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 Preface 

This is an evaluation of the “Development of the Sustainable City Approach project”, 

which started in October 2010 and ends at the beginning of 2014. It was carried out 

by Indevelop under Sida’s Framework Agreement for Reviews and Evaluations. It is 

an evaluation of a quite unusual form of development cooperation – the promotion of 

a conceptual approach (or framework) for sustainable urban development, with spe-

cial focus on urban planning. The promotion of this approach, called The SymbioCity
1
 

Approach, is focused on related capacity building and other forms of knowledge dis-

semination, which includes the publication of related material, networking with rele-

vant stakeholders and its application in cities in Zambia (Mazabuka), Indonesia 

(Probolinggo and Palu) and China (Duyun). 

 

In this report, we use the term "project" for the entire SymbioCity approach project 

managed by SKL International (Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Re-

gions International) and financed by Sida, while the term "city projects" (or Symbi-

oCity projects) refers to the four implementations of the approach in Zambia, Indone-

sia and China. Two earlier implementations of the approach in India and Macedonia 

are therefore called "pilot city projects". The terms urban development and city de-

velopment are used as synonyms in this report. 

 

The evaluation was conducted over a period from November 2013 to February 2014 

by Indevelop AB under the Sida Framework Agreement for Evaluation and Reviews. 

The Project Manager at Indevelop for this study, Anna Liljelund Hedqvist, has been 

responsible for compliance with Indevelop’s QA system throughout the process and 

quality assurance was performed by Ian Christoplos, Project Director for the Frame-

work Agreement.  

 

The members of the evaluation team were Stefan Dahlgren (team leader) and Chris-

tine Wamsler. Stefan Dahlgren is a member of Indevelop's Core Team of professional 

evaluators. He has previously worked at Sida both at the Evaluation Unit and abroad 

with implementation of development cooperation projects. Before joining Sida, he 

was project leader and head of building planning division at the National Swedish 

Building Research Institute. Christine Wamsler is an expert in sustainable city devel-

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
1
 SymbioCity is not just the name of the project, but it is a registrered trademark and is written in this 
way. 
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opment. Trained as an architect, urban planner and humanitarian aid worker, she is 

working as Associate Professor at Lund University Centre for Sustainability Studies 

(LUCSUS), Sweden, Honorary Fellow at the Global Urban Research Centre (GURC) 

of the University of Manchester, UK, and international consultant.  
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 Executive Summary 

With increasing urbanisation, there is an urgent need for more holistic planning and 

governance of urban development. Against this background, the Swedish Association 

of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR/SKL) was engaged by Sida in 2010 to 

foster and develop the SymbioCity Approach – a conceptual framework for sustaina-

ble urban development planning. The overall objective of the project is to position the 

SymbioCity Approach as a tool for analysis, planning and implementation as well as 

to disseminate related knowledge through projects, training and international and na-

tional networks. 

 

The findings of this evaluation are as follows: 

 

In view of current sustainability challenges and other existing approaches, the Symbi-

oCity Approach is considered relevant for its direct target group (mainly urban plan-

ners). It is process- and action-oriented and builds upon an integrated and holistic 

approach to urban development planning, which is focused on environmental and 

spatial issues. Links to socio-cultural and economic dimensions as well as more bot-

tom-up planning approaches which are crucial for poverty reduction are considered, 

but are less elaborated.  

 

The project, judged from the experiences in the four city projects, is useful and rea-

sonably effective. The application of the approach has led to several advancements 

for sustainable urban development. On the basis of the SymbioCity approach, politi-

cians and planners in the various cities have been engaged and joint their efforts to 

create an action plan they believe in. Focus is here often on environmental systems 

solutions. It is however too early to draw conclusions regarding the implementation 

of the action plans. A proper evaluation of the usefulness and the viability of the ap-

proach can only be done after some years. Both the assessment of the approach as 

such as well as its application have shown that its comprehensibility and adequate use 

are strongly dependent on facilitators and/or training. 

 

The institutional setting to promote the approach is generally effective and efficient. 

It is based on a so-called triple helix structure, including the public sector, training 

institutions/universities, and the private sector. The Growth and Community Devel-

opment Division at SALAR/SKL has the overall responsibility for the project, while 

SKL International, a subsidiary to SALAR/SKL, is responsible for managing and 

driving the different project components. With this setup, the project is well posi-

tioned and has good access to various examples of sustainable urban development 

through its vast network of local governments as well as a pool of experts to support 

the project’s implementation. However, the promotion of the SymbioCity by different 

organisations with different objectives creates some challenges. The mutual support 
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between SKL and Business Sweden can lead to synergies, but the organisations’ dif-

ferent objectives and roles are not always fully transparent and clear for “outsiders” to 

the project.  

 

On the basis of these findings, it is recommended that Sida should continue support-

ing the SymbioCity Approach, by taking into consideration the following main rec-

ommendations for Sida and SKL International: 

 

 Further strengthening of the approach’s relevance for poverty reduction, 

amongst other things by putting increased focus on socio-cultural and eco-

nomic dimensions of sustainability – in both its written presentation (e.g. par-

allel publications) and applications. 

 Improved transparency as regards the different involvement and objectives of 

the organisations that support the SymbioCity, namely SKL International, Sida 

and Business Sweden (through e.g. the SymbioCity website, SKL website, 

publications, etc.). In this context, it also has to be noted that Sida’s “pres-

ence” is considered to be crucial to assure the dissemination and poverty focus 

of the approach in the future. 

 Increased linkages with other Sida-financed activities for sustainable urban 

development (especially with those that provide more bottom-up support for 

the urban poor who often live in informal areas that fall outside the scope of 

formal planning). 

 Continuation of city applications (SymbioCity projects), with increased em-

phasis put on the selection of the cities to strengthen the focus on poorer coun-

tries. 

 Increased support for training on sustainable urban development in general, 

and the SymbioCity approach in particular (both online and on-site), which 

could also be linked to other Sida-financed activities for sustainable urban de-

velopment. 
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 1 Introduction 

1.1  BACKGROUND TO THE ASSIGNMENT 

Indevelop is contracted by Sida under “Sida's Framework Agreement for Reviews, 

Evaluations and Advisory services on Results Frameworks” in order to provide a 

range of high quality services that all of Sida's departments and Swedish Embassies 

can draw on when establishing results frameworks for projects and programmess, as 

well as for planning and conducting utilisation-focused evaluations and reviews. 

 

This evaluation is carried out under this framework agreement. Its terms of references 

were established by Sida in 2013. On this basis, in November 2013 Indevelop elabo-

rated a proposal for carrying out the evaluation during a three months period from 

November 2013 until January 2014. 

 

1.2  OBJECTIVES OF THE EVALUATION 

In response to (a) the terms of reference (see Annex 1), (b) Indevelop’s proposal to 

carry out the evaluation and (c) the inception meeting (which took place in November 

2013 in Stockholm), this evaluation was defined as comprising four tasks: 

 

1. The assessment of the relevance of the approach in view of current urban sus-

tainability challenges and other existing approaches;  

2. The assessment of the usefulness, effectiveness, and to some extent the quality 

of the approach, judged primarily from experiences of the city projects;  

3. The assessment of the effectiveness, efficiency and the sustainability of the in-

stitutional arrangements to promote the manual/approach; and  

4. To provide recommendations for the future. 

Against this background, this evaluation report is structured in the following way: 

after the methodology section (section 2), a brief history of the ideas behind the "sus-

tainable city approach" is presented, including its development within Sida and the 

connection to the partly parallel evolvement of the SymbioCity concept at Business 

Sweden/Exportrådet (section 3). The subsequent section 4 presents the findings and is 

structured in accordance to the tasks listed above. A discussion of the findings fol-

lows (sections 5). Finally, the team suggests recommendations for the future (section 

6). 
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 2 Methodology 

2.1  FOCUS OF ANALYSIS: WHAT IS ”THE PRO-
JECT”?  

Compared to more conventional development cooperation projects, the SymbioCity 

approach project (“the Development of the Sustainable City approach project”) has a 

somewhat unusual overall objective. It is: 

 

“To position the Manual as a tool for analysis, planning and implementation 

as well as disseminating the knowledge through projects, training and interna-

tional networks. In practical terms this means: 

1. To position the Manual as part of the SymbioCity Concept 

2. To review and develop the existing (draft) Manual 

3. To develop parallel publications and/or annexes to the Manual 

4. To develop training material and curricula based on the Manual 

5. To seek practical application of the Manual i.e. in new cities. 

6. To follow-up and gather experiences/lessons learned from different 

applications 

7. To secure long-term management and financing of the SymbioCity Manual
 

“2
 

 

At first sight the project to be evaluated seemed to be fairly straightforward. The way 

the main objective of the project is formulated indicates a rather limited scope, which 

is directly linked to the use of the approach. It consists primarily of the development, 

and ensuring of certain ways of use, of a framework for urban planning and manage-

ment.  

 

Looking further into the project (its origins, past developments, its current institution-

al setting and state) it became, however, obvious to the evaluation team that the pro-

ject was much more complex, and certainly far more than a narrowly defined attempt 

to produce and disseminate a useful publication on sustainable urban development 

planning. The project is, in fact, a rather ambitious effort to introduce a far-reaching 

way of thinking, organising and carrying out urban development planning that aims at 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
2
 Development of the Sustainable City Approach. Project proposal. Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, 
september 2010, p 12. 
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encompassing most of the important aspects that make a modern city function in the 

long run and bring security and better quality of life to its citizens. 

 

To complicate matters more, the term SymbioCity covers not only a conceptual 

framework, “the Approach”, it is also a trademark of the business-promoting activi-

ties that are in the area of responsibility of Business Sweden, which is a government-

sponsored agency that stimulates export of Swedish technology and knowhow 

through private enterprises.  

 

The alternatives for understanding the project, and consequently the focus of evalua-

tion, were the following: 

 

 The ideas and principles promoted by the manual/approach;  

 The successful application of these ideas and principles, or both; and  

 The promotion of the SymbioCity solutions by Swedish companies working in 

the area of sustainable development and environment. 

 

Discussions with Sida and SKL International (Swedish Association of Local Authori-

ties and Regions International) in conjunction with the evaluation proposal by Inde-

velop and the inception meeting concluded with the agreement that the evaluation 

should focus on the two first bullet points above, but not on the third one. Likely im-

plications in relation to the third aspect were, however, kept in mind and are com-

mented upon where relevant for the present evaluation. 

 

Against this background, together with Sida and SKL it was decided that this evalua-

tion would comprise the following four tasks:  

 

1. The assessment of the relevance of the approach; 

2. The assessment of the usefulness, effectiveness, and to some extent the quality 

of the approach;  

3. The assessment of the effectiveness, efficiency and the sustainability of the in-

stitutional arrangements to promote the manual/approach; and  

4. The provision of recommendations for the future. 

 

The relevance of the approach was assessed in view of current urban sustainability 

challenges and other existing approaches. The usefulness, effectiveness and quality of 

the approach was judged primarily from the experiences in the city projects. It has, 

however, to be noted that it is notoriously difficult to measure efficiency/cost-

effectiveness in capacity development projects like this one, partly because the 

“product” is not easy to define, and partly because a scrutiny of costs often requires 

time-consuming collection of data, which will compete with the time required to col-

lect other necessary information for other parts of the review. The efficiency/cost-

effectiveness was thus largely based on stakeholder interviews and not on analyses of 

actual budget records.  
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According to the original project document, the objective of the project is “to position 

the Manual …”. The expression “position...” in this formulation is quite vague and 

open to various interpretations. The obvious questions were: positioned in relation to 

what? and positioned as perceived by whom? The answer to the “what” question 

could be in relation to current practice prevailing in the countries where the Sustaina-

ble City approach has been implemented. It also links back to the relevance of the 

approach in view of current and emerging sustainability challenges. The “by whom” 

question can only be answered through interviews and professional opinions of stake-

holders from “outside” the project.  

 

2.2  METHOD AND DATA COLLECTION 

The evaluation was based on four kinds of information sources: interviews with key 

informants, the review of documentation related to the project and provided by Sida, 

SKL International and other direct project stakeholders (such as ICLD and UNITAR), 

publications of a more general kind related to sustainable urban planning, and obser-

vations during field visits. Statistical data were deemed irrelevant for this evaluation 

and the time available did not permit any survey-like data collection, which might 

have been a supplementary source of information from a wider range of people in-

volved (e.g. former participants of different training activities). 

 

For the interviews, the team largely followed a semi-structured list of questions (see 

Annex 4), but this was not always possible to follow rigorously. Fifty-two persons 

were directly consulted (in person, by telephone, by Skype and/or by email). The lit-

erature review included more than 70 documents. Since most of the interviewees 

wanted the information given to be treated anonymously, references are only included 

in the text when its content is based on specific written documents. The key inform-

ants belonged largely to one of three categories: developers and managers of the 

SymbioCity Approach (staff at SKL International and its pool of planners as well as 

staff at Sida and at embassies); people involved with the city projects working in the 

three implementation countries or in Sweden; and experts in the area of urban sus-

tainability planning (city planners, researchers). In addition to the interviewed per-

sons, some 10-15 speakers and participants in the SymbioCity seminar in Bali (see 

below) contributed indirectly to information and impressions about the city projects 

in Indonesia. 

 

In view of the discussion on what constitutes the project and the definition of the 

evaluation tasks (see sections 2.1 and 1.2), the evaluation team has followed three 

paths to answer the evaluation questions, and in particular the question about whether 

the project has reached its objectives.  

 

The first path was to assess the SymbioCity approach in view of current urban sus-

tainability challenges and other existing approaches. A literature review as well as 

interviews with project-related stakeholders in Sweden were carried out to obtain a 

better picture of the approach; that is: its advantages and limitations and its applica-

tions. In addition, the evaluations of the SymbioCity course participants and interna-
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tional experts on urban planning and management were consulted about the approach. 

A SWOT analysis was carried out to summarise the strengths, weaknesses, opportuni-

ties, and threats involved. 

 

The second path was to look at the four applications of the SymbioCity approach in 

Zambia, Indonesia and China, what is called “city projects” in this report. To these 

were added the two “city pilot projects” that were carried out in 2010 in Visakhapat-

nam in India and in Skopje in Macedonia. Although these pilots were based on a pre-

vious and less developed version of the approach, the same basic ideas were used and 

experiences from those pilot projects were explicitly part of, and relevant for, the 

evaluation. The field visits were a trip to Mazabuka in Zambia in November 2013 and 

the participation in the final seminar for the two Indonesian projects on Bali in De-

cember 2013. For reasons of limited time and financial resources, the team could not 

visit Duyun in China or the two Indonesian cities Palu and Probolinggo, but had the 

opportunity to meet Working and Steering Group members from these two cities and 

from Borås and Helsingborg at the seminar in Bali.  

