on time, fi nancial and other resources allo-
cated to the USR process will set limitations to the level 
of ambition for the review. One of the important initial 
steps in the process is to discuss and set priorities, what 
work components are essential, and what components 
can be set aside if we don’t have su�  cient time or human 
resources? How to balance the time allocated to the USR 
in relation to time allocated to other steps in the Symbio-
City process? How to balance the USR resources between 
data collection, other types of activities for information 
gathering, consultation, analysis, etc? We should avoid 
drowning in data collection and processing, and focus 
on the most relevant data. Participation from stakehold-
ers and communities can also be very time-consuming; 
how should this component be implemented in the most 
e�  cient and e� ective way? On the other hand, the con-
sultations could give crucial input to the analysis, and to 
the prioritisation of issues to look deeper into. One out-
come of the USR process can also be an expressed need 
of more data collection/mapping within one or several 
urban fi elds.

O� ering a holistic method for analysis, the USR could 
potentially cover a very large number of topics, which 
could be analysed from a large number of perspectives. 
Navigating this process to identify the key pertinent 
issues to be discussed is critical to avoid being over-
whelmed by the complexity of the task. Community 
participation and stakeholder consultations are a way of 
identifying which issues are important in the local con-
text. Rather than trying to cover everything, an inclusive 
process will help identify the key urban sustainability 
issues to discuss in detail. It is the role of the Symbio-
City Facilitator and support team to guide this process 
to make sure that all potential areas of importance 
are raised.

One of the critical methodological issues is the data 
acquisition. What data is available and at what level 
of detail? How reliable is the data? What to do when 
data does not exist and/or is not accessible? Some data 
might not be in the public domain (e.g. owned by private 

companies) and some data might be outdated. There are 
probably also very di� erent levels of detail in the data 
available, so an important part of the process is to map 
what data 

1. is available, 
2. what data exists but is di�  cult to access, and 
3. what data does not exist even if it would be desirable. 

Following the availability questions, it is important at 
the beginning of the process to decide what type of data 
would be desirable to use in the USR process, and what 
should be presented in the USR report. Are there neces-
sary and/or desired limitations? The USR report should 
be transparent about what data is presented and why. 

In Kiminini, Trans Nzoia County, 
Kenya – the urban sustainability 
review was a consultative way of 
identifying how an urban area can 
develop in a sustainable direction.
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Participants in a study visit to Nairobi 
with focus on waste and water discuss 

its relevance for the Kiminini USR.
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How is the USR presented?
How the USR is presented depends largely on the objectives 
behind doing it. In most cases, the USR is part and parcel of a 
larger process including visioning, strategic development and 
development of action plans. In these cases, the USR fi ndings 
are most likely presented as part of a larger report. In other 
cases, the USR may be presented as a stand-alone report, 
giving an image of the current state of the city and the key 
challenges and opportunities. The important thing is that the 
results of the USR are disseminated, and that this is done in a 
way that is accessible to all. In addition to a report, the results 
can be disseminated using other types of media and communi-
cation means as well. 

It is recommended that the USR results should be published 
in two versions; a technical version and a popular version. In 
the examples below, the USR is presented as a separate report. 
When this is not the case, the structure and content of the re-
port may look di� erent. 

An interactive exhibition at the ward administrators offi ce in Kiminini, Trans Nzoia county in Kenya.
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REVISIÓN DE 
SOSTENIBILIDAD 
URBANA DE PITALITO

KIMININI
A Green Vibrant Town 
with Opportunities for All

The SymbioCity approach has been used to develop the Urban 
Sustainability Review (USR), working closely with residents in Kiminini 

to ensure that their values, challenges and needs are reflected in 
the description of the town and in the formulation of the priorities 
for further action. The key conclusions of the USR process are 

summarised in this booklet.

www.symbiocitykenya.org
www.transnzoia.go.ke

www.cog.go.ke

Pilot Coordinator
Dennis Waswa

waswa196@gmail.com

Kiminini is growing
How do we want it to look 

in the future?

