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United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), representing over 240,000 towns, cities, 
regions, and metropolitan areas worldwide, and its Committee on Social Inclusion, 
Participatory Democracy and Human Rights (UCLG-CISDP), welcome the opportunity to 
contribute to the Special Rapporteur’s first thematic report on poverty in cities. 

The world is at a critical juncture. Multiple, mutually reinforcing crises — political, 
social, economic, and environmental — are converging to create compounded 
vulnerabilities and unprecedented governance challenges. Recent estimates 
indicate that between 1.1 and 1.2 billion people were living in multidimensional 
poverty in 2022–2023, including 566 million children. At the same time, more 
than 205 million people faced acute food insecurity1. These figures underscore that 
poverty remains one of the most pressing human rights challenges of our time.  

When it comes to defining it, poverty cannot be reduced to income deprivation 
alone. It is inherently multidimensional, reflected in unequal access to housing, 
healthcare, education, food, water and sanitation, energy, mobility, digital 
connectivity, culture, and participation in public life. It is also shaped by 
structural inequalities and discrimination, disproportionately affecting women and 
girls, children, older persons, migrants, persons with disabilities, and racialized 
communities, and a major social determinant of health. 

Cities are often where these inequalities are most visible. Yet they are also spaces where 
transformative action can be implemented most effectively — provided that local and 
regional governments are empowered to adopt rights-based, people-centred, and 
territorially grounded approaches.  

The Role of Local and Regional Governments in Combating Urban 
Poverty  

As the level of government closest to communities, local and regional 
governments are on the frontline of addressing the lived realities of poverty. 

1 Local and Regional Governments’ Report to the 2024 HLPF: The Role of Local and Regional 
Governments Regarding Poverty and Prosperity (Paper 1). UCLG, 2024. 
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They play a decisive role in shaping access to rights through policies related to housing, 
water and sanitation, transport, care, education, culture, public space, social protection, 
participation, and non-discrimination. Through these responsibilities, they directly 
influence whether people can live with dignity and enjoy equal opportunities.  

With 44% of its residents living below the poverty line in 2021, the city of Grigny 
(France) —  and co-president of our Committee — launched an ambitious place-based 
anti-poverty strategy in 2023, becoming the only French municipality to adopt a plan of 
this kind. The initiative brings together local stakeholders around a roadmap of 17 
concrete actions, including free school breakfasts for all children, support for students at 
risk of dropping out, measures to tackle menstrual poverty, strengthened social support 
services, and the creation of a cooperative network of social actors. To assess the 
effectiveness of these measures and adapt them to local needs, the city has also 
established a Poverty Observatory to monitor progress and inform public policy. 

Beyond service delivery, local and regional governments are also human rights 
duty-bearers, with obligations to respect, protect, and fulfil human rights in everyday 
life. Addressing urban poverty therefore requires going beyond welfare 
provision or targeted assistance. It calls for tackling the structural conditions 
that perpetuate exclusion, inequality, and intergenerational deprivation. 

From this perspective, poverty is both a cause and a consequence of human 
rights deprivations. Limited access to adequate housing, healthcare, education, 
mobility, social protection, or participation not only reflects existing poverty but also 
contributes to its persistence over time. 

Human Rights Cities: A Framework for Tackling Urban Poverty  

Our Committee advances the Human Rights Cities agenda as a practical framework for 
integrating human rights into local governance, addressing some of the root causes of 
poverty and exclusion. 

This work is supported through several complementary instruments: 

●​ The New Global Charter-Agenda for Human Rights in the City, to be 
adopted at the UCLG World Congress in Tangier in 2026, which provides a 
normative and action-oriented framework for translating human rights standards 
into local policies and governance practices; 

●​ The Global Campaign “10, 100, 1,000 Human Rights Cities and Territories 
by 2030”, launched in 2022 and currently bringing together more than 100 local 
and regional governments committed to implementing human rights locally; 

●​ The Guidance Framework for creating a Human Rights City, developed 
jointly with OHCHR in 2025, which provides technical guidance for 
implementation and monitoring. 

Building on the 2011 Charter-Agenda, the updated Charter responds to evolving 
urban challenges such as rising inequalities, democratic backsliding, social 
fragmentation, and environmental pressures. It is conceived both as a political 
commitment and as a practical tool to translate human rights standards into policies, 
services, budgets, and institutional practices. 

 



This approach is particularly relevant to addressing urban poverty. The realization of 
rights depends on whether local policies and services are available, accessible, 
acceptable, affordable, and of adequate quality for all—especially those most 
affected by poverty and discrimination.  

A human rights-based approach therefore requires moving beyond fragmented 
interventions and recognizing the interdependence of rights. For example, 
inadequate housing undermines health, education, and participation; limited mobility 
restricts access to employment and services; digital exclusion hinders access to 
information and social protection; and gaps in care systems reinforce gender inequality 
and economic exclusion.  