 

The third path was to assess the institutional setting. Related data was collected in the 

context of the activities carried out during the steps/paths one and two of the evalua-

tion just described.  

 

2.3  LIMITATIONS 

The main limitations of this evaluation were related to time constraints. The team did 

not have the opportunity to visit Duyun in China or the two Indonesian cities Palu and 

Probolinggo. In addition, especially the interviews with the Indonesian Working 

Group members were limited in time since they had to be done within a tight sched-

ule during the Bali seminar. Other potentially relevant activities which could not been 

carried out due to time constraints were a survey with the participants of the Symbi-

oCity training courses, as well as a more in-depth reading and comparison of the 

SymbioCity approach with former versions and other frameworks. Instead, existing 

course evaluations by ICLD and UNITAR were used and/or interviews were carried 

out to cover related aspects. Finally, the time period of the evaluation (including the 

Christmas period) resulted in limited availability of relevant stakeholders. As regards 

the city projects, it also has to be noted that due to the limited number of cases in the 

data set, and due to the unique nature of every case, related generalisations are quite 

tentative.  
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 3 History of the Swedish Sustainable 
City Approach – SymbioCity 

3.1  BACKGROUND: THE SWEDISH INITIATIVE 

Urbanisation brings a pressing need for more holistic planning and governance of city 

development. This formed the background of the Swedish initiative and development 

of the Sustainable City concept, which the Swedish Government presented at the 

World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002.
3
  

 

3.2  SIDA’S  SUSTAINABLE CITY APPROACH 

Sida took the Sustainable City concept as a starting point for further development of 

methods and tools to support international development co-operation in the field of 

urban development. The result was The Sustainable City Approach Manual for Sup-

port to Environmentally Sustainable Urban Development in Developing Countries, 

published in 2007. This manual was tested in two pilot cities during 2008-2009 (Vi-

sakhapatnam in India and in Skopje in Macedonia), after which it was ready to enter a 

new phase. In 2010, the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions 

(SALAR/SKL) was identified as a suitable actor to pursue the development of the 

Sustainable City concept in coming years with special attention on the publication 

(“the Manual”, later renamed to “the Approach”) and its application. As a result, the 

“Development of the Sustainable City Approach project”, which is the focus of this 

evaluation, was created (also called the SymbioCity Approach project). The project 

has been contractually agreed between SKL and Sida . SKL International
4
 was as-

signed by SKL to manage the project. 

 

In addition to its support of the SymbioCity Approach, Sida’s Department for Global 

Cooperation further supports the following sustainable city initiatives and/or organi-

sations: UN-HABITAT, Cities Alliance, Slum Dwellers International (SDI), Com-

munity-led Infrastructure Financing Facility (CLIFF), Homeless International, and 

Mistra Urban Futures. 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
3
 Ranhagen. 2002.The sustainable city. Draft report. Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Swedish Min-
istry of the Environment, State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) of the People’s Re-
public of China, Swedish Environmental Technology Network (swedentech), Swedish Trade Council. 

4
 SKL International is a separate company for consultancy work, owned by SALAR/SKL 
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3.3  THE SYMBIOCITY APPROACH 

In 2008, the Swedish Government launched SymbioCity – Sustainability by Sweden, 

based on the knowledge and experience gained from implementing the Sustainable 

City concept (see section 3.1), and from Sida’s development cooperation work (see 

section 3.2). The objective was to create a unique market platform for sustainable 

urban development. In 2010, the Sustainable City concept was integrated into the 

SymbioCity Initiative, as an overarching concept and communication platform for 

Swedish institutions and actors involved in sustainable urban development. This inte-

gration included the revision of the Sustainable City Approach Manual from 2007 

and was carried out as part of the SymbioCity Approach project (see section 3.2). The 

revised version of the original manual is called The SymbioCity Approach. The 

change from manual to approach reflects the intended shift towards a broader purpose 

and use of the approach. 
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 4 Findings 

4.1  THE RELEVANCE OF THE APPROACH 

This section discusses the relevance of the SymbioCity approach in view of current 

urban sustainability challenges and other existing approaches. In order to discuss the 

relevance of the approach, the first question to ask by the evaluation team was: what 

is the approach? Is the approach “only” its written (152 page) description by Ranha-

gen and Groth (SKL International 2012)? Or does it also include its presentation on 

the SymbioCity webpage? And does it further include related publications, such as 

“Get started, move forward” (SKL International 2013), “Developing Sustainable Cit-

ies in Sweden” (ICLD and SKL International 2012) and the SymbioCity process 

guide, which is currently under way? The second question to ask was: relevant for, 

and perceived by, whom? For city planners in developing countries, or the urban 

poor, or for actors working in Swedish development cooperation? Or specifically for 

the people involved in the project; i.e., those involved in the city projects and the 

SymbioCity course participants who have studied the approach in great detail? And 

what about the perception of “outsiders” who have gained their understanding from 

different input (e.g. the description of the current, or mostly earlier text versions, of 

the approach, the webpage, conference presentations, consultations, discussions with 

SKL or Sida staff, etc.)? This and the following sections try to address all these as-

pects to some extent, that is: the approach as an “abstract theory”, its implementation 

(mainly under Section 4.2), as well as the way it “translates” in the minds of different 

stakeholders. A SWOT analysis was carried out to list the key outcomes in a system-

atic way (Table 1). Only some aspects of the SWOT analysis are highlighted in the 

following text.
5
 

 

With increasing urbanisation, approaches for improving sustainable urban develop-

ment are urgently needed. Consequently, several interviewees mentioned that the is-

sue of “urban” is becoming more apparent in countries’ development plans, policies 

and poverty reduction strategies. Furthermore, due to decentralisation the trend is that 

also in developing countries municipalities are becoming increasingly powerful. Ac-

cording to both the literature review and statements by the interviewees, this situation 

translates into growing demands by both city authorities and national authorities for 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
5
 The table presenting the SWOT analysis is based on data collected from both stakeholders and out-
siders to the project. In those cases where only project stakeholders or outsiders expressed related 
opinions a [S] or [O], respectively, is included. 
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urban support, related approaches and cooperation, which indicates an increasing rel-

evance of the SymbioCity Approach. 

 

For its direct target group (i.e. urban planners and municipal officials involved in sus-

tainable urban development planning), the evaluation team has found that the Symbi-

oCity Approach is a relevant framework to support urban sustainability processes. In 

accordance with both the literature review and the interviews, its basic feature, name-

ly its inter-sectoral and participative/inclusive planning approach, is in line with cur-

rent mainstream thinking promoted by other national and international stakeholders 

(Cities Alliance, World Bank, ICLEI, EU, UNHABITAT, GIZ, UNEP, USAID, 

JICA, etc.),
6
 but it is far from being a reality on the ground. What is unique about the 

approach is that it is meant to be a process-oriented urban planning instrument, which 

can fit into existing formal planning structures, and which links: (a) a conceptual 

model, (b) related working procedures, and (c) illustrative good practices. The con-

ceptual model provides the basis for systematically analysing existing urban sustaina-

bility challenges, related urban systems and intertwined governance aspects by assur-

ing that all relevant aspects (dimensions, systems and related institutions) are consid-

ered and handled in an integrated way. The working procedures complement the con-

ceptual model with more hands-on and process-oriented guidelines for developing 

sustainable city strategies/action plans and related projects in an iterative/cyclical and 

participative/inclusive way. 

 

Most expert interviewees agreed that the approach could considerably increase its 

relevance for poverty reduction if (a) more emphasis would be given to socio-

cultural, economic and political aspects (and thus less focus on environmental system 

solutions), and (b) if it would be better combined with more bottom-up urban initia-

tives/approaches that strongly engage with the urban poor who often live in informal 

areas (and thus fall outside the scope of formal planning). As regards the latter, “out-

siders” to the project mentioned that they miss a discussion on the criteria or method-

ologies by which different priorities or trade-offs are evaluated and what is needed to 

ensure that these address needs of low-income groups. It was further mentioned that 

gender aspects could be more explicitly addressed. 

 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
6
 The SymbioCity approach reflects general learning and progress of the urban sustainability field dur-

ing the last 20 years and relates closely to urban sustainability status reports published by UN HABI-
TAT. Other references are, however, quite limited. For a recent overview of urban sustainability ap-
proaches, see Joss and Tomozeiu (2013): “Eco-City” Frameworks – A Global Review”.. The Symbi-
oCity Approach was not identified within this study. Increasingly competing are in addition more fo-

cused climate change-related approaches and networks (e.g. C40 [www.c40.org], Resilient Cities 100 
project [http://100resilientcities.rockefellerfoundation.org], UNISDR Resilient Cities 
[www.unisdr.org/campaign/resilientcities/]). 
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The approach is “Swedish” in the sense that it is in line with key principles and pro-

cesses of Swedish planning practice, which can be characterised by being systematic, 

cyclical, decentralised and, to a certain level, participative and inclusive. Sweden fur-

ther provides many best practice examples for sustainable urban development. The 

approach’s relevance for poorer, less developed contexts comes, however, to a great 

extent also from Swedish experiences with supporting urban development planning in 

other countries. In the words of Ulf Ranhagen, the main author of the approach: “It is 

a marriage between Swedish and other experiences”, which resulted from a “mutual, 

two-way learning process”. The working procedures, including its low-tech tools and 

focus on action plans, are evidence of this process, and a crucial aspect of its rele-

vance for more low-income contexts. 

 

The approach’s entry point is spatial planning at the municipal level, which can be 

seen as both a strength and a weakness. Improving formal city-wide planning is cru-

cial for sustainably changing current systems. However, it is common knowledge that 

formal planning procedures require many years and decades until actual effects can 

be seen on the ground, especially for the urban poor who live outside formal systems . 

Also in this context, several interviewees indicated that the approach’s relevance 

could be strengthened by (a) combining it with more bottom-up urban initia-

tives/approaches that more directly address the urban poor, and (b) complementing it 

with additional tools for improving the dialogue between city authorities and the poor 

(addition to chapter 6 of SKL International 2012; related work has already been initi-

ated by SKL International). In this sense, Sida’s support of the SymbioCity Approach 

complements well other Sida-financed initiatives, such as Slum Dwellers Internation-

al (SDI), Homeless International, and Mistra Urban Futures (with its acupunctural 

approach). The SymbioCity Approach has an as yet unrealised potential to serve as a 

basis of dialogue with cooperation partners in general. Potential synergies are so far 

not sufficiently tapped into. 

 

Whilst the approach is generally considered to be relevant (as described above), there 

is also a general consensus that its usefulness and applicability for poverty reduction 

could be increased. The essence and the application of the approach for poverty re-

duction, which is described in a 152-page long document, is according to many inter-

viewees not easy to grasp. The first version of the approach from 2002 (see Section 3) 

was step by step improved and further developed. Positively, the revisions were based 

on on-going cooperation and knowledge exchange among academic, private and pub-

lic stakeholders (a kind of triple helix model). The following was successfully con-

sidered during the revision process: lessons learned from cities where the approach 

has been applied, feedback from the participants of training courses on the Symbi-

oCity Approach, and general advancements of the sustainable city concept. This de-

velopment certainly led to an increased relevance of the approach (e.g. better balance 

among environmental and socio-economic aspects), but it also led to a dense text with 

some inconsistencies (terminology and logic) and some unexplained aspects/tools 

which can impact its comprehensiveness. Parallel publications have been developed 

to improve its comprehensiveness and user-friendliness. The elaboration of the publi-

cation “Get started, move forward” (SKL International 2013) has addressed the need 
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for more strongly bringing in political dimensions and decision-making aspects. Fur-

thermore, the “SymbioCity Process Guide” is currently under way, which describes 

some of the key tools in more detail, and seems to be a useful adaptation of the ap-

proach to the realities in developing partner countries. Nevertheless, the usefulness 

and applicability of the approach has not yet been tested in many poor country con-

texts, and, thus requires further contextualisation to become more relevant and appli-

cable in development efforts. 

 

The previous sections make clear why the interviewed stakeholders who have been 

actively involved in the project (i.e. course participants, staff working in city projects, 

experts involved in the development of the approach, etc.) are generally very positive 

about the approach, whilst the consulted “outsiders” (with the exception of one inter-

viewee) are more critical. Existing criticism and negative perspectives about the ap-

proach relate mainly to its perceived focus on environmental systems solutions and 

formal (top-down) planning structures (see above). Other criticism relates to confu-

sion as regards to (a) its name, (b) the actual owner of the approach, and consequently 

(c) its objectives. Under the name SymbioCity, both development- and commercially-

oriented projects are implemented, by different stakeholders and with different objec-

tives and target groups (see also Section 4.3). The nature and level of Sida’s involve-

ment is often not understood. On the SymbioCity webpage, Sida and poverty allevia-

tion are, for instance, not mentioned. On the SKL webpage, the importance of sus-

tainable urban planning as a means to alleviating poverty and improving conditions 

for vulnerable groups is weakly expressed.  
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Table 1: SWOT analysis for The SymbioCity Approach (Manual) 

 

 Positive Negative 

In
te

rn
al

 

Strengths 

- Layout: Well-designed and appealing layout. 

- Key message: The approach supports pro-
cess-oriented inter-sectoral and inclusive 

work. 

- Approach: It is generic and, thus, flexible 

enough to be used in all types of contexts. 
It’s entry point is urban planning, which is 

both a strength and a weakness (see also un-

der external).  

- Model: Well-elaborated and comprehensive 

model which can help to assure that relevant 

factors for sustainable city development are 

considered and handled in an integrated way. 

- Model: Includes a comprehensive list of 

challenges, including so-called natural haz-

ards, which are often overlooked in other 
academic approaches to sustainable city de-

velopment. 

- Model: One of few publications which 

highlights spatial dimensions of sustainabil-
ity and its relation with environmental, social 

and economic dimensions. 

- Working procedures: Promotes basic tools 

which can be applied in all types of contexts 
(as compared to advanced, technology-based 

tools). 

- Best practices: It links existing sustainability 

challenges with concrete solutions. 

- Development of the approach: Based on 

continuous cooperation and knowledge ex-

change between academia, private and public 

sectors (triple helix model). 