REVISIÓN DE REVISIÓN DE REVISIÓN DE REVISIÓN DE 

Popular version of the USR in Kiminini, Trans Nzoia County, Kenya

Technical version of the USR in Pitalito, Colombia. 
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The technical version is the formal USR 
Report, targeting professionals and de-
cision-makers. It includes detailed infor-
mation on the background and objective 
of the USR, the USR process, the current 
situation, and the conclusions in terms 
of the selected Key Urban Sustainability 
Issues. Data sets, maps, survey responses, 
etc can be annexed to the report. The 
USR technical version is typically pub-
lished in pdf format, and made available 
as printed hard copy on demand.

The technical version starts with an Executive Summary, 
which describes the objectives of the USR and presents 
the  main conclusions. 

Following the summary, the report is structured 
around three main chapters:

Introduction and Background: 
This chapter gives an introduction to the USR project 
and its context, the purpose of applying the Symbio-
City approach in the city and the objective of the USR. 
It describes the objective and target groups of the USR 
report. It also gives an overview of how the USR process 
is organised and managed, and its methodology. A specif-
ic section reports on how stakeholders and communities 
have been involved in the project

Our City Today – A situation analysis: 
Following a brief introduction to the city, this chapter 
describes the city from di� erent perspectives
• Spatial dimensions
• Urban governance: Institutional factors
• The Human City: Socio-cultural dimensions
• The Green City: Environmental dimensions
• The Urban Economy: Economic dimensions

For each perspective, the report highlights key assets, 
opportunities and challenges of the current situation, 
and key trends. 

The situation analysis describes the key features of urban 
systems and functions. Challenges and opportunities are 
described in terms of environmental, social-cultural and 

USR Report Technical Version
economic sustainability, equity and governance. Systems 
and functions described include e.g:
• Urban Structure and Land Use
• Urban Form and Architecture
• Public Space
• Housing
• Water
• Waste
• Energy
• Mobility
• Information and Communications Technology
• 

Conclusion: Key Urban Sustainability Issues: 
This chapter analyses the urban challenges and opportu-
nities from a number of perspectives:
• Describe the challenge/opportunity more in detail. 
• What are the real causes of this problem?
• What are the sources and consequences of 

this problem?
• What are the links between the challenge and other 

issues and sectors? E.g. does this challenge cause 
problems in other sectors, or is it caused by problems 
in other sectors?

• What opportunities and assets have been identifi ed? 
In what ways, and in what di� erent sectors, might 
these opportunities and assets be used to address the 
sustainable development of the city?

• What is needed to realize the potential of this oppor-
tunity, and why has this not already been done?

The analysis will result in a more nuanced understanding 
of the challenges and opportunities, and how these are 
integrated and aggregated into key urban sustainability 
issues. The analysis of sources and consequences will 
ensure that the subsequent steps of the Symbio City Ap-
proach addresses the real and underlying factors behind 
the problem and leverages the available assets. 

Next steps: 
This optional section outlines how the conclusions from 
the USR will be taken further in planning, policy and 
development.

Appendices: 
Basic information such as technical data collected, sur-
vey responses, maps, consultation outcomes etc. can be 
put in appendices. 
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Multi-park by River Nyando

A clean, healthy, resilient, convergent 
and people-centered city of prosperity 

Ahero, Kisumu County

Popular version of the USR in Ahero, Kisumu County, Kenya

It is important for the outreach and inclusiveness of the USR 
process to produce a popular summary of the USR Report, 
targeting local stakeholders, civil society groups, individual 
citizens and others by providing a summarized non-technical 
version of the USR conclusions. The popular version is pub-
lished in an easy-access format, both as pdf and as printed 
hard copies for broad dissemination. It could also be published 
using other media such as radio, social media, billboards or 
fl yers. The popular version is focusing on the Key Urban Sus-
tainability Issues, also giving some highlights on the current 
situation and important trends in terms of the city’s assets, 
opportunities and challenges. The popular version should also 
describe briefl y the background and how the process has been 
conducted. 

