
We have entered a new urban era in which the ecology of the planet is increasingly influenced by human activity. Due 
to increasing urbanisation, cities have become the center of attention, as they generate a rising demand for natural 
resources and have a global environmental impact. 

Urbanisation puts increasing pressure on nature, and weakens its resilience to a changing climate and events such as 
natural disasters, with devastating consequences for cities and their inhabitants. With the recent memories of hurricanes 
Sandy and Haiyan, floods in England and Wales, urban heat waves and air pollution, in addition to increasing costs of 
energy, food and water supply, cities and urbanized regions are aware of the urgent need for action. Many cities have 
seen an increase in community initiatives for restoring nature and have supported sustainable activities. There is now 
an opportunity to strongly improve global sustainable development over the next two to three decades by increasing 
resource efficiency, and exploring how cities and citizens can reconnect to the biosphere and become responsible 
stewards of biodiversity and ecosystem services, both within and beyond city boundaries. 

This factsheet will explain the importance of understanding the relationship between people and nature in urban planning 
and decision making in order to achieve urban resilience and sustainability.

Urban resilience and sustainability, 
two sides of the same coin?
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Many cities have started using the ideas of urban 
resilience and sustainability in the context of speci�c 
locations. However, urban resilience and sustainability 
are not linked to any particular location but apply to 
entire systems – open systems consisting of a wide 
range of resource, waste, capital, and knowledge 
�ows. The links can be very complex and the feedback 
mechanisms indirect. A narrow de�nition and too local 

an application of sustainability can result in unintended 
consequences such as the ‘lock-in’ of undesirable 
urban development trajectories and degradation of 
sustainability elsewhere. However, new models which 
place a value on the services that nature can provide 
in urban settings are emerging and in combination with 
increased global collaboration across cities they can 
help produce sustainable resource chains. 

How nature contributes to urban resilience and sustainability
Cities consist of much more than their citizens and 
human-made structures, such as houses, roads, 
bridges, parks, harbours or airports. They are also 
home to the natural and social foundations for human 
well-being and a sustainable future. To understand 
and enhance these city functions, particularly in light 
of challenges such as climate change, food, water and 
energy security, it is important to acknowledge and 
value the relationship between society and ecological 
systems and the solutions that nature can offer. 

To achieve a transition to a sustainable and resilient 
urban future, resource use and environmental 
impacts need to be addressed not only within the 
urban boundaries, but also by accounting for the 
dependence of cities on ecosystems, natural resources 
and people in surrounding areas and other parts of 
the world. Today, a major challenge for many cities 

is disaster resilience, which is a strong determinant 
of urban sustainability. Many of the world’s cities are 
located in coastal regions which are prone to �ooding 
and erosion. Even with extensive investments in �ood 
prevention technologies such as dikes and dams, �ood 
occurrence is increasing globally due to a combination 
of climate change, construction practices and changes 
in land use. Nature can be a source of resilience; the 
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