Weaknesses 

- Comprehensiveness: Very dense, long, not easy to grasp due to 

repetitions, a lot of marketing, lacking description of the actual 
tools mentioned, confusing terminology and logic (inconsistencies 

as regards wording, links between different figures. E.g. Institu-

tional factors and urban systems are described “outside” the model, 
although they form part of it.) 

- Applicability: It requires specific training or a facilitator to actually 

understand and apply it.  

- Focus: Still too much focused on environmental technology (eco-

city concept, cf. page 6), whilst social, economic and political sus-

tainability issues are crucial for poverty reduction (e.g. level of 

income and wealth inequality locally, nationally, and international-

ly which is a threat to social stability). In addition, gender aspects 

could be addressed more explicitly. 

- Transferability of Swedish expertise: It is based on a decentralised 

system and local governments that are well funded, accountable 
and transparent, which is often not found in other countries, and 

the importance of experiences/mechanisms/tools from other coun-
tries, is not sufficient highlighted. 

- Name and ownership: The name SymbioCity and the near absence 

of “Sida’s face” does not seem to be favourable for promoting the 

approach. 

- Poverty relevance: The consideration of poverty issues is strong in 

the introduction but weak in the working procedures. Related tools 

are missing – especially for areas where formal legislation, policies 

and planning mechanisms are not valid. More specifically, there is 
no real discussion on the criteria or methodologies by which dif-

ferent priorities or trade-offs are evaluated and what is needed to 

ensure these address needs of low income groups. 

- Referencing: Lack of referencing (and depth) as urban issues in 

developing countries seem to be mostly based on UN Habitat State 

of the World Cities reports. 

E
xt

er
n

al
 

Opportunities 

- Increasing urbanisation. 

- Increased recognition and financing of urban 

issues in Sweden: It is expected that there 

will be a considerable increase in financial 
support for sustainable urban development 

planning – in case that the budget proposal 

for the new Global Strategy will be accepted. 

- Increased recognition of urban issues inter-

nationally: Increased recognition of the im-

portance of urban issues by international key 
actors (e.g. World Bank). 

- Increased recognition of urban issues in 

developing countries: More and more devel-

oping countries have national urban devel-
opment plans, and the issue of urban is be-

coming more apparent in their policies and 

poverty reduction strategies. 

- Increased decentralisation: Clear trend that 

municipalities also in developing countries 

are becoming increasingly powerful. 

Threats 

- Time horizon: On the one hand, sustainable urban development 

planning takes time. On the other hand, urbanisation leads to fast 

changing environments,. Solutions thus need to be constantly up-
dated. 

- Developing context: Often highly centralised governance system 

and too weak municipal capacities to actually apply the approach. 

- Lack of (coordinated) policy support for urban development in 
Sweden: No increased recognition of urban as such in, e.g. new 

Global Strategy (no separate aspect), but expected increase in fi-

nancing (see opportunities). 

- Focus, competencies and activities within Sida: Little focus and 

competence within Sida when it comes to urban issues and, conse-

quently little engagement in urban issues. E.g. little Sida-financed 

projects dealing with integrated comprehensive urban development 
planning to which SymbioCity can be connected to. 

- Dissemination: Sida’s near “absence” in the approach (webpage, 

written doc) leads to confusions (and less interest) by potential 
readers/users and reduces its dissemination and application for 

poverty reduction. 

- Marketing: The marketing of the approach requires concrete 

products, which can stand in contrast to the approach as such (e.g. 
sector-specific products). 

- Sustainability and resilience: Little interlinkage between sustaina-

ble and resilient cities movements/support. Climate change and 

disaster resilience are key aspects for sustainable urban develop-
ment (in developing countries), and related Swedish experience is 

needed for related city-to-city cooperation. 

- Organisational links: There are many stakeholders, but it is not yet 
sufficiently tapped into these networks. E.g. ICLEI, ‘Friends of 

Sustainable Cities’ in NY, co-chaired by Sweden, African Devel-

opment Bank. The potential of the approach – as regards the in-
creasing demand for methodologies for self-assessment by these 

stakeholders – is also not yet sufficiently tapped into. 
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4.2  THE EFFECTIVENESS AND USEFULNESS OF 
THE APPROACH  

This section presents the findings from the assessment of the usefulness, effective-

ness, and to some extent the quality of the approach judged from experiences in the 

SymbioCity city projects. After a general description of the history, content and or-

ganisation of the city projects, the key results are presented, covering the following 

questions: 

 

 Have the city projects reached their objectives? 

 Have they been implemented effectively? 

 Have they been adequate in terms of quality of products produced? 

 Have they contributed to poverty reduction and taken into consideration the 

conditions and needs of the poor? 

 Have they applied a human rights approach, including consideration to gender 

and environment? 

 To what extent have experiences and learning from the pilot projects of the 

Sustainable City approach (prior to the current project) in Skopje, Macedonia 

and Visakhapatnam, India, been incorporated? 

 Is there a demand from developing countries and future opportunities? 

4.2.1 What is a SymbioCity city project? 

Following the description of the approach
7
, the SymbioCity projects are in principle 

organised in a standardised way and go through the same six steps: 

 

1. Define and organise the sustainability review 

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. 

 The “products” from a SymbioCity project are generally two: an urban 

sustainability review (USR) and a Plan of Action. The basic organisation has two 

components: (a) a Steering Group to provide guidance, oversight and endorse the 

direction of the work, and (b) a Working Group to carry out the actual work. For three 

of the four city projects carried out through SKL International, there was also a third 

element: a city-to-city learning component. For each of the three cities, a Swedish 

partner city was involved, which had the role of being a discussion and cooperation 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
7
 SymbioCity Manual, p 105. 
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partner that organises study trips and part of the training and provides hands-on expe-

rience with an emphasis on the Swedish way to deal with environmental issues in 

particular, but on governance, politics, education etc. as well. The paired cities were: 

 

 Palu – Borås 

 Probolinggo – Helsingborg 

 Duyun – Eskilstuna 

 Mazabuka – no partner city 

 

The members of the Steering Groups were generally local politicians, senior officials 

in the municipal administration, a representative from a relevant government agency, 

a representative from SKL International and a senior urban advisor. The role of the 

latter is mainly to check progress against the methods and tools presented in the ap-

proach. The Working Group is typically comprised of officials from the urban plan-

ning departments in the project city and the Swedish partner city, citizen representa-

tives, a person from the business community and persons representing parts of the 

national administration.  

 

A facilitator was attached to each of the projects to guide the Working Group through 

the different steps of the process and give advice regarding suitable methods to be 

used at various stages. The facilitators were all senior Swedish architects with an ur-

ban planning background and experience from working both in Sweden and in coun-

tries outside Sweden. They never proposed solutions, which of course was the task of 

the Working Group.  

4.2.2 Context-specific relevance of the SymbioCity city projects 

Although the four city projects were implemented according to the same format and 

largely produced similar results – a USR and an Action Plan – their history and cir-

cumstances vary considerably, which also had direct influence on the relevance of 

their outcomes.  

 

The Mazabuka city project in Zambia was initiated largely because Sida wanted to 

see more of the SymbioCity Approach applied in Africa and find out about its ap-

plicability there. Several cities, primarily in Zambia, Uganda and Rwanda were as-

sessed as alternative cities for a pilot intervention. The choice fell on Mazabuka main-

ly due to the fact that two participants from Mazabuka distinguished themselves dur-

ing the ITP training targeted to five countries in East and Southern Africa, and that 

the political leadership of the municipality showed commitment and was willing to 

provide cost-sharing for the implementation of the project
8
.  Lusaka was discussed as 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
8
 Communication from SKL International (January 2014). 
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an alternative but it was considered to be too complicated because it is the capital 

city.
9
 

 

In Zambia two nation-wide planning efforts had been carried out during recent years 

and it seems that the SymbioCity method was appreciated as complementing, espe-

cially the Integrated Development Plan (IDP). Opinions differed among SG and WG 

members in Mazabuka whether the SymbioCity Approach was basically similar to the 

IDP a year earlier, or if it succeeded in more effectively establishing a local holistic 

view; but there was largely agreement that it brought crucial added value to handling 

the environmental issues in the city. 

 

In China, the Duyun city project is linked to a previous cooperation project with The 

China Association of Mayors (CAM). The origin was a visit by the Swedish minister 

for environment when cooperation with CAM was initiated and implemented during 

2007-09. It was concluded in 2010 and comprised two parts: 

 

1) The development of a concept for so-called Citizen Service Centres. A team of 

Chinese and Swedish experts produced guidelines for how to create such offic-

es
10

. 

2) The promotion of holistic urban planning. At the beginning activities were largely 

study trips by Chinese mayors to Sweden. 

 

Further discussions between Sida, SKL International, CAM and the city of Duyun 

(which had been involved with the Citizen Service Centre project) resulted in the de-

cision to run a SymbioCity project in this city. It fitted with Sida’s criteria for the 

choice of city (no too big and relatively poor) and with the wish by CENTEC
11

 at the 

Embassy of Sweden in Beijing to start a SymbioCity project in China. According to 

the interviews, Chinese planning authorities, and not least CAM, were eager to find 

effective measures to handle environmental challenges in the growing cities and the 

city project in Duyun was apparently seen as being suitable from that point of view. 

SKL International then looked for a suitable Swedish partner city. Eskilstuna was 

selected because of the city’s ambitious way of working with environmentally related 

planning issues.  

 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
9
 The experience from the pilot city project in Skopje indicated that a nation’s capital may present plan-
ning complications since not only municipal issues had to be considered. 

10
 The fact that these guidelines were later endorsed by the Chinese government, thus had great im-
pact, led to the adoption of a similar co-operation mode in the SymbioCity pilot projects in China and 

Indonesia with bi-national working groups and steering committees (Communication by SKL Interna-
tional, January 2014). 

11
 Center for Environmental Technology (section within Embassy of Sweden in Beijing). 
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The two SymbioCity projects in Indonesia had their origins in both a previous cooper-

ation programme on waste management between the city of Palu and the Swedish city 

of Borås and in the Indonesian government’s Green City programme. It seemed that 

the SymbioCity Approach would be highly suitable as an urban planning method to 

enhance the Green City programme, and a conference was jointly arranged in March 

2012 by Indonesia’s Ministry of Public Works (MoPW) and the Embassy of Sweden 

in Jakarta. Around ten cities in Indonesia were invited to the conference and the Em-

bassy asked SKL to introduce the SymbioCity Approach. The invited cities presented 

plans at the conference, and Palu and Probolinggo were chosen for further support 

from Sida and from the Indonesian MoPW.  

 

In Indonesia the Green City Development Programme was launched in 2011
12

 and it 

has been quickly accepted by Indonesian local authorities. The SymbioCity approach 

fits well into this policy and provides both the overall, lateral thinking on sustainable 

urban planning and the practical methods to deal with the challenges that the pro-

gramme requires. The Green City Development Programme aims at tackling devel-

opmental challenges related to fast growing urban areas in the country. 

 

A common denominator for all city projects is that personal and/or organisational 

contacts were established in advance and not just in direct connection to the city pro-

jects, although it is obvious that these previous contacts or links were very different. 

A second common feature is that they all are linked to, and apparently fit into, a rele-

vant set of political planning concerns that are congruent with the ideas in the Symbi-

oCity Approach. 

 

The SymbioCity method does not need to be part of a country’s formal municipal 

planning system and legislation, but evidence suggests that it is a prerequisite for its 

applicability and success that it is in accordance with already existing political objec-

tives and can easily be linked to existing urban planning structures. Several persons 

from the city projects emphasised the importance of a good “anchoring” of the work 

with the Urban Sustainability Review and the Plan of Action at the political level. 

The opinion was also given that it is important that the Working Group members are 

selected by the Steering Group and not by another political municipal body in order to 

promote integrity and coordination. 

4.2.3 Key results: Usefulness of the SymbioCity Approach 

Interviewees in Indonesia and Zambia
13

 highlighted several advantages of the Symbi-

oCity Approach: Working Group and Steering Group members emphasised the use-

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
12

 Indonesia Green City Development Program: an Urban Reform. 48th ISOCARP Congress 2012. 
13

 As mentioned in section 2.3 interviews were not possible in Duyun. 
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fulness of the holistic thinking and the range of practical tools that are introduced in 

the “Manual”. In Mazabuka, the change of the perception of waste – from being a 

problem to being a resource – was mentioned by every interviewee, almost to such an 

extent that it seemed to be a biogas project instead of a planning method. 

 

None of the WG or SG members interviewed were particularly concerned about the 

lack of direct linkages to the domestic planning systems. From a formal point of 

view, the USR is just one of the various studies that may be done in connection with a 

planning process, and it does not require any special arrangements. What may be a 

challenge, however, is to take on board information and views from different thematic 

areas that traditionally have worked separately.
14

 Positively, this seems to have 

worked reasonably well in the city projects.  

 

The citizen consultation process is less technical than many other urban planning 

measures and closer to politics, and also here the interviews confirmed their useful-

ness. It turned out that Indonesia seems to have more extensive consultation processes 

than Sweden, and in Zambia it was pointed out that the IDP process, which took place 

one year before the SymbioCity project, required far more citizen consultations. 

 

One professional in Mazabuka saw the independence of the SymbioCity Approach 

from formal planning systems as a clear advantage. The fact that there was no report-

ing back to higher authorities according to set parameters was also important. It made 

it possible to think more freely about what issues to include in the planning process 

and to seek more unconventional solutions.  

 

As mentioned below in Section 4.2.4, all city projects have produced the intended 

outputs, that is an USR and an action plan. The Mazabuka review and plan is availa-

ble as a conventional report, while both Palu and Probolinggo have printed extensive-

ly illustrated and colourful summaries of their reports intended for the general public. 

The evaluation team interprets this as a sign of commitment to the results by the local 

authorities, and it indicates that the process is obviously not seen as a mere training 

exercise. 

 

However, since the Action Plans generally do not have a formal “standing” in relation 

to the country’s legislation and planning system, it is unclear to what extent imple-

mentation will be pursued in the future and result in concrete outcomes. According to 

information given to the evaluation team, some things are however already being im-

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
14

 This is a general concern that is outside the scope of this evaluation but it is clearly a factor behind 
the creation of the SymbioCity Approach. 
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plemented, e.g. a small biogas plant in Mazabuka that will provide fuel to a number 

of business enterprises in the largest market in the town. 

