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Abstract 

Starting from the relationship between urban planning and mobility management, TeMA has gradually 

expanded the view of the covered topics, always following a rigorous scientific in-depth analysis. This 

section of the Journal, Review Notes, is the expression of a continuous updating of emerging topics 

concerning relationships among urban planning, mobility and environment, through a collection of short 

scientific papers. The Review Notes are made of four parts. Each section examines a specific aspect of the 

broader information storage within the main interests of TeMA Journal. In particular, the Economy, 

business and land use section aims at presenting recent advancements on relevant topics that underlie 

socio-economic relationships between firms and territories. The present note aims at highlighting the 

costs associated to the UN Sustainable Development Goals. The hight investment costs and the gap that 

still divides cities from the achievement of the sustainable targets shed lights on the need to incentivize 

both public and private investments. 
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1. Introduction 

The pursuit of a sustainable development has become a priority for both public and private organizations 

that seek to foster social, environmental and economic development without compromising the possibility for 

future generations to do the same. Improving social inclusion, climate change mitigation and adaptation 

(Errigo, 2018; Molavi, 2018), reducing inequalities (Battarra et al., 2018; Guida & Caglioni, 2020), protecting 

cultural and natural heritage (Bianconi et al., 2018; Shirgir et al., 2019), are some of the critical challenges 

on which organizations should focus on, while generating wealth for communities that can thrive over time. 

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) developed by the United Nations trace the path bot for 

administration and companies to pursue sustainable development. These ambitious goals represent great 

opportunities that require large investments to be put into practice. To this aim it is worth investigating what 

are the costs associated to the achievement of SDGs, since most of the literature has mainly focused on the 

related benefits. Analyses from the World Bank have recently estimated that low and medium income 

countries need investments from $1.5 to $2.7 trillion per year between 2015 and 2030 to achieve SDGs 

(Vorisek & Yu, 2020). Although the relevance of this issue, very few attempts in literature have tried to 

address it, and yet it is worth the investigation, given that financial constraints may hinder the effective 

implementation of practices aimed at pursuing a sustainable development. A recent study (Filho et al., 2022) 

has highlighted that, financially, SDGs can be pursued through private investments, social and environmental 

bonds, and foreign direct investments. These financial instruments represent investments and not mere 

costs that suggest that sustainability makes sense, financially, only if it also generates desired returns. That 

is a critical point in the debate about sustainable-related costs. About this, Filho and colleagues (2022) also 

argue that there is a cost on non-being sustainable that probably overcome the cost of implementing 

sustainability-related measures. That said, it seems clear that sustainability-related investments can help 

communities in generating future benefits, but at the same time it is necessary to incentivize public and 

private investments that need also to guarantee short-term performance to be attractive for investors. 

Balancing short-term financial performance with long-term social and environmental value creation is thus 

one of the most challenging points for achieving SDGs. To this aim, ambitious public policies have been 

designed to create business opportunities for sustainability-related investments within a so-called sustainable 

transition. In the case of urban environments, the most significant areas of intervention about sustainable 

investments may regard among others transports, public housing, waste management, public space 

management, governance quality, inclusion and transparency. As far as these areas are concerned, in the 

next section some examples will be highlighted to show the composition of sustainability-related required 

investments in the cities of four developing countries.   

2. The cost of pursuing SGDs in cities 

Sustainable development in urban environments mainly refers to the specific SDG 11, sustainable cities and 

communities. However, also other SDGs may be oriented towards to development of sustainable urban 

environment. Developing transportations, housing and governance (Burlando & Cusano, 2018), for example, 

do not just allow cities to pursue SDG11 related targets but also other targets related for example to SDG1 

(reduce poverty), SDG10 (reducing inequalities), or SDG16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) to name a 

few. In 2020, a study of the United Nations (UN Habitat, 2020) tried to assess the level of investments 

needed by 129 small, medium and large cities in Bolivia, Colombia, India and Malaysia. The study identifies 

five investment categories: housing, transports, solid waste, public space, and governance and planning. 

According to the analysis, the average annual costs of developing sustainable cities spans from an average 

of circa $18million for small cities (less than 100.000 inhabitants) in Malaysia to $5,28 billion for large cities 

(more than 1 million inhabitants) in Malaysia as well. In the country of Southeast Asia, the most consistent 

investments for small and medium (between 100.000 and 1 million inhabitants) cities regard transportations, 
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with expenses that would absorb about 80% of the total required resources. For large cities, instead, 

Malaysia’s priority regards the management of public space with an estimated annual cost of $3,60 billion. 

Indian cities face a slightly different situation, as their priority is the management of public space both for 

small, medium, and large cities. In this case, however, the percentage of the investments absorbed by the 

different categories shows a pick for public space management with an average annual cost of about 50% 

on the total amount of resources needed to pursue SDGs. Small Indian cities need about $34 million, while 

the investments expected for medium and large cities are respectively $143 million and $2,02 billion.  

South American countries show different priorities. Both in Bolivia and Colombia, cities allocate most of the 

investments on transports and housing. Bolivian cities require respectively $54 million, $190 million, and 

$644 million, for small, medium and large cities, while Colombian cities require an annual expense of $30 

million, $340 million, and $3,10 billion. 

These estimated costs give an idea of the huge amounts of investments required by cities if they want to 

achieve the targets identified in the SDGs scheme. At the same time, the four countries analyzed are not 

among the best performer in achieving SDGs. Although the situation may vary from country to country, 

however, the analysis carried out by the United Nation gives a clear idea of the investments needed by 

urban environments if they want to become sustainable. Moreover, in order to have a much clearer idea of 

the investments needed it is also important to understand what still needs to be done before cities achieve 

SDGs-related targets. A recent report analyzed how much Italian cities are close to achieving SDGs (Cavalli 

et al., 2020). According to this research, all the Italian provinces perform very well only in SDG13 (climate 

action) related targets. On the contrary, they are still quite far from achieving many other goals such as 

SDG5 (gender equality), SDG7 (affordable and clean energy), SDG10 (reduced inequalities), and even 

SDG11 (sustainable cities and communities). This suggests that still much needs to be invested for cities to 

achieve most of the expected results related to SDGs.  

3. Discussion and conclusions 

SDGs represent a great opportunity for cities to develop new investment plans aimed at achieving 

sustainability-related targets. Costs associated to the strategies and activities oriented towards the 

sustainable development maybe very high, as the related interventions may regard structural changes as the 

construction or renovation of infrastructures. This is the case, for example, of developing countries where 

transports, housing and public space management represent the most significant areas of interventions that 

require both public and private investments. Costs are also high for those cities that are still far from 

achieving SDGs target. As we have seen for Italian provinces, there is still much to do to reach the desired 

levels of SDGs, and in order to achieve these results by 2030, investments are still needed. To a certain 

extent, governmental actors are developing incentive plans to drive sustainable-related investments, but in 

order for them to be effective, long-term benefits should also encounter attractive short-medium financial 

returns. Sustainability-related expenses in fact should not be seen as mere costs, but they should rather be 

perceived as investments. To this extent, it is important to assess the convenience to invest in such activities 

considering that missing the opportunity of embracing sustainability may present more costs in the future for 

cities and other organizations.  
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