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Abstract

This paper offers a critical appraisal of the UN-Habitat National Urban Policy (NUP) framework through a comparative case
study of Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt, grounding its arguments in a close reading of policy documents and institutional reviews,
as well as a contextual analysis of on-the-ground challenges and opportunities. Motivated by rapid urbanization, mounting
informality, environmental stress, and region-specific pressures, such as political instability in Lebanon, refugee inflows in
Lebanon and Jordan, acute water scarcity in Jordan, and massive metropolitan growth in Egypt, the study interrogates whether
a globally framed NUP can adequately respond to highly differentiated national and sub-national realities. Using a tripartite
comparative method, the paper traces each country's NUP development and implementation trajectory (Lebanon's protracted
process since 2005/2010, Jordan's 2018-2022 formulation, and Egypt's 2017-2020 program), highlights recurrent weaknesses
such as top-down design, limited engagement with demographic dynamics, poor data and monitoring systems, unclear local
fiscal space, fragmented governance, and the sidelining of informal settlements, and identifies context-specific pressures that
expose the framework's limitations, including frequent cabinet turnover and fiscal crisis in Lebanon; refugee-driven service
burdens and water stress in Jordan; and scale, informality and institutional fragmentation in Egypt. The evidence indicates that
while the NUP offers useful organizing principles for inclusive, resilient, and sustainable urbanization, its one-size-fits-all
approach risks reinforcing existing inequalities and implementation gaps unless it is adapted to local realities. The paper
concludes by arguing for a recalibrated approach: making NUPs more context-sensitive, integrating demographic and fiscal
diagnostics, strengthening local capacities and meaningful community participation, and adopting spatially coherent territorial
planning to translate global goals into locally effective and equitable urban outcomes.
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1. Introduction

Urbanization is not just a local phenomenon but a signifi-
cant global trend. With over 55% of the world's population
living in urban areas, projected to rise to 68% by 2050, the
need for effective urban policy and planning is more pressing
than ever [1]. With more than half of the world's population
now residing in urban areas, the need for effective urban plan-
ning and sustainable development has never been more press-
ing. With its comprehensive approach, the UN-Habitat Urban
Policy framework is a global solution to this global challenge
[2]. The UN-Habitat Urban Policy Framework aims to be a
local initiative and a global force shaping our cities' future.
This initiative is about creating cities and inclusive, safe, re-
silient, and sustainable communities. It provides guidance and
a platform for national and local governments to take the lead
in shaping their urban landscapes. Therefore, it should em-
power governments to make a real difference in their citizens'
lives, recognizing their crucial role in implementing the
framework. The UN-Habitat Urban Policy Framework ought
to be a beacon of hope, offering a path towards a brighter,
more sustainable urban future [3].

The development of UN-Habitat's National Urban Policy
(NUP) involves a structured process to promote comprehen-
sive and sustainable urban development. This process starts
with a thorough urban assessment covering demographics,
economy, infrastructure, housing, environment, and govern-
ance. Stakeholder consultations, including government, local
authorities, civil society, the private sector, academia, practi-
tioners, and communities, are crucial to gathering diverse per-
spectives and identifying key urban issues and priorities. This
is followed by the policy formulation phase, which starts with
a vision for urban development aligned with national goals
and international commitments, such as the SDGs [4], and sets
specific objectives to guide the NUP. A comprehensive policy
framework outlines strategic directions, principles, and guide-
lines for land-use planning, housing, transportation, infra-
structure, the environment, resilience, and social inclusion.
This phase also involves assessing various policy options and
strategies, using international best practices and innovative
approaches tailored to the country's context.

Developing the NUP involves thoroughly reviewing urban
laws and institutions to identify gaps and inconsistencies. The
review helps recommend reforms to ensure effective policy
implementation. At the same time, it aims to strengthen na-
tional, regional, and local institutional capacities for efficient
urban management, including developing technical skills, fos-
tering inter-agency collaboration, and establishing clear gov-
ernance structures. An in-depth action plan tailored to the im-
plementation process should specify activities, timelines, re-
sponsible parties, and required resources. Priorities are deter-
mined by feasibility, urgency, and potential impact, with mon-
itoring and evaluation frameworks to track progress, measure
outcomes, and adjust strategies as needed. Financial planning
focuses on resource mobilization, including domestic budgets,
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international aid, partnerships, and innovative financing.
Cost-benefit analyses are used to optimize resource allocation
and ensure efficient financial management. Effective commu-
nication and public engagement are crucial for raising aware-
ness of the NUP. Securing political commitment and leader-
ship is essential for endorsement and adoption, often requiring
parliamentary approval. Pilot projects and demonstration ini-
tiatives are undertaken to test policy interventions and high-
light successful outcomes, paving the way for scaling up.