 

There has been internal discussions at SKL International and with members of the 

expert pool about ways to improve the practical use of the Manual/Approach. The 

most frequent critique seems to be that it is hardly possible to use it without guidance 

(thus the importance of the facilitators; see next section) and that it is too generic and 

not easily adopted to local contexts. This discussion started already on the basis of the 

experiences from the pilot city projects.
15

 Although major improvements have been 

made, some of the difficulties remain. To that end, SKL International included in its 

project plan what is called “ The SymbioCity Process Guide”, which is sometimes 

also referred to as “The Tool Kit”. SKL International points out that this is a tool for 

making the approach more easily accessible for cities. “The purpose of the guide is to 

address the concern that the “main publication” is too complicated for some partners 

that need a more hands-on guide. It is also seen as a useful tool for the facilitators.”
16

 

4.2.4 Key results: Timing and implementation17 

Reports and interviews show that the city projects were implemented largely accord-

ing to plan. They have been finalised in a remarkably short time – in practice around 

one year – in spite of having to deal with unexpected delays
18

. The delays had varied 

causes. In Mazabuka, a sudden change of core staff slowed down things immediately 

after the start. Regarding the Duyun city project, Sida was slow to make the necessary 

decisions, and language barriers were greater than expected. In addition Chinese rules 

to curb corruption did not allow the same staff to travel twice to Sweden, which 

slowed down learning considerably. In Indonesia there seems to have been no major 

obstacles, although also in these cases language and different planning and decision-

making cultures created obstacles to the process. 

 

As already mentioned above (Section 4.1), a decisive factor in the application of the 

approach in general, and in the context of the city projects in particular, is the facilita-

tor, whose task is not to lead the work in any way but to act as a coach and resource, 

advising on steps to take and tools to use for a particular task. The Working Group 

and the Steering Group are responsible for all decisions. This has worked quite well 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
15

 Views on the manual “The Sustainable City Approach”. Sustainability Review of City of Skopje – 
Phase 2, Appendix 3. 2010 Report from the Visakhapatnam and Skopje city city review meeting, Oc-
tober 15, 2009, at Sida headquarters. By Hans Lundberg, IVL Swedish Research Institute. 

16
 Communication from SKL International, January 2014. 

17
 For more details regarding implementation, please see the progress reports and annual reviews by 
SKL International. The evaluation team has not found any discrepancies in the reporting that would 
warrant a revision of these reports. 

18
 ”Finalised” means of course here that an Urban Sustainability Review and an Action Plan have been 
produced and accepted; not that the Action Plan has been carried out. 
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according to all interviewees, but it is clear that the facilitator is essential, especially 

in the start-up phase, and also later to keep the process going. All city projects are 

carried out in parallel with the ordinary daily tasks of the stakeholders and are com-

peting with attention to other duties. There was a general agreement among the peo-

ple involved that the manual alone would not be sufficient to initiate a SymbioCity-

based planning process; a facilitator and/or related training is necessary. 

4.2.5 Key results: Poverty, human rights and gender issues 

The approach has through its objective on creating sustainable solutions to urban de-

velopment issues a general direction that is potentially beneficial for the majority of 

inhabitants in a city and not only for the privileged. It recognises the relevance of 

informal settlements and conditions for the poor in various ways and stresses the ne-

cessity to address such aspect in the planning process. The text in the SymbioCity 

Approach publication is rather explicit about this: 

 

“The Approach can serve as a starting point and inspiration for developing visions, 

scenarios, strategies and solutions for sustainable urban development in develop-

ing and transition countries, in that it pays special attention to the conditions and 

needs of poor, vulnerable and marginalised groups such as women and children, 

indigenous people and migrants.”
19

 

 

Also SKL expresses clear ambitions in this direction and wants to emphasise that 

poverty issues are firmly established in the Approach: 

 

“The establishment of the SymbioCity approach Secretariat marks an institutionali-

sation of the approach within the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and 

Regions (SALAR) and SKL International as well as a demarcation of the “ap-

proach” symbolising the methodological development and poverty alleviation as-

signment of SymbioCity.”
20

 

 

How these ambitions have been manifested in the actual city projects should at this 

stage – before there have been opportunities to realise the action plans – be possible 

to see in three ways: how the consultations have been carried out, what has been in-

cluded in the USRs, and what are the priorities in the action plans.  

 

In the Mazabuka USR and action plan
21

 poverty issues are present but in an indirect 

way and part of a general objective to improve conditions in the city, in particular 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
19

 The SymbioCity Approach publication, p 11. It says similar things at several places in the text.  
20

 Progress Report III, Development of the Sustainable City approach. Reporting period: January – 
December 2012, p 4. 
21

 Mazabuka Urban Sustainability Review USR. Final Report 2013-11-14. 
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regarding transport, waste management and improved facilities like water and sew-

age. Consultations have been held with community groups, and community repre-

sentatives are members of the Working Group. Judging from the interviews, care has 

been taken to include views of the poorer citizens in the discussions. The descriptive 

part is clear about the extent and character of low-income areas but the action plan 

does not focus on these areas. The parts of the action plan that may be said to be most 

clearly directed towards the poor are about creating better conditions for recreation, 

sports and culture as an effort to counter emerging drug and violence habits among 

the youth. There are no explicit measures mentioned regarding gender issues nor non-

discrimination. Regarding human rights, the consultations can be considered as indi-

cating a willingness to listen carefully to people outside the formal political and ad-

ministrative structures, thus relating to participation, transparency and accountability. 

 

The URS report from Duyun largely discusses traditional sectoral urban planning 

issues like transportation, water and sewage etc. but it is obvious that this is done 

against a background of challenges regarding very fast urbanisation and integration of 

an extremely diversified ethnical population. Typical is what the plan says about 

transportation: 

 

“Based on the principle of ‘human orientation’, develop urban public transport un-

der limited conditions, treat public transport, urban rail transit and tramcar as the 

main transport model, establish public transport system with large capacity and 

high effectiveness and provide hardware and software environment for its devel-

opment, change the road resources allocation method to emphasis on slow and 

public transportation instead of motor vehicles to facilitate traffic of the residents. 

For the priority of public transport and non-motorised vehicles, fully ensure the re-

lated policy and planning on land use.”
22

 

 

The action plan does not explicitly mention measures that are specifically directed 

towards the urban poor nor towards possible problems related to gender or youth. The 

consultation process is not clearly described in the report. 

 

Although the Palu USR and Action Plan
23

 brings up many of the usual technical ur-

ban planning issues, it is very different from the previous reports in that it presents 

three action plans and emphasises social development and political issues as an inte-

grated part of good urban development. The three plans are: 

 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
22

 Duyun Urban Sustainability Review. Draft 6 December 2013, p 28. 
23

 Toward Sustainable Palu Bay Area. Executive Summary Report. (No date but probably November 
2013). 
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 Action plan on good governance for sustainable development; 

 Action plan on social and cultural issues; and 

 Action plan on green urban system and management. 

 

This approach was apparently taken to counter the risk of losing social cohesion and 

outbreaks of violence related to various cultural backgrounds. Poverty issues certainly 

play a role in this. The situation is analysed along various social and cultural dimen-

sions and leads to a more varied palette of actions compared to the two previous city 

projects. Human rights issues are thus present, even if they are only indirectly dis-

cussed.  

 

The USR and Action Plan for Probolinggo
24

 is the only one of the four city project 

reports that actually includes poverty as a clear part of the plan. Of course, technical 

issues like waste management are there as well, but the involvement of poor citizens 

is emphasised and includes education about consequences and suitable actions for 

improvement. The USR includes a pilot project in one sub-district of the city and “in-

cluded aspects of sustainability in the dimensions of economic (poverty), social (edu-

cation) and the environment (waste, sewage and green corridors).” It may be seen as a 

quite advanced way to carry out a consultation with citizens. The action plan has four 

parts: water pollution, climate change, poverty and solid waste. The poverty part in-

cludes stimulating entrepreneurship and increasing awareness about healthy life. 

 

In sum, a generous interpretation of the background and underlying reasons for the 

plans that were the outcome of the four city projects is that the poverty dimension is 

present albeit indirectly, with one exception, where it is a clear part of the plan. Hu-

man rights issues are also part of the background in Duyun with its ethnic diversity 

but much more so in the plan for Palu. Gender issues are not mentioned in any of the 

plans.
25

 

4.2.6 Key results: Resources, time and money 

The institutional arrangements, which of course are closely related to resources avail-

able, will be discussed in the next section. The financial burden of the city projects 

was shared between the city project country and Sweden. The host country’s contri-

bution was mainly the salary for the city officials during the periods when the project 

was running and also costs for travel of the local staff to Sweden regarding the Chi-

nese and Indonesian city projects. Sweden’s contribution included all costs in Sweden 

and travels to the respective countries, as well as the salaries for Swedish partner city 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
24

 Probolinggo urban sustainability review. Executive summary. November 2013. 
25

 It has to be noted that gender issues are, however, included in the terms of references for the Work-
ing Groups. 
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staff and expenses in connection to visits and training. In addition, the fees for SKL 

International, including facilitators and senior advisors, were covered by Sida. 

 

For budgetary reasons, the Swedish financial contribution was taken from different 

sources, mainly from Sida’s Global Programmes appropriation, but also from funds 

allocated to partner driven cooperation. This does not seem to have caused problems 

and may be seen as an indication of Sida’s flexibility regarding funding.  

 

The costs have, as far as this could be assessed, been kept within the budget. The rea-

son why there was no partner city for Mazabuka was said to be a shortage of funds 

when the project started. This is perhaps something of a paradox since it was Sida that 

wanted to test the Approach in Africa to more actively promote its use as part of pov-

erty reduction, and more and not less resources would have been a natural strategy. 

 

In this context, it is worth mentioning that several interviewees in Mazabuka thought 

that it was good that the project did not come with the usual “bags of money”. One 

official said that they were at first surprised and even disappointed that no money for 

actual implementation would be linked to the planning project, but eventually the fact 

that any concrete changes had to be financed locally sharpened the focus and proba-

bly created more realism in the discussions.
26

 

 

Regarding assessment of efficiency, the evaluation team cannot use any benchmark 

figures to judge whether the project could have achieved the same results at lower 

costs. The difficulties lie not only in the fact that this is to a large extent a capacity-

building project with the usual difficulties to define the outcome within the project 

time period, but also because it is exploratory. In addition, if the importance of the 

approach or lack thereof beyond the city projects’ time frame should be included, the 

assessment of efficiency is nearly impossible.  

 

The evaluation team could not identify any apparent waste of money, and anecdotal 

evidence through interviews and observations point rather in the opposite direction: 

that people have enthusiastically worked more than expected because it was an inter-

esting and worthwhile task. 

 

4.3  THE INSTITUTIONAL SETTING 

This section presents the assessment of the effectiveness, efficiency and the sustaina-

bility of the institutional arrangements to promote the SymbioCity Approach. 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
26

 However, the biogas project mentioned above cannot be financed by Mazabuka municipality on their 
own and the Council is applying for a grant from the Embassy of Sweden in Lusaka. 
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SymbioCity is promoted by a range of different stakeholders, which is both a strength 

and a potential weakness. The SymbioCity Approach project is implemented by SKL 

International in several ways, mainly: (a) by applying the approach in different cities: 

Mazabuka in Zambia, Palu and Probolinggo in Indonesia, and Duyun in China, (b) by 

different networking activities, and (c) by influencing sustainable urban planning 

through training courses, which were co-financed by SKL International and were es-

tablished on their initiative. One course is carried out within Sida’s international 

training programme (ITP), and is managed by the Swedish non-governmental institu-

tion ICLD (International Centre for Local Democracy). Another entirely on-line 

course was carried out by UNITAR (United Nations Institute for Training and Re-

search). Both courses were implemented in close cooperation with SKL International 

and all SymbioCity related input has been provided and managed by its Secretariat. 

More indirectly (i.e., not in the context of the project to be evaluated), SymbioCity is 

also promoted and implemented through: (a) the occasional use of the approach and 

its ideas on urban planning on various locations in the world, for instance in Asia, and 

(b) events arranged by Business Sweden (BS), a government sponsored organisation 

that promotes Swedish enterprise and knowhow. 

 

The promotion of SymbioCity by a range of different stakeholders is seen as a 

strength in the sense that different expertise and diverse funding sources are com-

bined (Ministry of Foreign Affairs for the online course, support from Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs for Business Sweden, funds from the ICLD municipal partnership 

programme etc.), which certainly increases the dissemination and long-term sustaina-

bility of the approach. A weakness of the involvement of many stakeholders is, how-

ever, that it has created some confusion because the different actors have different 

organisational structures and mandates. Marketing aspects related to SymbioCity often 

prevail in the “eyes” of “outsiders”
27

, not its poverty reduction aspects, and carful 

attempts by SKL International to avoid such confusion (e.g. by calling the manage-

ment body of the project “SymbioCity Approach Secretariat”) are hardly noticed by 

“outsiders”. 

 

In the following text, specific aspects are highlighted in relation to some key stake-

holders, namely SKL International, Sida, UCLD, UNITAR and Business Sweden.  

 

SKL International: The Growth and Community Development Division at 

SALAR/SKL has the overall responsibility for the project, while SKL International as 

a subsidiary to SALAR/SKL, is responsible for managing and driving the different 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
27

 This includes international urban experts and Swedish municipal representatives who have not been 
directly involved in the SymbioCity Approach project. 
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project components. SKL International’s task is to manage the SymbioCity Approach 

project, which includes (a) the promotion and the further development of the ap-

proach, (b) supporting related SymbioCity Approach training, (c) running the city 

projects (which are now all coming to an end), (d) the cooperation with different 

stakeholders and in particular with Business Sweden to provide SymbioCity-related 

information and consultation, and (e) the establishment and maintenance of contacts 

with interested parties in developing and transitional countries to promote the applica-

tion of the SymbioCity Approach. The promotion of the approach has involved a large 

variety of strategic considerations and interventions, which have also resulted in the 

establishment of the SymbioCity Approach Secretariat and the SymbioCity expert 

pool
28

, networking and related attempts to seek different sources of financing. The 

establishment of the SymbioCity Approach Secretariat can be seen as a strong indica-

tion of SKL International’s commitment to SymbioCity. The current agreement with 

Sida is soon ending, but both Sida and SKL International have indicated their interest 

in continuing their work on the SymbioCity Approach.  

 

SKL International is a small organisation but has enhanced its capacity regarding the 

promotion of SymbioCity by building a pool of SymbioCity experts, who can be used 

as facilitators and senior experts in city projects. It is also the evaluation team’s im-

pression that SKL International has an adequate network of contacts, both Swedish 

and international, although there are existing networks, organisations and contacts 

which could be further explored and/or tapped into. 