USR Report Popular Version

The popular version of the USR Report also 
starts with an executive summary, followed 
by four main sections:

• What is an Urban Sustainabil-
ity Review?

• This is [our city] today
• Our Sustainability Challenges
• The opportunities in [our city]
• What happens now?

For details on the contents and structure of 
the USR written documents, please see the 
annotated templates below in part 2 of this 
guidelines. 
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Executive Summary
The Executive Summary describes the objectives of 
the urban sustainability review and presents its key 
conclusions.

Introduction and Background
Introduction to the project background and context. 
Describe the aim and target group of the report. 

Purpose and objective for conducting 
the Urban Sustainability Review
What is the purpose of applying Symbio City in your city, 
and what is the objective of the Urban Sustainability 
Review?   

THE USER COULD FOR EXAMPLE 
BE USED TO:
• Provide a knowledge base to serve as 

a background for an upcoming strategic 
planning process

• Identifying sustainability challenges 
and opportunities to help guide project 
prioritization

• Guide priority setting to decide where to 
focus the Symbio City ’project’

• Support a consultative process which is 
transparent and inclusive 

Project organisation/management structure
Describe the project organisation and management 
structure, including composition of Steering Commit-
tee, Working Group and Stakeholder Group. Roles and 
responsibilities. 

Stakeholder Mapping
Which stakeholder infl uence or are infl uenced by urban 
development in your city? 

Examples of stakeholders could include: 
• the local business community 
• land owners
• the informal sector 
• property developers 
• community based organizations and NGOs 
• academia 
• transport operators etc. 

Citizens and communities are discussed separately in the 
next section. 

Community Participation
Describe the consultative process, and how the com-
munity has been involved. To what degree have men, 
women, boys and girls and vulnerable groups such as the 
urban poor, been involved? 

Process and Methodology
Describe the process in developing the USR and the 
methodologies used.  

Template for Technical Version of the USR

Stakeholder Type of stakeholder (public, 
private, academic, NGO/CBO etc.)

Motivation (interest and possible 
contribution) Brief description of stakeholder

A STAKEHOLDER MAPPING COULD INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING: 

PART TWO  TEMPLATES
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The Human City: Socio-cultural dimensions
Describe the city from the perspective of the people who 
live there. What characterizes the population? How do 
people experience the city in terms of health, safety, com-
fort and quality of life? What is the situation for vulnera-
ble groups and the urban poor? What is the situation for 
women and youth? What are key socio-cultural factors 
that infl uence urban development?

Current situation:
Key Assets and Opportunities:
Key Challenges:
Key Trends:

Topics could include: 
• Population size 

and growth
• Poverty 
• Education levels 
• Culture and Traditions
• Gender Equality 
• Health
• Urban Safety 

• Life Quality 
• Justice 
• Rights 
• Social Inclusion 
• Migration 
• Immigration
• Urban-Rural Linkages  

The Green City: Environmental dimensions
Describe the current situation in terms of environmental 
sustainability and highlight key environmental assets 
and challenges.  

Current situation:
Key Assets and Opportunities:
Key Challenges:
Key Trends:

Topics could include: 
• Water Resources
• Air 
• Soil
• Urban Greenery 

and Forests 
• Mountains 

• Natural Hazards 
and Risks 

• Emissions 
• Contamination 

and Pollution
• Climate Change

[Our City] Today
Brief introduction to the city
Give a brief introduction to the city, its identity and histo-
ry, its inhabitants, and key characteristics.  

Spatial dimensions
Describe the city from a spatial perspective: Its location 
in the country/region, and its spatial layout and growth 
patterns. Illustrate with maps. 