Despite its promise, the NUP In Kenya, the NUP framework
has been used in Nairobi to guide slum upgrading programs
and improve access to basic services, whereas, in India, NUP
has helped cities like Mumbai promote strategies for manag-
ing congestion and supporting economic growth through bet-
ter infrastructure; however, it has been applied in countries
like Brazil, where innovative housing policies and community
engagement initiatives in favelas (informal settlements) have
aimed at improving living conditions. Furthermore, the
framework has guided cities such as Copenhagen, Denmark,
and Vancouver, Canada, to leverage technology and green so-
lutions to reduce carbon emissions and enhance urban life.
Moreover, in conflict and post-conflict zones, the framework
focuses on urban reconstruction and peacebuilding, for exam-
ple, in Syria, the policy has been used to guide rebuilding ef-
forts in cities like Aleppo, prioritizing both physical infra-
structure and social cohesion [11].

The NUP framework should not be a one-size-fits-all solu-
tion but a versatile tool tailored to the specific needs and chal-
lenges of different regions. For instance, in Africa, it focuses
on improving living conditions in rapidly growing cities, ad-
dressing informal settlements, inadequate infrastructure, and
urban poverty [5, 6]. In Asia, the policy supports cities in man-
aging the pressures of high-density populations, aiming to im-
prove public transportation systems, reduce environmental
impact, and promote economic growth [7]. In Latin America,
the emphasis is on fostering social inclusion and reducing ur-
ban inequalities through innovative housing policies and com-
munity engagement [4, §]. In Europe and North America,
where urbanization is more established, policies focus on sus-
tainability and smart city initiatives, leveraging technology to
improve urban life while reducing carbon footprints [6, 9]. In
the Middle East (ME), the policy addresses the challenges of
conflict and post-conflict reconstruction, aiming to rebuild cit-
ies that promote peace, stability, and long-term development
[10].

Nevertheless, while the NUP framework shows promise, it
faces significant criticisms, particularly its top-down approach
and insufficient involvement of key decision-making players.
This exclusion and abstraction weaken the framework's inclu-
sivity, prioritizing economic growth and infrastructure devel-
opment over social equity, environmental sustainability, and
resilience. Such an imbalance often worsens inequalities and
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accelerates environmental degradation in urban areas, partic-
ularly in developing countries where political instability, in-
consistent policy priorities, and a lack of robust accountability
mechanisms further hinder effective implementation [8].
NUP's reliance on predefined indicators and targets can over-
look the specific needs for context sensitivity at regional and
local levels and for diverse urban populations, particularly
those in poor or informal settlements, which house many of
the world's urban populations. These communities often lack
access to basic services, job opportunities, and secure land
tenure, making them vulnerable to the negative impacts of
rapid urbanization; there is concern that the NUP outcomes
may reinforce the existing situation.

Given these concerns, a critical assessment of NUP's out-
comes is necessary to evaluate whether NUP's support has ef-
fectively integrated the framework to foster comprehensive,
sustainable urban development. This evaluation should con-
sider NUP's real-world impact, particularly its role in promot-
ing inclusive, resilient growth across regions facing unique
challenges. Participatory research methods focusing on the
voices of marginalized communities would provide a more
nuanced understanding of the framework's successes and
shortcomings. A shift towards more context-sensitive, partic-
ipatory urban planning that empowers local communities and
balances economic, social, and environmental priorities is es-
sential for achieving genuinely sustainable and equitable ur-
ban development on a global scale.

The following section shall examine the experiences of
countries that have received support from the UN-Habitat's
NUP framework to understand better the tangible impacts and
effectiveness of these urban development strategies. This
analysis will provide valuable insights into how well the NUP
framework addresses the unique challenges across regions and
whether it effectively promotes inclusive, sustainable, and re-
silient urban growth. Consequently, the selected case studies
from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) countries that
have benefited from NUP support offer a rich ground for eval-
uating the framework's success and identifying best practices
that can be replicated in other contexts.