 

Although the Mazabuka project was conducted without a Swedish partner city, it is 

unlikely that this would be the case for possible future city projects. Thus SKL is 

partly dependent on involving suitable partner cities in Sweden. In the three now 

completed projects, the Swedish partner cities have been compensated for their direct 

costs, and have, according to information to the team, been very careful with not us-

ing local taxpayers’ money for this project. In addition, potential partner cities need to 

be interested in the SymbioCity Approach (or at least sustainable urban development 

in general) and be convinced that there is something to be gained from related efforts, 

that goes well beyond more traditional city-to-city friendship agreements. 

 

For funding a continuation of the project, other sources than Sida have been consid-

ered, but a problem may be the required close link to Swedish municipalities (which 

is related to the mandate of SKL International). 

 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
28

 Note that the SymbioCity expert pool includes professionals from a range of different academic and 
private institutions, which also translates into close linkages and/or cooperation of SKL.International 
with these institutions. 
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Sida: The SymbioCity project is unusual in the sense that much of the ideas behind 

the project are related to past developments within Sida, and that the ap-

proach/method was actively promoted by Sida and its previous Urban Unit
29

. After a 

major reorganisation of Sida around 2008-9, the unit handling urban issues ceased to 

exist and, thus, the future of the SymbioCity Approach (during that time still called 

The Sustainable City Approach) was uncertain. In the subsequent discussions, Sida’s 

department for Global Programmes became involved, and decided to continue the 

support through SKL International. The approach and related experiences within Sida 

were deemed to be too valuable to be allowed to be terminated, and it was soon also 

seen as a possible opportunity for partner driven cooperation (PDC), a development 

cooperation method that Sida has used for the past six years but was largely terminat-

ed by the end of 2013.
30

 Due to the various changes in Sida’s organisation, finding a 

defined “place” for funding and coordinating the approach within Sida to assure its 

application for poverty reduction and its complementarity with other more bottom-up 

urban initiatives may be a challenge. 

 

Swedish partner cities/ city-to-city cooperation: The interviews indicated virtually 

unanimous agreement about the benefits of city-to-city cooperation in general, and in 

the context of the SymbioCity projects in particular. Cities respond much better if they 

are linked to other cities, which includes learning among the peers. However, Swe-

dish municipal staff seldom have professional experience from abroad and may, for 

example, assume similar conditions in the partner city, which may create considerable 

obstacles for cooperation. Nevertheless, with the exception of language barriers 

(which may be considerable), the impression from interviews and the Bali conference 

is that the advantages tend to clearly outweigh the problems. As mentioned above 

(regarding SKL International), a weak factor for possible future city projects is prob-

ably the “recruitment” of Swedish partner cities. The fact that SALAR/SKL was posi-

tive to enter an agreement with Sida on SymbioCity may indicate, however, that there 

is a sufficiently strong interest among Swedish municipalities for this kind of cooper-

ation. Little focus is so far on South-North learning, which could certainly be further 

explored, for instance for climate change adaptation (e.g. soft measures, people-

centred measures) as well as participatory bottom-up planning and related involve-

ment of marginal/vulnerable groups. 

 

ICLD and UNITAR and related SymbioCity training courses: The two different 

training courses related to the SymbioCity Approach have been created on the initia-

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
29

 The Unit had various names and scope at different periods but was to a large extent always con-
cerned with urban issues; thus this abbreviated name is used in the report. 

30
 PDC was the main channel for Swedish support to the Indonesian projects. The method was faced 

out within the context of the cooperation category “selektivt samarbete” with seven countries but will 
probably be possible to be used in other Sida cooperation/contexts in the future. 
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tive, and direct support, of SKL International. Their implementation was organised by 

ICLD and UNITAR, and in close cooperation with SKL International. Training 

courses are an important part of the project and have proved to be highly relevant for 

the application of the approach. Most interviewees agreed that the capacity develop-

ment aspect through training courses is crucial and should be strengthened. This is 

also supported by the evaluation reports, which show that the course participants are 

satisfied with the course. Both the evaluation reports and the students’ final work fur-

ther demonstrate that the approach is relevant for the direct target group (cf. Section 

4.1) and their respective home cities and countries.  

 

Whilst both the training courses organised by ICLD and UNITAR are considered to 

be important, their content, focus countries, structure, management and institutional 

setting were very different.  

 

ICLD was founded in 2009 and is mainly financed by Sida. The ICLD mandate, as 

part of Swedish development co-operation, is to promote local democracy, which 

principally concerns strengthening local institutions, issues regarding decentralisa-

tion, local autonomy, citizen influence and collaboration between various partici-

pants.
31

 This mandate matches well (e.g. stakeholder involvement) and complements 

(e.g. political aspects) key aspect of the SymbioCity Approach. Apart from the im-

plementation of the Sida financed International Training Programmes (ITPs), ICLD 

has two other tasks: The implementation of a municipal partnership programme and 

the creation and maintenance of a centre of knowledge. The city project between Bo-

rås and Palo (Indonesia) was part of this programme.
32

 Each ITP is budgeted with 4 

Million SEK and has the following features: The time period is 18 months; it includes 

a “project of change”; and the participants cannot apply for themselves but have to be 

proposed by a kind of supervisor. Starting from 2012, only group applications were 

accepted, which helped to deal with sustainability challenges such as changing mu-

nicipal staff. The ITP courses entitled “Towards Sustainable Development and Local 

Democracy through the SymbioCity Approach” started in 2011. Currently, the course 

is running for the third time (cohort 1: 2011-12; cohort 2: 2012-13; cohort 3: 2013-

14). The number of participants was around 25 professionals per year. The time line 

of each course is as follows: 

 

 Inception workshop in one of the focus countries/cities (approx. 1 week training 

with focus on project for change; cohort 1: in Rwanda; cohort 2: in Dar es Sa-

laam, Kenya; cohort 3: Kampala, Uganda). 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
31

 See http://www.icld.se/eng/start.pab 
32

 There are currently around 60-70 ongoing city partnerships. 
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 Swedish Phase (approx. 3 weeks; focus not on showcasing Swedish examples 

but to study real cases of urban governance and related processes, such as 

stakeholder involvement, etc.; one week dedicated to specific training on the 

SymbioCity Approach). 

 Regional Training in one of the focus countries/cities (cohort 1: in Lusaka, 

Zambia, cohort 2: in Kampala; Uganda; cohort 3: planned in Kenya). 

 Final Workshop (3 day workshop) in one of the focus countries/cities (cohort 1: 

in Kampala, Uganda; cohort 2: Dar es Salaam, Kenya; cohort 3: not yet 

planned). 

The focus countries for cohort 1 were Rwanda, Uganda and Zambia, for cohort 2-3 

they were Uganda, Zambia and Kenya. The change was related to problems with 

travel permits of the Rwandan participants. Mentors from the course participants’ 

respective African countries were selected to provide support during the entire 10 

months course period. Starting from 2012, the mentors were also given the opportuni-

ty to participate in a study visit to Sweden. Although there is no funding for continu-

ous support after the training is finalised, and a general lack of financing to support 

South-South learning, the course participants organised themselves some city-to-city 

visits (e.g. between Rwanda and Zambia). 

 

A specific course book entitled “Developing Sustainable Cities in Sweden” was de-

veloped by SKL International, which complements the description of the SymbioCity 

Approach as such (SKL International 2012; see also section 4.1). 

 

During the course period, a range of different evaluations for each of the different 

course phases (see above) are carried out. All documentation points towards positive 

course outcomes, but also supports some of the issues described under 4.1. However, 

it has to be noted that the complex course structure, related scattered documentation 

and a rather unstructured course platform make a systematic course evaluation chal-

lenging. 

 

According to ICLD, there was an increasing demand for the course, and there would 

be no problem to find adequate course participants in the future. From a financial 

point of view, starting from 2015, a new course on SymbioCity could be initiated 

without additional funding (i.e. within their general yearly budget), if instructed by 

Sida. To initiate a new training course already in 2014, an additional budget of 4 mil-

lion SEK would be needed. The potential links between ICLD’s ITP courses and their 

municipal partnership programme could in this context be further strengthened, but 

are strongly dependent on an existing interest of Swedish cities to be involved (which 

also highlights the need for further SymbioCity training for Swedish planners and 

municipal staff). Finally, the training seems so far not be linked to other Sida sup-

ported activities for sustainable urban development (e.g. with more bottom-up ap-

proaches targeted at people living in poor/informal areas), which could certainly be 

beneficial for future course participants. 
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UNITAR, the United Nations Institute for Training and Research, is a training arm of 

the United Nations System, serving some 27,000 beneficiaries annually by conduct-

ing more than 400 capacity development and research activities around the world. 

The mission of UNITAR is to deliver innovative training and conduct research on 

knowledge systems to develop capacities of beneficiaries in the fields of environment, 

peace, security and diplomacy, and governance.
33

 The financing for the development 

and implementation of the online course organised by UNITAR (200,000 USD) came 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which had accepted a proposal submitted by 

SKL International and UNITAR .  

 

The course was carried out from November 2012 to March 2013 (15 week course 

period). In accordance with the instructions given by the Ministry, the focus countries 

included: Bangladesh, Cambodia, Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam. In contrast to 

the course organised by ICLD, the course is fully focused on the SymbioCity ap-

proach and is based on the six steps of its working procedures. All training was car-

ried out online, based on readings and feedback by a Swedish moderator/SymbioCity 

expert. The online platform and the course content is very well-structured and profes-

sional. It was developed in cooperation between SKL International and UNITAR. 

Positively, all training material was adjusted to the focus countries of the course. The 

only face-to-face component of the course was the closing event in Bangkok in April 

2013. However, only four participants could come to this event. The lack of more 

interactive parts, including face-to-case meetings and, importantly, video-based lec-

tures and flash-based
34

 delivery of the course content was seen as problematic.  

 

Since it was not easy to find a sufficient number of applicants, the original idea of a 

400 USD course fee was dropped. Ultimately, 42 people applied of which 31 were 

eligible and were selected for the course. Out of these, 15 finished the course and 9 

filled in the online evaluation. According to the course organisers, difficulties in find-

ing enough participants were related to the very restricted regional focus and the 

name SymbioCity since it is not a concept or term which is known by the target group. 

The high dropout rate was related mainly to problems with working in teams, time 

shortages of the course participants (who have to carry out the online course in paral-

lel to their normal work), and might have in some cases also be related to the com-

plexity of the approach as such.  

 

The feedback from the online course participants and their final work show the rele-

vance of the approach, with all course participants being very satisfied, but it also 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
33

 See http://www.unitar.org/the-institute and http://www.unitar.org/environment 
34

 Flash-based means the provision of additional text/content by clicking on related links - as opposed to 
providing all text/details at once, which might confuse the reader. 

http://www.unitar.org/governance
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highlights some of the challenges described in Section 4.1. The continuation of the 

online course in the future could be easily realised since the course design and plat-

form has already been established. Based on the past experiences, the identification of 

sufficient participants is not a concern for UNITAR. According to them, past chal-

lenges could be easily solved by (a) opening the course to more countries, (b) not 

including obligatory group work, (c) increased opportunities, but no obligations to 

participate in face-to-face events, (d) no course fees, (e) better marketing (e.g., in-

cluding a more adequate title), (f) the inclusion of more interactive training (e.g., vid-

eo-based lectures), (g) the inclusion of more reality-based/real life case studies, and 

(h) a less dense and more interactive presentation of the approach (e.g. using flash-

ups) to assist the course participants in understanding the “big picture” first, without 

getting confused with details. The evaluation team cannot assess whether this opti-

mism is warranted, but it can be based on UNITAR’s extensive experience with 

online courses in general. 

 

From the experiences of both training courses organised by ICLD and UNITAR re-

spectively, it became obvious that their success is strongly related to the identification 

and selection process of the participants and, in this context, the institutional contacts 

of the managing body. Both ICLD and UNITAR, with direct support from SKL In-

ternational, are considered adequate for further training related to the SymbioCity Ap-

proach. Finally, it has to be noted that both ICLD and UNITAR indicated that their 

efforts could perhaps be combined. 

 

BUSINESS SWEDEN: The promotion of SymbioCity – and more specifically the 

promotion of Swedish sustainable city planning – is declared by the Foreign Ministry 

to be a joint undertaking by the government with a number of actors being involved 

and supported. Business Sweden can be seen as one of the two legs the SymbioCity 

project stands on (with the other leg being SKL International). Several of the inter-

viewees stated that they do not see any problem with these two parts of SymbioCity 

and that it creates opportunities for mutual benefit. Others are more critical, highlight-

ing the fact that the marketing component is dominant, and two people contacted 

were reluctant to be interviewed about other (non-marketing related) aspects since 

they were not fully aware about them.  

 

Nevertheless, it has to be highlighted that today’s relation between SKL International 

and Business Sweden seems to be characterised by a positive mutual understanding, 

and that the previously disjointed parts are now cooperating in a fairly good way. 

 

Business Sweden is a marketing organisation and, compared to Sida or SKL Interna-

tional, has much more resources to spread information about SymbioCity. Its contri-

bution is thus important. However, the task of Business Sweden is first and foremost 

to promote Swedish enterprises and related knowhow, while the SymbioCity Ap-

proach, i.e. the ideas and the methods for sustainable urban planning, is mainly pro-

moted by Business Sweden as a complement to their marketing efforts. Put simply, 

on the one hand the approach and what SKL International is promoting happens to be 

Swedish, but is strongly influenced by other country experiences and the aim is to 
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make the ideas a common and shared international property. On the other hand, the 

business part is (and has to be) by definition Swedish. This may create a problem 

from the partner countries’ point of view and could raise the question of integrity: 

how independent would a “recipient” city be regarding finding its own solutions? 

 

Business Sweden contributes financially to the common platform, for instance by 

paying for the maintenance and regular updating of the SymbioCity website. The 

website is, however, not easy to navigate when trying to understand the crucial as-

pects of the approach and, importantly, lacks transparency as regards the different 

involvement and objectives (such as poverty reduction) of the organisations that sup-

port the SymbioCity, namely SKL, Sida and Business Sweden (see also Section 4.1). 

 

The evaluation team has not looked much into what other ways Business Sweden 

may be able to support the project in the future e.g. by contributing to the develop-

ment of the approach, but it seems unlikely that Business Sweden would be able to be 

a source to completely finance a new city project. Closer involvement in training 

courses might, however, be a viable option, especially since Business Sweden is al-

ready providing related training and has even established a SymbioCity Training 

Academy
35

 A parallel structure for training may only increase potential confusion for 

“outsiders”. In addition, Business Sweden might be instrumental in converting the 

current website into a national platform for communication and exchange. 

