From Vancouver 1976 to Vancouver 2006: Summary on concepts and action 
A debate prepared for the Global Urban Forum in Vancouver 2006
Orientation Note
It is not easy to measure the impact of meetings organised by the United Nations for discussing the problems of a given domain, especially in such limited time frames that durable results and genuine obstacles can not be fully considered. However, over a thirty year time span, there is evidence of mounting interest in having a critical report on the path thus far travelled and the impact of reflection and action.

If the city of the south continues on asserting itself as an organism who’s vivacity and reformations are often hidden from or unclear to those who may intervene; governments, institutions, NGO’s, associations, and various networks will despite their best efforts fail to overcome a city’s future and likewise to address the urgencies that have continually assailed it for the past thirty years.
How has the African city evolved in its configuration, its facilities, its constraints, its resources, and its challenges? What is the impact of initiated action on its development and management? What have been known successes and set backs? How have the concepts that guided action fundamentally changed? What has happened to the catastrophic projections and predictions made in the 1970’s to justify general intervention and mobilisation against urban problems? How have the experience’s and lessons learned been documented by countries? Have these lessons been shared? With whom? What new perspectives in theory and politics must one arrive at to affect ample and long-lasting changes?

Has inattentiveness in countries of the south, particularly in Africa, to the relation between national economic development and urban expansion (which has been a characteristic of the urbanization process in the West) constituted as a hindrance to the development of the African city? Or rather, is the south forming its own alternative urban model, separate from the Western example? The city, at one time parasitic ( Lipton's theory “Préjugé favorables aux villes,” 1977 ), is today recognized as a driving force in the national economy. However, the relationship between the country and the city is of concern. The timing of this analysis offers the opportunity to examine the city-countryside relationship and the discussions that have structured views on it.
The above questions are to be addressed by this initiative which encourages active participation and various phases of debate and whose culmination lies in the event to be held in Vancouver June 2006. The UN-HABITAT Regional office of Africa and Arab countries, ENDA THIRD WORLD, and ANUMI have initiated the forum, however a call is out to any thinkers/personalities (political or otherwise) to take part.

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) is the United Nations agency charged with human settlement whose mandate by the United Nations General Assembly is to promote enduring social and environmental initiatives in cities with the objective of adequate housing for all.

ENDA THIRD WORLD is an international NGO who was created in 1972 at the time when mobilisation was gaining momentum and who has for close to 35 years been devoted to urban issues and how they relate to the basic communities.

The African Network of Urban Management Institutions (ANUMI) is a network of five African organisations who have at least 10 years of experience in urban participative management, the promotion of urban environmental management and more specifically, the reduction of poverty. These institutions are specialized in research and implementation, assisted guidance and the promotion of tools and techniques for urban management.
Problems
Africa as a region is experiencing the highest rate of urban growth since the 1970’s, a tendency which is not expected to change. The rate of urbanization is continually rising and currently stands at 40%. On the continent, the city remains the center of concentration for the most important dynamisms and also those who pose the most urgent challenges. It is a driving force of significant social, economic and political change, at the same time being the hub at which cosmopolitan culture is constructed and public spaces are opened.
The 1970’s have been marked by international organisations taking up a cause regarding new questions on urbanity and applying it into their support programs in the countries of the South. This was prominently the case with the World Bank who in 1972 created their first sectoral study on urbanisation (Cavalier, 2000). This gave rise to the first generation of urban projects who proposed to eradicate slums through restructuring processes. The 1976 Vancouver forum marked the official mobilisation of the international community concerning urban problems. Beyond hardliner's disappointed arguments about the meeting (an absence of a declaration of principles, lack of conclusive financial commitments, the weight of the Arab-Israeli conflict on the conference, etc.) the conference did allow for the questioning of problems of human settlement. The discussion and analysis have to a certain extent been integrated into politics and development programs within countries as well as multilateral arenas. Decision makers and other technical persons in charge were sensitive of the necessity to act and so solutions (both proven and experimental) were shared. Vancouver 1976 had a noticeable influence on the perception and understanding of the city: the creation of the United Nations Human Settlements Programme, since known as UN-HABITAT, being one of the outcomes in the following years. This organisation worked to act in favour of cities that are socially and economically sound.
In 1996, the Istanbul conference (HABITAT II) was consistent with the twentieth anniversary of HABITAT I in the spirit that cities as points of concentration were experiencing a rise in problems socially, economically, and politically. Almost half of the world population lives in urban centers. In the South, cities with populations in the millions were rapidly spreading. The HABITAT II conference adopted the program for habitat based on two main themes: 1) adequate housing for all and 2) durable human settlements.
This period corresponds greatly with the emergence and maturing of civil corporations (namely associations and NGO’s) and of local governments who were to a certain measure, well suited for discourse held in Vancouver. Concerning NGO’s, a network had already been created in Canada called “International Habitat Council” characterized by energetic participation of northern organisations joined by many southern NGO’s in the international year of the homeless (1987). The declaration of Limuru marked a new era of community consciousness in the production and management of human settlement. Istanbul had been a place of acknowledgement that social usefulness and mobilisation had been demonstrated. The Forum of Civil Society organised after HABITAT II in Istanbul had been noticeably involved in regional networking, specifically with that of the African Caucus, thus recognizing government actors as partners. A session of hearings was organised, beginning the era of dialogue. What was the impact of the arrival of civil corporations and local governments at the side of governments regarding the issue of urban problems? What place does hold for those intervening actors?
HABITAT II also underlined the essential role of local authorities in formulating and implementing the politics of managing urban development. Thus came about a powerful movement of decentralisation in the 1990’s at the demand of donating countries and in response to an urban crisis which affected North and South alike. It is yet unknown what model of local governments should be used. Between French “communes” and anglo-saxon local government, Africa seems to remain a prisoner of its colonial past which will perpetuate the duality of the colonial city. Are the emerging conditions of local bodies in harmony with traditional vestiges detectable? Do they allow for the possibility of the production of an African city to reference without reflecting Paris or London? Do decentralisation and good local governance, becoming a leitmotiv, find justification in claims as being a necessary condition for durable urban development in the ecological, economical and social sense of the term?
The durable development paradigm introduced at the Rio summit also found a local and urban perspective with the conclusion of HABITAT II. It shed light on various strategies of participative planning for durable development indorsed by UN-HABITAT, UNDP, and the World Bank. Globally, it is fitting to question the relationship between these new concepts of strategic participative planning and the traditional guiding initiatives that still frame central powers despite the arrival of local governments on the scene. Are these approaches complementary to one another or mutually exclusive?