Current situation:
Key Assets and Opportunities:
Key Challenges:
Key Trends:

Topics could include: 
• City Topography 
• Density
• Size 
• Confi guration 
• Land Use Patterns 
• Land Tenure 

• Growth Patterns 
• Boundaries and 

Barriers  
• Nodes 
• Regional Connections 
• Urban-Rural Linkages 

Urban governance: Institutional factors
Describe key institutional factors that a� ect how the city 
is managed and run, key guiding policies and plans and 
key challenges and opportunities to a well-managed city. 
Consider gaps and needs in terms of institutional, organ-
izational and human capacity. 

Current situation:
Key Assets and Opportunities:
Key Challenges:
Key Trends:

Topics could include:
• Existing Visions and 

Strategies 
• Policies and Plans 
• Politics
• Urban Governance 
• Roles and Mandates 

between di� erent parts 
of government 

• Political Economy 
• Urban Management 
• Urban Planning 
• Legislation 

and By-Laws 
• Transparency
• Accountability and 

Public Participation 
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The Urban Economy: Economic dimensions
Consider the urban economy from three perspectives:
1. The city as an economic system: Key economic 

sectors, production, competitiveness, local economic 
development. 

2. The local government: The municipal budget, budget 
allocations, revenue and tari� s, key investments.

3. The citizens: Employment, a� ordability, informality, 
livelihood and consumption.

Describe current situation:
Key Assets and Opportunities:
Key Challenges:
Key Trends:

Topics could include: 
• Key aspects/drivers of 

the urban economy 
• Local Economic 

Development
• Consumption and 

Production 
• Economic Growth 
• Employment 

• Informality 
• Livelihood 
• Tourism 
• Local Government 

Budget and 
Expenditures 

• Sources of Revenue

Urban Systems and Functions
Describe the key features of urban systems and functions 
in the current situation and trends. For each urban sys-
tem, describe challenges and opportunities in terms of:

• Environmental sustainability
• Economic sustainability: both for users and ser-

vice providers
• Equity: inclusive access from perspective of geogra-

phy, a� ordability, gender, social group, age etc.
• Governance: how is the service managed?

Urban Structure and Land Use
Topics could include: Housing and Residential Develop-
ment, Informal Settlements, Commercial Services, In-
dustrial areas, Educational and Health Facilities, Sports 
Facilities and Cultural Facilities.

Urban Form and Architecture
Topics could include: Urban Form, Urban Design, Archi-
tectural Development, Green Area Ratio, Landmarks, 
Heritage and Street Lightning

Public Space
Topics could include: Availability and Quality of Public 
Space, Safety, Placemaking, Recreational Opportuni-
ties, Parks, Public Facilities, Urban Greening and Urban 
Agriculture.

Housing
Topics could include: Types of Housing, Availabil-
ity and Quality of Housing, Informal Settlements, 
Housing Market

Water
Topics could include: Water supply and distribution, Wa-
ter Use, Rainwater Harvesting, Sanitation and Sewerage, 
Wastewater treatment, Flood Protection and Drainage.

Waste
Topics could include: Waste Generation, Separation, Re-
cycling, Collection, Disposal, Hazardous Waste.

Energy
Topics could include: Energy Production, Distribu-
tion and Access, Energy Use (and types), Emissions 
and Health

Mobility
Topics could include: Mobility Patterns and needs, 
Non-Motorized Transport, Public Transport, Infor-
mal Transport, Motorized Private Transport, Parking, 
Freight, Regional Transport

Information and Communications Technology
Topics could include: Internet Access, Mobile Use, 
Online Services.



GUIDELINE FOR URBAN SUS TAINABIL IT Y RE VIE WS | 21SYMBIOCIT Y SYMBIOCIT Y SYMBIOCIT Y SYMBIOCIT Y SYMBIOCIT Y SYMBIOCIT Y SYMBIOCIT Y SYMBIOCIT Y SYMBIOCIT Y 

Conclusion: Key Urban 
Sustainability Issues
This section concludes the result of the analysis and 
describes the key urban sustainability issues in the city 
(challenges and opportunities):

For the city to develop in a sustainable way, it needs to 
address the following key issues:
A. 
B. 
C. 