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
35

 See http://www.symbiocity.org/en/Activate/. It hashowever to be noted that the evaluation team has 
not looked into the specific content of the SymbioCity Training Academy. 

http://www.symbiocity.org/en/Activate/
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 5 Discussion and Conclusions 

5.1  THE RELEVANCE –  IN VIEW OF CURRENT 
SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES 

With increasing urbanisation and related global processes, the development of ap-

proaches for sustainable urban development is an urgent task. Against this back-

ground, the SymbioCity Approach, with its holistic, inter-sectoral and inclusive char-

acter, is in essence highly relevant.  

 

The study of the SymbioCity Approach, the different stakeholders’ perspectives on it 

as well as the fact that the city projects and related training initiatives have been 

searched for and implemented, show that the SymbioCity Approach is relevant for its 

direct target group. This direct target group includes urban planners and municipal 

officials involved in sustainable urban development planning who require increased 

understanding of the interconnectedness of factors and dimensions which have to be 

considered in their daily work.  

 

The approach’s relevance for its indirect target group, the urban poor, has been grad-

ually improved through revisions to the conceptual framework, but could (and 

should) be further strengthened. Improving formal (top-down) city planning is crucial 

for sustainably changing current systems, but formal planning procedures require 

many years or decades until actual effects can be seen, especially for the urban poor 

(which is the case both in developing and developed countries). The developmental 

relevance of the approach could be increased by (a) adding tools for improved dia-

logue between municipality officials and the urban poor (i.e. additional guidelines to 

complement chapter 6 on Working Procedures in the SymbioCity publication)
36

, (b) 

increased focus on socio-economic aspects (as opposed to an emphasis on environ-

mental systems solutions), and (c) better linking the SymbioCity Approach to other 

Sida-financed urban initiatives which are more area-focused and bottom-up in order 

to address the urban poor more directly. To achieve sustainable urban development, 

both top-down and bottom-up approaches need to be combined in order to engage 

with those men and women living in informal settlements around what will work best 

for them for water, sanitation, drainage, solid waste collection, health care, schools, 
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 The currently developed SymbioCity Process Guide, includes some aspects related to (a) and (b). 
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emergency servicing and policing. It will relate to issues such as land ownership ti-

tling, services and creating conditions for economic activities. 

 

Furthermore, it has been shown that the comprehensibility and applicability of the 

approach can be strong if it is supported by specific courses and/or trained facilitators. 

Related training is thus considered to be essential.  

 

5.2  USEFULNESS, EFFECTIVENESS AND  
QUALITY OF THE PROJECT 

The four city projects and the training have shown that the approach is useful and that 

it works in different settings. There are views expressed that it is too general or gener-

ic, but the evaluation team concludes that this is also a strength and that the approach 

is solid enough to work in various circumstances. The need for a “coach” however 

remains, and it may be assumed that this will normally be the case since the point of 

the SymbioCity Approach is to introduce a different way of doing urban planning; if it 

were easily and immediately adopted it would perhaps not lead to significant change. 

 

The approach has proved, through the four city cases, that it can generate the intended 

holistic analysis – the Urban Sustainability Reviews – and related Plans of Action. 

Interestingly, this has been achieved outside conventional planning structures. The 

method has obviously been strong enough to engage politicians and planners in the 

various cities and bring them together in a joint effort to create a plan that they be-

lieve in. It is too early to draw conclusions regarding the implementation of the action 

plans and a proper evaluation of the usefulness and the viability of the approach can 

probably only be done after some years. 

 

The verdict is less clear regarding the potential to involve citizens and to carry out 

extensive consultations with citizens, especially the urban poor. The cultural and po-

litical context may determine much of the possibilities for this, but the approach in 

itself may provide opportunities for more involvement in urban development and 

planning efforts. 

 

Regarding the necessary and ever present development objectives that Sweden and 

Sida wish to see fulfilled, the four city projects present a somewhat mixed picture. It 

is fair to say that the approach has an inherent poverty reduction angle in the sense 

that it is aimed at all city dwellers and sustainability measures generally target all 

citizens and not the privileged few. However, more explicit and focussed measures to 

improve the situation of the urban poor may be considered necessary to justify further 

Sida support. The SymbioCity Approach actually represents a latent strong potential 

to further contribute to poverty alleviation. 

 

Time has not permitted the team to look systematically into how Sweden's regional or 

country strategies may already have elements that easily link to or could be adjusted 

to include direct contributions to urban sustainability development in general, and 
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SymbioCity in particular. However, there seems to be both increasing interest from 

the regions, and a couple of cases in that direction that are already underway. One 

example is the potential support through Asian Development Bank and the organisa-

tion CDIA (Cities Development Initiative for Asia), which is being discussed by the 

regional Sida team in Bangkok.
37

 Another example is the possibility to initiate a new 

SymbioCity project in Kenya. A workshop was carried out in 2012 in Kenya and re-

cently SKL International has visited Nairobi to discussed ways of cooperation. The 

team’s recommendation no. 3 (section 6.1) suggests that the overall objective of pov-

erty reduction may include more urban development related contributions.  

 

As discussed in sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.4 above, a SymbioCity project requires a certain 

organisation and time span and may not be easily multiplied to achieve a large num-

ber of projects within a short time. The basic ideas may of course be communicated to 

many and similar ideas are indeed being promoted through various initiatives by other 

organisations like UN-HABITAT, but the problem is obviously how to establish 

many ”complete”
38

 SymbioCity projects. One way ahead may be to have one or a few 

SymbioCity projects in a country or a region as demonstration cases to gain experi-

ence about how it works and may be adopted to a certain context or as learning 

”nodes” and sources of inspiration. 

 

The possibilities to spread the approach and increase its use are obviously a great 

challenge, especially since this is closely related to related training and facilitation. 

The discussion of the relevance of the approach concluded that it is indeed relevant, 

but one may also question whether it is useful everywhere and in any context. Per-

haps further efforts to develop the SymbioCity Approach could clarify where it is not. 

 

5.3  THE INSTITUTIONAL SETTING 

The institutional setting to promote the approach is generally seen as effective and 

efficient. It involves the public sector, international and national training institu-

tions/universities, and the private sector (a kind of triple helix structure). With the 

current institutional set up, the project is well positioned and has good access to rele-

vant stakeholders and various examples of sustainable urban development, for in-

stance through SKL International’s vast network of local governments. The training 

components and city-to-city partnerships are key elements of the institutional setting 

and are generally evaluated very positively. However, the promotion of the Symbi-

oCity by different organisations and with different objectives also creates some diffi-

culties. The mutual support by SKL International and Business Sweden is in some 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
37

 Communication with Göran Haag, Embassy of Sweden, Bangkok, Deecmber 2012. 
38

 ”Complete” in the sense that essential components and dimensions are not missed. 
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respect problematic since the organisations’ different objectives and roles are not suf-

ficiently transparent and clear for “outsiders” to the project. Hence, the evaluation 

team finds that the risks described in the project proposal (pages 22-23)
39

 were not 

sufficiently addressed, but are considered to be possible to remedy in the future.  

 

The financial sustainability of the whole SymbioCity Approach project is closely 

linked to the institutional setup. In principle, the SymbioCity Approach Secretariat 

within SKL International and the related activities regarding the development of the 

approach, future training courses and the expert pool as a resource base for future city 

projects could continue with support from other sources than Sida. The SymbioCity 

Approach aims to promote sustainable urban planning and to have the core ideas ac-

cepted as a viable and effective method anywhere and in particular in poor and transi-

tional countries. However, by labelling SymbioCity as a Swedish planning approach 

and trademark, financial support from non-Swedish donors may be difficult or even 

impossible. Nevertheless, the on-going discussions about support through, for in-

stance, CDIA in Southeast Asia show that co-financing and cooperation about future 

SymbioCity-related projects may be possible. Considerations about future financing of 

the SymbioCity Approach project would have to include this aspect and find a balance 

between the "Swedishness" and a more general applicability of the approach.  

 

Finally, it is important to highlight that the “presence” and continuous involvement of 

Sida was identified to be crucial for assuring the dissemination and poverty focus of 

the approach in the future. 

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
39

 Under the heading ”Risk Analysis & Management”, the risks are described under 10.1. Sustainable 
city – SymbioCity confusion; 10.2 SymbioCity – a Swedish trademark; and 10.3 Ownership and finan-
cial sustainability of the Manual. 
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 6 Recommendations 

6.1  FOR SIDA 

From this evaluation the team concludes that Sida should increase their support for 

sustainable city development and, in this context, continue their support of the Sym-

bioCity Approach. A major argument for this are global urbanisation processes and 

the fact that the SymbioCity Approach represents a latent potential to contribute to 

urban poverty alleviation. Naturally, this also requires increased and coordinated sup-

port at a national policy level on which Sida depends on. Focus of Sida’s continuous 

support of the SymbioCity Approach should be on: 

 

1. The further strengthening of the approach’s relevance for poverty reduction 

and, in this context, investigate ways to more clearly integrate gender, human 

rights, socio-economic and bottom-up perspectives in the approach. 

2. Work on avoiding confusion as regards the different stakeholders’ roles and 

involvement. 

3. The improvement of linkages with Sida’s urban portfolio in general. Sida’s 

diverse efforts to support sustainable urban development could increase its 

relevance by better identifying, and building on, related synergies.
40

 In addi-

tion, Sida’s country teams should be encouraged to look in a coordinated way 

into what possibilities exist to include urban sustainability support in general, 

and possibly relate to the SymbioCity Approach, in their portfolios. 

4. Putting increased focus on capacity building training courses regarding sus-

tainable urban development and the SymbioCity Approach and better linking 

them with Sida’s other urban activities/support. 

5. Assisting SKL especially in the planning of a possible next phase by selecting 

appropriate city projects and tapping into potential additional funding sources.  

6. Supporting long-term follow-up of urban sustainability processes (see below 

no 5). 

 

Finally, it should be highlighted that the approach requires a “place” and coordination 

within Sida to assure its application for poverty reduction and its complementation 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
40

 In this context it could also be noted that current support for sustainable urban development is carried 
out without sufficiently linking it to the increasing debates on supporting more climate and disaster re-
silient cities, which is increasingly demanded from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Sida (e.g. Swe-
dish Water House Policy Report/SIWI, Johannessen et al. 2014). 
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with bottom-up approaches that address more directly the urban poor who often live 

in areas that fall outside the scope of formal planning. In line with the above, it is 

recommended that Sida should support SKL in the activities listed below. 

 

6.2  FOR SKL INTERNATIONAL 

The recommendations by the evaluation team relate to:  

 

1. The implementation of the approach;  

2. The presentation of the approach as such (i.e. different publications/webpages); 

3. Related training;  

4. The coordination of the stakeholders involved; and 

5. Follow-up of sustainable city outcomes. 

 

Implementation of the approach (regional, city and/or city district projects): It is 

recommended to continue the support of city (and/or city district) projects with focus 

on poorer areas to further assess and contextualise the approach for poverty reduction. 

In order to select adequate cities, the following criteria are proposed: (a) least devel-

oped countries, (b) countries where urban bottom-up initiatives are present and can be 

linked to (e.g. other Sida-financed activities such as SDI, etc.); and (c) countries in-

volved in related training activities (addressed by ICLD and/or UNITAR courses).
41

 

In addition, the city (and/or city district) projects need to be more closely linked to 

national urban development plans where existent. For the actual implementation, the 

poverty reduction aspects and possible links to related bottom-up approaches should 

be the main focus. Having several city or city district projects within a specific coun-

try or a region, where they can be linked to both existing bottom-up movements and 

national urban development plans, could create learning “nodes” and sources of inspi-

ration for further support.  

 

Presentation of the approach as such (different publications and webpages): It is 

recommended to improve the written presentations of the approach in order to in-

crease consistency in wording and convey a more coherent, less repetitive, and an 

easier to grasp-message. The focus should here be on the establishment of comple-

mentary living documents, instead of trying to create a perfect overall presentation of 

the model as such, the working procedures, good practice examples, and thematic 

additions (e.g. in relation to socio-economic dimensions, bottom-up approaches and 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
41

 The increased focus on such criteria is considered to be crucial for increasing the relevance of the 
project/approach for poverty reduction, whilst it is recognised that this might create some challenges 
as regards the co-financing by potentially interested cities. 
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gender issues).
42

 Socio-economic dimensions of sustainability could, for instance, be 

further strengthened by including related good practice examples and developing ad-

ditional guidelines to complement chapter 6 of the SymbioCity publication, which 

describes the working procedures of the approach. The latter can possibly relate to: 

(a) a separate document which describes the actual tools mentioned in the approach 

(which is currently under development), and (b) a separate document which describes 

tools for improving the dialogue between city authorities and the poor and its links to 

more bottom-up approaches. Lessons from Zambia could potentially be included 

here. Furthermore, the SymbioCity webpage requires improvements to reduce the con-

fusion as regards the different stakeholders’ roles and the approach’s relevance for 

poverty reduction. 

 

Training: SKL International is recommended to continue with developing and sup-

porting both the ITP course managed by ICLD and the UNITAR online course. For 

their continuation, the following aspects should be considered: ITP course: (a) Pos-

sibilities of further fostering South-South learning (e.g. between cities involved in the 

training); (b) improved online platform for facilitating the participants’ learning pro-

cess and related follow-up; (c) increased linkages to other Sida financed efforts for 

sustainable urban development; and (d) continuation of linking the training activities 

to the municipal partnership programme. UNITAR online course: (a) Opening the 

course to more countries, (b) not including obligatory group works, (c) increased, but 

no obligations to participate in, face-to-face events, (d) no course fees, (e) a better 

marketing, (f) the inclusion of more interactive training (e.g. video-based lectures), 

(g) the inclusion of more empirically-based case studies, and (h) a less dense and 

more interactive presentation of the approach to assist the course participants in un-

derstanding its key messages. Additional training courses, for instance in form of 

train-the-trainers, might also be explored if they can be established with close linkag-

es to national training institutions. Finally, further support is needed for carrying out 

SymbioCity training courses for Swedish urban development experts working at mu-

nicipalities, the private sector (companies) and/or universities to expand the Symbi-

oCity expert pool and increase awareness about the approach and potential city-to-

city cooperation within Swedish municipalities. 