Addressing urban poverty thus requires integrated policies that combine 
prevention, protection, participation, and long-term structural change. This 
includes ensuring access to adequate housing, affordable and quality public services, 
local social protection, anti-discrimination measures, gender-responsive policies, and the 
meaningful participation of people living in poverty.  

Concrete examples illustrate these approaches. In Grigny (France), the local 
government has taken legal action against property owners renting substandard, 
overcrowded housing. In Johannesburg (South Africa), the Expanded Social Package 
programme enables marginalized households to access free basic services such as water, 
electricity, and sanitation.  

The Charter-Agenda reinforces this integrated vision by organizing local 
responsibilities across interconnected clusters of rights, highlighting that 
poverty cannot be addressed in isolation from access to services, social and 
economic rights, democratic participation, and territorial equality. It also 
emphasizes the need to address spatial inequalities through the equitable distribution of 
infrastructure, services, public investment, and opportunities. In Paris (France), the 
municipal administration has actively pursued the ville du quart d’heure (15-minute city) 
since 2020, promoting local access to work, education, health care and leisure by 
reallocating public space and expanding active mobility infrastructure.  

Other rights-based pathways: care, climate justice and 
participation 

A human rights-based approach to poverty must also recognize care as a 
central dimension of social justice. Access to quality care services, alongside the 
recognition, reduction, and redistribution of unpaid care work, is essential for enabling 
people to exercise their rights and break cycles of poverty. In Iztapalapa (Mexico City), 
the Utopías initiative provides inclusive public spaces offering cultural, educational, 
environmental, and recreational activities that strengthen social inclusion and community 
well-being.  

Climate change is another key driver of deepening inequality. Extreme weather 
events, rising energy costs, and environmental degradation disproportionately 
affect those already in vulnerable situations. In response, many local and regional 
governments are linking climate action with social inclusion. In Getafe (Spain), public 
buildings serve as anchor points for energy communities in lower-income 

 



neighbourhoods, reducing electricity costs through collective renewable energy 
generation. In Kisumu (Kenya), participatory vulnerability mapping in informal 
settlements has helped identify climate risks and at-risk populations.2 

Participation is equally essential. When people affected by poverty are involved 
in shaping policies and monitoring their implementation, public action becomes 
more effective, legitimate, and inclusive. Participatory democracy is therefore not 
optional but fundamental. In Barcelona (Spain), the Municipal Immigration Council 
enables migrants and their associations to contribute to policymaking. The Política 
d’empadronament actiu further illustrates this approach by proactively registering 
migrant populations, including those without regularized status, in the municipal 
registry3. 

Strengthening Multilevel Governance to Combat Urban Poverty  

Despite these efforts, the effectiveness of local action depends on an enabling 
environment shaped by multilevel governance. While local and regional 
governments are duty-bearers, their capacity to act is often constrained by 
limited mandates, insufficient financing, and inadequate institutional support. 

Local governments are frequently expected to address complex challenges — such as 
housing exclusion, care needs, migration, and climate impacts — without adequate tools. 
The Special Rapporteur’s report could therefore emphasize the importance of 
strengthening governance frameworks that enable effective local action. 

Key priorities include: 

●​ Adequate fiscal decentralization and predictable financing mechanisms. 
●​ Stronger mandates in areas such as housing, land use, and essential services. 
●​ Access to disaggregated data and capacity to generate local evidence on poverty. 
●​ Institutional support for participatory and co-governance mechanisms. 
●​ Improved coordination across levels of government. 

It is equally important to recognize people living in poverty as rights holders 
and active partners. Policies are more effective when co-designed with affected 
communities, particularly women, migrants, racialized groups, residents of informal 
settlements, older persons, persons with disabilities, and youth. 

Ultimately, addressing urban poverty requires advancing the right to the city in 
practice—ensuring equitable access to resources, fair distribution of public investment, 
democratic governance, and protection against displacement and exclusion. 

UCLG-CISDP therefore calls for stronger recognition of local and regional 
governments as human rights duty-bearers and as essential actors in 
combating urban poverty from the bottom up. Integrating human rights into 
urban governance is not only a matter of principle but a practical condition for 
ensuring that policies, services, and accountability mechanisms work together 
to reduce inequalities and guarantee dignity for all. 

3  Local and Regional Governments’ Report to the 2024 HLPF: The Role of Local and Regional 
Governments Regarding Poverty and Prosperity (Paper 1). UCLG, 2024. 

2 Local and Regional Governments’ Report to the 2024 HLPF: The Role of Local and Regional 
Governments Regarding Poverty and Prosperity (Paper 1). UCLG, 2024. 
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