Each issue is described in the following way:
1. What is the issue?
2. Why is it an issue?
3. How does it/could it a� ect sustainability in the 

urban area?

The following key assets/opportunities should be lever-
aged in developing the city:
A. 
B. 

Next steps
This optional section outlines how the conclusions from 
the USR will be taken further in planning, policy and 
development. What are the next steps in the process?

If the USR is presented as an integrated part of a larger 
Symbio City project, the document will likely contin-
ue with a Vision, Strategy and Development Program 
or similar. 

Appendices
This could include for example:
• Maps 
• Technical data collected 
• Survey responses
• Outcomes from consultations
• Composition of Steering Committee, 

Working Group and Stakeholder Groups
• Details on the methodology for the USR
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What is an Urban Sustainability 
Review?
Describe what an Urban Sustainability Review is, why it 
has been conducted, the process behind it, and how the 
results will be put to use.  

Outline the consultative process. 

This is [our city] today
Introduction
Give a brief introduction to the city, its identify and histo-
ry, its inhabitants, and key characteristics.

Important trends
What trends can we see that infl uence the development 
of the city for the future? These can be both positive 
and negative.

What do people say?
Outline key issues highlighted by communities and other 
stakeholders during the USR process. 

Our Sustainability Challenges
Describe key urban sustainability challenges that have 
emerged from the process. E.g.
• The rapid growth of the city on surrounding lands
• An alarming water shortage
• Insecurity and poverty
Each topic is elaborated through a brief text describing 
what this means, and how it a� ects the city. The chal-
lenges can be illustrated with photos and quotes from 
consultations. 

The Opportunities in the City
Describe key Opportunities for sustainable urban devel-
opment that have emerged from the process. E.g.
• A vibrant local economy
• Its historic city centre.
• The river as a cultural and environmental asset. 
Each topic is elaborated through a brief text describing 
what this means, and how it could support the city. The 
opportunities can be illustrated with photos and quotes 
from consultations. 

What happens now?
This optional section outlines how the conclusions from 
the USR will be taken further in planning, policy and 
development. What are the next steps in the process?

If the USR is presented as an integrated part of a larger 
Symbio City project, the document will likely contin-
ue with a Vision, Strategy and Development Program 
or similar. 

Template for Popular Version of the USR

Prioritization exercise for the development of key issues for the city of 
Dawei, Myanmar
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A participative public event in Apartadó, Colombia, with the aim of 
learning more about local security conditions. 
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SYMBIO CITY is based on Swedish municipalities’
approach to urban development and experiences
from implementing this in tranisition- and
developing countries. Since 2010, with funding 
from the Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency (Sida), the Swedish Association 
of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR) and 
SKL International have used Symbio City as an 
approach and a method to promote sustainable 
urban development and contribute to the alleviation 
of urban poverty around the globe. 

SKL International is a fully-owned subsidiary of 
SALAR and implements international projects on 
their behalf. SKL International houses the
Symbio City Secretariat with access to a variety
of methodologies and tools to be practically used
by cities in the fi eld.

SALAR is a large member organisation with a
long history of supporting Swedish municipalities,
county councils and regions to provide better
and more effi cient service delivery to its citizens.
Swedish municipalities have earned international
recognition in the fi eld of sustainable urban
development not least for their best practice
solutions and holistic approach.

ABOUT US

To learn more about Symbio City phone + 46 (0)8 452 70 00 or e-mail info@sklinternational.se 

Symbio City is a holistic and inclusive approach to urban 
development. An integral part of the Symbio City process 
is the Urban Sustainability Review. This guideline provides 
instructions and templates for cities and experts that want 
to carry out an Urban Sustainability Review. 