 

Coordination: An increased engagement with other stakeholders is recommended to 

promote the Approach in the future (e.g. Swedish embassies, ICLEI, United Cities 

and Local Governments (UCLG), ‘Friends of Sustainable Cities’ in New York (co-

chaired by Sweden), African Development Bank, Asian Development Bank, CDIA, 

Cities Alliance, UN HABITAT, UNISDR and the other actors supported by Sida in 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
42

 Note in this context that it is important to present and disseminate the different publications in a way 
that ”outsiders” can understand how they relate to each other and together form the SymbioCity Ap-
proach. 
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the context of sustainable urban development, such as SDI, Homeless International 

and Mistra Urban Futures). Increased linkages to more climate change related net-

works (regarding mitigation, adaptation and risk reduction) is also recommended.
43

 

 

In addition, there should be closer coordination between the efforts of SKL Interna-

tional and Business Sweden to ensure that (a) the SymbioCity message is communi-

cated in a coherent way, (b) its poverty reduction aspect is more explicitly supported, 

and (c) the organisational structures created for supporting the approach (e.g. for 

training) are mutually beneficial. Finally, the coordination and involvement of train-

ing institutions should be continued, not only for the above mentioned training cours-

es but also for long-term follow-up of the approach’s application (see below). 

 

Follow-up of sustainable city outcomes: A more long-term follow up is needed to 

assess the actual outcomes of the approach for sustainable urban development in gen-

eral, and poverty reduction in particular. Related close cooperation with, and support 

of, academic institutions is recommended in this regard. If possible, another review of 

the four city projects should be carried out at a later stage to further tap into the exist-

ing experiences in applying the SymbioCity Approach and assess its contribution to 

sustainable city development at different levels.  
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 Ibid. 
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 Annex 1 Terms of Reference 

Evaluation of the Development of the  
Sustainable City Approach 

 
1. Background 
 

The Development of the Sustainable City Approach project originates from a Sida 

initiative to document best practices on sustainable urban development that took place 

between early 2000 until late 2009.  

 

The Development of the Sustainable City approach project started in October 2010 

following a planning phase lasting from February to June 2010. The project has been 

contractually agreed between SKL and Sida (Department for Global Cooperation). 

SKL has been the formal owner of the project but SKL International has been as-

signed by SKL to manage the project. The relationship between SKL and SKL Inter-

national is regulated through a framework agreement.  

 

While having kept the name Sustainable City approach to make reference to its origin 

it was agreed during the planning phase, within a working group
44

, to develop the 

concept further under SymbioCity, a “Swedish-unique” concept established by the 

Swedish government, which is based on the Sustainable city approach developed by 

Sida. The SymbioCity approach has been the operational name of the project since the 

start and further reference to the project in this document will also be made to the 

“SymbioCity approach project” or “the project”.  

 

The project was originally contracted for a period between 1 October 2010 to last 

March 2014 with an implementation period lasting between 1 October 2010 and last 

September 2013. In April 2013, it was agreed to extend the implementation period, 

and consequently the full contract period, to 31 December 2013 and August 2014, 

respectively.  

 

In general terms, the purpose of the project has been for SKL to carry the work - initi-

ated by Sida – forward, with a particular view to the long-term management of the 

 
                                                                                                                                           

 

 
44

 The working group during the Planning phase consisted of representatives from SKL, SKL Interna-
tional, Sida, Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Ministry of the Environment and the Swedish Trade Council 
(Business Sweden).  
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SymbioCity approach (initially and below referred to as “the Manual”). At an early 

stage in the project it was agreed between Sida and SKL to dismiss the term “the 

Manual” and to replace it with the broader SymbioCity approach as a definition of the 

part of SymbioCity that is adapted to development co-operation contexts in low and 

middle-income countries.  

 

According to the original project document, the objective of the project was to: posi-

tion the Manual as a tool for analysis, planning and implementation as well as dissemi-

nating the knowledge through projects, training and international networks.  

 
This included:  
 

1. To position the Manual as part of the SymbioCity Concept  

2. To review and develop the existing (draft) Manual  

3. To develop parallel publications and/or annexes to the Manual  

4. To develop training material and curricula based on the Manual  

5. To seek practical application of the Manual i.e. in new cities.  

6. To follow-up and gather experiences/lessons learned from different applica-

tions  

7. To secure long-term management and financing of the SymbioCity Manual  

 
2. Evaluation purpose 
 

The key purpose of the evaluation entails two parts:  

 

1. Assess relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, quality and sustainability of pro-

ject outcomes (current project).  

2. Provide SKL and Sida with recommendations for future support and devel-

opment of a project proposal (forward-looking recommendations). 

 
3. Scope of the assignment 

 

The SymbioCity approach project has encompassed 5 main activity areas;  

 Networking and promotion  

 Developing and updating the SymbioCity approach publication (originally re-

ferred to as “the Manual”) 

 Developing parallel publications 

 Developing training material 

 Application of the SymbioCity approach 

 

The evaluator shall assess the implementation of all activity areas from relevance, 

effectiveness, efficiency, quality and sustainability perspective. This includes as-

sessing the usefulness and quality of the approach as such (previously “manual”). The 

evaluation shall cover the period from the start of the project until today.  

 

3.1 Questions to address  
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For the current project the evaluator shall address the following questions:  

1. Has the project reached its objectives? 

2. Has the project been implemented effectively? 

3. Has the project been implemented in a cost-efficient way? 

4. Has the project been qualitative in terms of quality of project activities and 

products produced? 

5. Has the project ensured sustainability in terms of project outcome and estab-

lishment and management, including financing, of the SymbioCity approach.  

6. To what extent have experiences and learning from the pilot projects of the 

Sustainable City approach (prior to the current project) in Skopje, Macedonia 

and Visakhapatnam, India, been incorporated into the SymbioCity approach 

(practically, culturally, institutionally etc.)  

7. Has the project contributed to poverty reduction and taken into consideration 

the conditions and needs of the poor? 

8. To what extent has the project applied a human rights approach, including 

consideration to gender and environment? 

9. What are the pros and cons of the SymbioCity approach being managed by 

SKL/SKL International?  

 

For recommendations for future support the evaluator shall address the following:  

 

1. Provide recommendations to the formulation and justification for a Symbi-

oCity project on a global level, and where possible, take into account on-

going or new Sida support on a regional and bilateral level (e.g. in Kenya, 

Western Balkans, etc.) and if they can be mutually supportive. 

2. Assess the demand for the SymbioCity approach from developing countries 

and future opportunities, especially regarding African cities.  

3. What are the lessons learned from the pilot in Mazabuka, Zambia, and what 

can be taken forward? 

4. What is the potential for longer term, sustainable outcomes, e.g. should the 

project aim to link planning/sustainability reviews to implementation and po-

tential follow on investments and funding for infrastructure projects? 

 

3.2 Adaptation and responsiveness 

 

With a view to the overall project objective, reformulated as: position the SymbioCity 

approach as a tool for analysis, planning and implementation as well as disseminating 

the knowledge through projects, training and international networks, the evaluator shall 

assess the ability of adaptation and responsiveness to new circumstances and/or op-

portunities occurring during the implementation period. This also includes assessing 

the use of the Swedish resource base during implementation as well as the creation of 

synergies and networks with relevant Swedish and international actors.  

 

4. Qualification requirements 

 

The evaluation team shall consist of two evaluators. The team must possess a combi-

nation of evaluation expertise and theoretical and preferably practical knowledge of 

urban development.  



3 2 

50 

A N N E X E S  

 

5. Methodology and work plan 

 

5.1 Desk research  

 

Part of the evaluation shall consist of desk research covering relevant project docu-

ments and related material such as contractual agreements, project proposal and pro-

gress reports, training material and publications produced etc. The evaluation should 

also consider Sida’s assessment memo, minutes from annual meeting, etc.  

 

The assessment of the SymbioCity approach pilot application financed through the 

project, which has taken place in Mazabuka, Zambia, shall include a site visit.  

 
5.2 Interviews 

 

The evaluator shall conduct interviews with the project implementers and actors of 

relevance for the project based on consultations with Sida and SKL/SKL Internation-

al. These include staff from Sida, SKL and SKL International as well as from relevant 

Swedish government ministries and agencies but also experts involved in the imple-

mentation of the project and project beneficiaries where possible. This list is not nec-

essarily exhaustive.  

 

5.3 Time schedule, reporting and budget framework 

 
The evaluation is expected to commence the last week of Oct 2013. An inception 

meeting shall take place within the first week of the assignment when the evaluation 

team shall present their understanding of the assignment. A draft evaluation report 

shall be delivered to Sida by 20 Jan 2014. A meeting with SKL/SKL International 

and Sida to discuss the draft report should be included. A final report shall be deliv-

ered maximum 1 week after receipt of comments from Sida on the draft evaluation 

report. 

 

The report should be written in English and adhere to OECD/DAC:s criteria 

(www.oecd.org/dataoecd/26/46/47470919.pdf).  

 

The total time for the evaluation is not expected to exceed 50 days.  
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 Annex 2 List of Literature & Documents 

SymbioCity Approach documents 

 

SKL International (2012) The SymbioCity Approach – A conceptual framework for 

sustainable urban development., Stockholm.. Authors: Ulf Ranhagen and Klas Groth 

 

SYMBIOCITY PROCESS GUIDE – In search of synergies towards sustainable cities. 

Draft Manuscript: Gunnar Andersson and John Roux, Ordbildarna AB 

Contributors: Ulf Ranhagen, Anna Backmann; Paul Dixelius and Mats Jarnhammar, 

SKL International, & others [Early draft; not released] 

 

Sustainable City Development – The Sweco Approach. The Sustainable City is a 

Swedish initiative with a holistic concept for a sustainable development of cities and 

communities. Brochure (undated). 

 

Regeringskansliet (Government Offices of Sweden) & Sida: The SymbioCity Ap-

proach SUMMARY. (English version of the manual from 2007 specially aimed at 

Chinese readers.) Stockholm 2007. 

  

WELCOME TO SYMBIOCITY FORUM IN THE SWEDISH PAVILION 1 – 2 JULY. 

Shanghai Expo 2010 Invitation Symbio City Forum English version. Brochure. 

 

Ranhagen. 2002.The sustainable city. Draft report. Swedish Ministry of Foreign Af-

fairs, Swedish Ministry of the Environment, State Environmental Protection Admin-

istration (SEPA) of the People’s Republic of China, Swedish Environmental Tech-

nology Network (swedentech), Swedish Trade Council. 

 

Ranhagen. 2002.The sustainable city. Draft report. Swedish Ministry of Foreign Af-

fairs, Swedish Ministry of the Environment, State Environmental Protection Admin-

istration (SEPA) of the People’s Republic of China, Swedish Environmental Tech-

nology Network (swedentech), Swedish Trade Council.(Appendix B) 

 

SKL International 2013. Get started, move forward! Leadership in Sustainable Urban 

Development. A guide for decision makers 

 

ICLD and SKL International 2012. Developing sustainable cities in Sweden 

 

Documents related to the city projects and pilot city projects 

 

SIPU International: COMMENTS ON SUSTAINABLE CITY APPROACH 

MANUAL by Tim Greenhow and Klas Klasson. February 2010. 
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SIPU International: Visakhapatnam City Sustainability Project. Completion Report 

2010-04-05. (No authors) 

 

Sustainability Review - City of Skopje. PHASE 2. Final Report. Sida and City of 

Skopje, assisted by u-PLAN Tor Eriksson AB, CONTRANS AB and sub-consultants. 

2010-01-27 

 

Views on the manual “The Sustainable City Approach”. Sustainability Review of 

City of Skopje – Phase 2, Appendix 4. 2010 

 

REPORT FROM THE VISAKHAPATNAM AND SKOPJE CITY REVIEW MEETING 

PROJECT MEETING, OCTOBER 15, 2009 AT SIDA HEADQUARTERS. By Hans 

Lundberg, IVL Swedish Research Institute 

 

Mazabuka Urban Sustainability Review (USR) 

Final Report, 14th November 2013. Mazabuka Municipal Council, Zambia and 

SKL International, Sweden 

 

Towards sustainable Palu Bay Area. Executive summary report (Summary of USR). Palu-

Borås Working Group. Borås Stad, Kota Palu, SKL International. 2013 

 

Probolinggo, urban sustainability review. Executive summary. Kota Probolinggo, Helsing-

borg stad. 2013 

 

SymbioCity Approach – The Indonesia-Sweden edition. SALAR, SKL International, Symbi-

oCity 2013 

 

THE PROCESS OF PRODUCING AN INTEGRATED DEVELOPMENT PLAN 

(IDP). Summary memo (Ministry of the Interior, Lusaka). Undated 

 

Indonesia Green City Development Programme: an Urban Reform. 48th ISOCARP 

Congress 2012. Djoko Kirmanto, Imam S. Ernawi, and Ruchyat Deni Djakapermana, 

Ministry of Public Works, Indonesia 

 

 

Sida reports and papers 

 

Tannerfeldt & P. Ljung. 2006. More Urban, Less Poor 

 

The World Goes to Town – Sweden in the Urban World. Sida, Department for envi-

ronment, climate change and sustainability services. October 2008. 

 

The Sustainable City Approach – Sida Manual for Support to Environmentally 

Sustainable Urban Development in Developing Countries. Summary, Draft report. 

Stockholm 2007 
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Embassy of Sweden, Jakarta: Svenskt-indonesiskt miljö- och klimatsamarbete inom 

ramen för det bilaterala utvecklingssamarbetet. Memo by Annika Siwertz 2013-10-

15. 

 

Sida: International Training Programmes (ITP) 2009 

 

Towards Sustainable Development and Local Democracy through the SymbioCity 

Approach. Training in Sweden/Regional training. Advanced international training 

programme 2013. ICLD and SKL International. Brochure 2013. 

 

Regeringskansliet (Government Offices of Sweden): Swedish Global Aid Instruments. 

2013 

 

 

Documents related to the management of the SymbioCity project 

 

Project documents from Sida  

 

Sida: Anteckningar från avstämning 8 februari 2011 

Sida: Anteckningar från årsmöte 6 mars 2012 

Sida: Anteckningar från årsmöte mars 2013 

Sida: Financial report oktober 2010 - december 2012 

Sida: Assessment Memo 2010 

 

Project documents from SKL International 

 

SKL International: Progress Report 1, October-December 2010 

SKL International: Progress report II - Result Matrix 

SKL International: Progress report II 2011 

SKL International: Annual report 2012 Result Matrix SymbioCity Approach 2012.  