This historic evaluation should also review urban informality which had coincidentally occupied the field of research in the early 1970’s at the time of the intrusion of the city into the domain of international cooperation and the research on development. The importance of the informal on urban employment, accessibility of goods and services to poor populations introduces new concerns regarding the relevance of formulated urban politics. It also proves reasonable to look at the evolution of ideas and action regarding the city in comparison with that of urban informality and to question the appropriateness of its approaches and tools.
Since 2002 UN-HABITAT has become a full-fledged United Nations entity and has coordinated worldwide urban forums conducive to much thought on the situation of the city. The Global Urban Forum which meets every two years is an event oriented to elaborate on new politics through a combined effort base. It offers the opportunity for thousands of participants from all the continents to hold exchanges on problems, solutions and relative perspectives on urban settlement. The first Global Urban Forum was held in Nairobi 2002, the second in Barcelona 2004, and the third one is to take place in Vancouver 2006 coinciding with the 30th anniversary of the ground-breaking Vancouver 1976 forum. Between Vancouver 1976 and Vancouver 2006, the various actions taken by actors have not changed in a decisive manner the function and mechanism of inventing the African city. We even observe the re-emergence of solutions to manage urban development in Africa. The perfect illustration of such is the question on dealing with slums. In effect, the rehabilitation and prevention of shantytowns was a priority in development aid and international cooperation. Thirty years later, strong interest has been renewed as seen by major international actors such as the World Bank and UN-HABITAT. The extent of interest relative to slums is a proving indicator of the impact of urban politics over the course of 30 years. It is thus that target 11 of the Millenium Development Goals to improve the living conditions of at least 100 million slum inhabitants by 2020.
The city should be a place where all are able to integrate. One must understand all the dimensions of urbanisation in order to master the connections and relationships of the city to the mechanisms of the people and by extension, its networks and services and the causes of exclusion. At stake is the right of all people to access urban space as well as the right to be assimilated into the politics of development. In the context that the rapidness of social change is often proportional to lagging politics, the gap between real dynamics and what have been deemed “normal” is filled by permanent society. In the context of structural adjustment, a large scarcity of resources was generated in Africa during the 1980’s and 90’s and has held back any significant advances in addressing the urban question. Nevertheless this period saw the confirmation of severe inequalities and the failure of technical approaches that contributed to the widening gap between proposed solutions and the daily social realities. 
However, among the changes affecting today’s city in Africa, some seem to favour the recognition of sense building spaces previously considered marginal but now essential, articulated around symbolic and material models a priori favourable to the integration of the greatest number. For several years, the perception of decision makers, researchers and experts have moved towards taking an account of these evolutions. Long-term sensitivity has become a condition of political survival.
In general, southern cities have from many points of view become much more complex and go over and beyond the frameworks of analysis and simple lectures. They allow for forgetfulness concerning the history of the paradigm of the crisis which has marked urban studies since the 1970’s. Their megapolisation (growth rates are the highest in the world and the rate of urbanisation is catching up to that of industrial countries) has always been branded a threat to a country’s stability because it may involve violence, endless political crisis, and at the same time signifies a permanent invention. 
Proposed Activities
The virtual debate
The second element of the forum are the various thematics chosen by the three hosting organisations which will include various experts who will share their take on the situation of cities over the past 30 years, the political evolution as well as perspectives on the future. 

The Communal Publication
The balance makes sense if it focuses on the impact of the solutions presented and implemented on fieldwork. UN-HABITAT, ENDA THIRD WORLD, and ANUMI envision a communal publication to present proposed solutions and the impact on the future of those cities involved. From this perspective, much research will be launched into the discussion and the thoughts and politics will be put together in a final single work.

The Vancouver Debate
The debate/conference in Vancouver is to be known as the Global Urban Forum. It will take place with the participation of leading research experts, local authorities and various representatives interested in questions regarding the urban. 