SKL International: Budget development of the Sustainable City approach, 2010, SKL  

SKL International: List of interviews during planning phase, Sustainable City, SKL  

SKL International: Progress Report III Final, Development of the Sustainable City 

approach  

SKL International: Project proposal, Development of the Sustainable City approach, 

2010  

SKL International: Results Matrix, Development of the Sustainable City Approach  

 

Project documents from ICLD 

 

Online platform including a vast number of different presentations and (links to) pub-

lications 

Q1 Symbio1 

RegionalWS Symbio1 

Training Sweden Symbio1-week1 

Training Sweden Symbio1-week2 
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Training Sweden Symbio1-week3 

Final WS Symbio1 

Q1 Symbio2 

Regional WS Symbio2 

Training Sweden Symbio2-week1 

Training Sweden Symbio2-week2 

Training Sweden Symbio2-week3 

Final WS Symbio2 

Q1 Symbio3 

Regional WS Symbio3 

Training Sweden Symbio1-week3 

Training Sweden Symbio1-week3 

Training Sweden Symbio1-week3 

 

Project documents from UNITAR 

 

Online platform including a vast number of different presentations and (links to) pub-

lications 

Course evaluation (participants) 

Course evaluation (by course moderator) 

 

 

Research papers and reports 

 

Joakim Öjendal & Anki Dellnas: Governance Dilemmas of Sustainable Cities. 

WORKING PAPER No 1, ICLD 2010 

 

Yongqi et al. 2013. Design Harvests: An Acupunctrural Design Approach towards 

Sustainability. Mistra Urban Futures. 

 

SIPU International 2011. A Northern Democracy: Introduction to Central and Local 

Governance in Sweden. ICLD, Visby 

 

Lundström, Fredriksson & Witzell. 2013. Planning and Sustainable Urban Develop-

ment in Sweden. Föreningen för Samhällsplanering (PLAN). 

 

Ranhagen. 2012. Att integrera hållbarhets- och energifrågor i fysisk planering – me-

toder och verktyg etapp 2. Slutrapport i uthållig kommun – delprojektet fysisk plane-

ring för hållbart samhälle. KTH. 

 

Johannessen, Å., C. Wamsler, P. Becker, J. Fredby, O. Castell, E. Rottier, Å. 

Sivertun, G. Björklund, R. Roffey. 2014. Water and Risk: Developing Sustainable 

and Resilient Communities. Swedish Water House Policy Report/SIWI. See 

http://www.swedishwaterhouse.se/swh/resources/1390899540693SWH-

Water%20and%20Risk-web.pdf 
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Joss and Tomozeiu. 2013. “Eco-City” Frameworks – A Global Review. University of 

Westminster, UK. See 

http://www.westminster.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/278400/Eco-City-

Frameworks-Global-Overview-WEBPUBLICATION-December-13.pdf
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 Annex 3 List of People Consulted 

Name Organisation/Affiliation Function/Title 

 

SKL International and SymbioCity related staff and consultants 

Paul Dixelius SKL International, Stock-

holm 

Development Director at 

SKL International and Pro-

ject Manager of SymbioCity 

Approach project and of 

SymbioCity Pilot in China 

Mats Jarnhammar SKL International, Stock-

holm 

Urban Advisor at Symbio-

City Approach Secretariat 

and Project manager in 

SymbioCity pilots in Indo-

nesia 

Hoda Saad SKL International, Stock-

holm 

Project coordinator Symbio-

City pilots in Indonesia 

Annakarin Lindberg SKL International, Stock-

holm 

Project co-ordinator in 

Symbio-City approach pro-

ject and SymbioCity pilot in 

China 

Klas Groth SKL International; City 

Planning administration, 

Stockholm 

Author of the SymbioCity 

Approach; Urban advisor 

Project manager urban de-

velopment 

Klas Klasson SKL International Architect, SymbioCity Con-

sultant 

Facilitator, Palu project 

Gustaf Asplund SKL International; 

Abako International 

Architect 

Facilitator, Mazabuka pro-

ject 

Hasse Eriksson SKL International Architect 

Facilitator, Probolinggo 

project 

Stellan Fryxell SKL International; 

Tengbom Architects 

Architect 

Facilitator, Duyun project 

Ulf Ranhagen KTH, Dept of Urban Plan-

ning and Environment 

SWECO 

Professor, KTH 

Chief architect, SWECO  

Author of the SymbioCity 

Approach 

Håkan Dahlfors Business Sweden, Stock-

holm 

Vice President 
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Nicolas Plouviez UNITAR, Switzerland Online course coordinator 

Charlotta Fredrikss-

son 

SKL International; WSP 

(former KTH) 

Online course moderator 

Adiam Tedros ITP (Internationella Utbild-

ningsprogram), ICLD, 

Visby 

Programchef 

 

Sida and Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Sweden 

Mats Denninger Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

Stockholm 

High Representative, Inter-

national Environmental 

Technology Cooperation 

Monique Wannding Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

Stockholm 

Country Director Russia, 

International Environmental 

Technology Cooperation 

Linda Bystedt Sida, Global programmes 

unit 

Programme Manager, Envi-

ronment, Climate Change, 

Sustainable Services 

Mirjam Palm Sida, Thematic support unit Senior Policy Specialist 

(Enviroment, Urban issues) 

Mikael Atterhög Sida, Global programmes 

unit 

Programme manager, 

Theme coordinator, Envi-

ronment, Climate Change, 

Sustainable Services 

Anna George Sida, Selektivt samarbete 

och Latinamerika 

Programme manager 

Alexandra  

Wachtmeister 

Sida, Selektivt samarbete 

och Latinamerika  

Programme manager 

Annika Siwertz Embassy of Sweden,  

Jakarta 

Counsellor (Development 

cooperation) 

Lars Karlsson Embassy of Sweden, Lusaka Programme manager (ener-

gy) 

Göran Haag Sida Regional Team, Em-

bassy of Sweden, Bangkok 

Programme manager 

Göran Tannerfeldt Sida, Stockholm (retired) Former urban unit, Sida 

 

City project related interviews 

Lars Thunberg City of Helsingborg Executive member (kom-

munalråd) 

Bertil Myhrberg City of Borås First deputy Lord Mayor 

(Förste vice ordförande 

kommunfullmäktige) 

Endra S. Atmawidja-

ja 

Ministry of Public Works, 

Directorate of Urban Plan-

ning and Development, Ja-

karta 

Deputy Director for Urban 

Development Policies and 

Strategies 
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Oi Rifai Mardin University of Tadulako, 

Architecture Dept, Palu, 

Indonesia 

Architect, urban planner 

Singgih B. Prasetyo Department of Public 

Works, Palu, Indonesia 

 

Ari Puspita Regional Planning Devel-

opment Board, Probolinggo, 

Indonesia 

 

Bayo Oktavian Regional Planning Devel-

opment Board, Probolinggo, 

Indonesia 

 

Dwi Agustin Pudji 

Rahaju 

Environmental Department, 

Probolinggo, Indonesia 

 

Lloyd Buumba Mazabuka Municipal Coun-

cil, Zambia 

Hos Worship The Mayor; 

SG 

David M Kabanda Mazabuka Municipal Coun-

cil, Zambia 

Town Clerk (Head of mu-

nicipal administration); SG 

Sampa Chiyenge Municipality of Mazabuka Director of Planning (and 

SymbioCity project manag-

er) 

James Walumba Southern Water and Sewer-

age Company, Mazabuka 

Regional Manager 

Mpanga Eshlon Mazabuka community 

 

Community representative 

Beldea Kabuku Nakambala Market Adviso-

ry Committee, Mazabuka 

Chairman 

 

Others 

Trevor Graham Malmö Municipality 

Miljöförvaltningen 

Head of Sustainable Com-

munities, City of Malmö) 

 

Thomas Melin UN HABITAT, Nairobi Head of External Relations 

Office, UNHABITAT, Nai-

robi 

Nayoka Martinez-

Bäckström 

UN HABITAT, Nairobi HSO/Program Manager, 

Former urban unit, Sida 

Lars Reuterswärd Mistra Urban Futures, Gö-

teborg  

Director 

Lena Neij IIIEE Director, Professor, urban 

development expert 

Stefan Anderberg Linköping University Professor, urban develop-

ment expert 

Geoffrey Payne Independent international 

consultant 

Urban development expert 

David Satterthwaite IIED, London Urban development expert 
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Roman Serdar Men-

dle 

ICLEI Sustainability Scientist, 

Syststems Analyst, China 

Specialist 

Dagmar Gomsen Lund Municipality Urban development manag-

er 

Kes McCormick IIIEE Urban sustainability re-

searcher 

Alfredo Stein Global Urban Research 

Centre 

Urban development expert 
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Annex 4 Interview Guide 

 

The SymbioCity Approach – Interview guide 
Evaluation of (a) the relevance of the approach in view of current urban sustainability 

challenges and other existing approaches, and (b) the effectiveness, efficiency and the 

sustainability of the institutional arrangements to promote the approach. 

 

Background How did you get involved in the SC approach? (or: in the 

development of the SC approach?) 

Content What do you think about its content? (positive and negative 

aspects) 

- Usefulness? 

- Relevance? – Relevant for current urban sustainability chal-

lenges 

- Key elements? 

- Uniqueness? What is unique about it? 

- Other similar/ existing approaches? Difference to other ap-

proaches? 

- Needs-based? 

- Adequate content – adequate consideration of poverty, gender, 

environment, and human rights issues? 

- User friendly? Easy to understand and apply? 

- Highlights – positive or negative aspects? 

Implementation Is the approach used and does it result in viable outcomes? 

- What aspects of the approach have been implemented? (in 

pilot projects) 

- Does its implementation result in viable plans and solutions? 

- Is there local demand for future applications? 

Institutional set-

ting 

What are the pros and cons of the institutional setting set up 

for implementing the approach? 

- Management by SKL/Int. 

- Contribution of partner cities 

- Contribution of ITP/ training component 

- Contribution of Business Sweden 

Dissemination How well is the approach positioned in the field of sustaina-

ble city development/planning? 

- Known? 

- Used? (Outside the pilot projects: Sweden and developing 

world) 

- Promoted by others/ international orgs.? 

- Local demand for future applications? 

Past develop-

ments & related 

Has the approach increased its relevance/usefulness during 

the last years? 
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advancements - How does today’s approach differ from the original version 

(i.e. Sida’s sustainable city approach)? 

- Why have these changes been included? 

- Have lessons learnt from pilot projects been includ-

ed/considered? How? 

- Original driving force for the implementation of Sida’s sus-

tainable city approach? 

- Driving force for today’s approach? (i.e. the project under 

evaluation) 

Quality How is the quality of the product and its implementation? 

- Quality of approach (related to relevance/content, see ques-

tions above)? 

- Quality of related training? 

Recommendations What would you recommend for the continuation of the 

project? 

- Content of approach? 

- Institutional setting? 

- Potential projects (e.g. alternatives to pilot projects – linking 

sustainability reviews to potential follow up investments and 

funding for infrastructure projects)? 

- Long-term sustainability 
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 Annex 5 Responses to Evaluation Ques-
tions 

Below is a summary of the responses to the nine evaluation questions: 

 

1 Has the project reached its objec-

tives? 

 

Yes, largely. The approach has been 

developed and related knowledge dis-

seminated. The four city projects have 

been concluded according to plans. 

 

2 Has the project been implemented 

effectively? 

 

Yes, it has been kept relevant and fo-

cussed. The city projects finalised ac-

cording to plans. Strategic additions as 

expert pool, the SC Secretariat, addi-

tional trainings, supplementary publica-

tions and supportive partner cities were 

helpful.  

 

3 Has the project been implemented in 

a cost-effective way? 

 

Yes, the budget has been kept within 

limits. No apparent wasteful use of 

funds.  

 

4 Has there been good quality of pro-

ject activities and products pro-

duced? 

 

Yes, largely, but improvements are 

needed regarding poverty, gender and 

human rights issues. 

5 Has the project ensured sustainabil-

ity in terms of project outcome and 

establishment and management, in-

cluding financing, of the Symbi-

oCity Approach? 

 

Yes and no. The SC Secretariat within 

SKL Int, expert pool, etc. can ensure 

organisational sustainability but there is 

as yet no financial sustainability overall. 

Long-term follow up of project out-

comes is needed to assess project sus-

tainability. 

6 To what extent have experiences and 

learning from the pilot projects of 

the Sustainable City Approach (prior 

to the current project) in Skopje, 

Macedonia and Visakhapatnam, In-

dia, been incorporated into the Sym-

bioCity Approach (practically, cul-

turally, institutionally etc.)  

It has been incorporated in connection 

to revisions of the Manual, e.g. leading 

to a better balance between environmen-

tal and social dimensions. There are 

different opinions whether the approach 

is too generic and not so easy to apply in 

various contexts. Experiences from the 

four city projects points, however, in the 
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 opposite direction. 

 

7 Has the project contributed to pov-

erty reduction and taken into consid-

eration the conditions and needs of 

the poor? 

 

To some extent in the city projects, es-

pecially one of them, but the approach 

could be improved in this respect. (As-

suming improvements to surroundings 

of slums leads to improvements within 

slums.) 

 

8 To what extent has the project ap-

plied a human rights approach, in-

cluding consideration to gender and 

environment? 

 

Gender aspects are virtually non-

existant in the city projects and human 

right to some extent; also here the ap-

proach could be improved.  Environ-

ment issues are, of course, well covered. 

 

9 What are the pros and cons of the 

SymbioCity Approach being man-

aged by SKL/SKL International?  

 

The direct connection through SALAR 

to municipal politics, planning and ad-

ministration is an advantage. SKL Inter-

national has consistently built up its 

capacities to manage the SymbioCity 

Approach and has proved competent to 

handle the project. 
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Evaluation of the Development of the Sustainable 
City Approach 
 
The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR/SKL) was en-gaged by Sida in 2010 to maintain and develop the 
SymbioCity Approach – a conceptual and practical framework for sustainable urban development planning.

The main findings of this evaluation are that the SymbioCity Approach is relevant and represents a potential for increased poverty 
reduction efforts with increasing urbanisation in poor countries. Experiences from four city projects in Zambia, Indonesia and China, 
show it is useful and reasonably effective for creating analytical city reviews and action plans.

The evaluation recommends Sida to continue supporting the SymbioCity Approach but strengthen the approach’s effectiveness for 
poverty reduction, improve transparency regarding the different objectives of the organisations that support SymbioCity, and 
increase linkages with other Sida-financed activities for sustainable urban development.