2. Case Studies Selected Criteria

While Saudi Arabia (KSA) and the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) are interesting cases with urbanization rates of around
84% and 86%, respectively, and offer excellent examples of
the challenges and opportunities of urban development poli-
cies, neither country was supported by the UN-Habitat's NUP
framework. In contrast, Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt have the
advantage of NUP support, making them exemplary cases for
assessing NUP effectiveness. They stand out as compelling
cases to assess the effectiveness of NUP due to their diverse
urban challenges, policy development efforts, regional rele-
vance, and international collaboration.

Both KSA and UAE have harsh desert climates that exacer-
bate environmental issues, such as water scarcity and high
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energy consumption. Urban areas face challenges related to
sustainability and reducing carbon footprints. Rapid popula-
tion growth strains infrastructure and public services, requir-
ing continual upgrades and expansion to meet demand. Nev-
ertheless, both are committed to the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and possess a clear vision to diversify the econ-
omy and reduce dependence on oil. Huge investments in urban
development, technology, and smart-city know-how, along
with efforts to transform cities into cultural and entertainment
hubs, offer opportunities for economic diversification and en-
hanced quality of life for residents [12].

Selected countries offer valuable case studies for assessing
the effectiveness of the NUP due to diverse urban challenges:
"infrastructure deficits, refugee integration, rapid urbanization,
policy development and implementation efforts" with UN-
Habitat support, regional relevance, the MENA context, and
international collaboration, e.g., World Bank and regional
banks. Their experiences provide crucial insights into NUP's
impact and inform global urban policy. By evaluating the im-
plementation and outcomes of their NUPs, insights into suc-
cessful way-forward strategies for promoting sustainable ur-
ban development and addressing unpredictable urban chal-
lenges in similar contexts worldwide could be gained.

Comparative analysis of these countries' NUPs, focusing on
specific policy instruments (e.g., land management, housing
policies, public transportation strategies), can reveal best prac-
tices and areas needing improvement. This includes evaluat-
ing the effectiveness of institutional frameworks, financial
mechanisms, and monitoring systems in achieving stated NUP
goals. Furthermore, analyzing the role of different stakehold-
ers in policy formulation and implementation is vital to under-
standing the successes and failures of each NUP. A compre-
hensive assessment across Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt can
contribute significantly to developing more robust and effec-
tive national urban policies globally, particularly in contexts
facing similar socio-economic and environmental pressures.

2.1. Lebanon

The Lebanon National Urban Policy (NUP) initiative, sup-
ported by UN-Habitat, began development in early 2010, even
though the initiative started at the end of 2005. The process
was part of a broader effort by UN-Habitat to assist countries
in developing comprehensive urban policies to address the
challenges of rapid urbanization and promote sustainable ur-
ban development [13]. The Lebanon NUP was formulated
with various stakeholders, including government agencies, lo-
cal authorities, civil society organizations, and international
partners. The policy aims to address key urban challenges
such as infrastructure deficiencies, informal settlements, and
the impact of the refugee crisis while also focusing on resili-
ence, sustainability, and inclusive development.

The preparation of Lebanon's NUP has faced several signif-
icant challenges, compounded by the country's unique socio-
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political and economic context. Lebanon has a history of po-
litical instability, which severely impacts the ability to plan
and implement long-term policies [14]. Between 2005 and
2020, the country experienced 12 cabinets, resulting in fre-
quent government changes that disrupted policy continuity
and implementation. During this time, the infrastructure was
significantly outdated and insufficient [15]. The country hosts
a huge number of Syrian refugees, making it the country with
the highest per capita concentration of refugees in the world
[16]. This influx has put immense pressure on urban infra-
structure, housing, and public services, leading a substantial
portion of Lebanon's urban population to live in informal set-
tlements.

Beirut suffers from chronic electricity shortages, with daily
power cuts ranging from 3 to 12 hours, and only about 8% of
the population has access to improved sanitation facilities,
highlighting the urgent need for infrastructural upgrades [15].
Approximately 53% of urban dwellers are estimated to reside
in these areas, which often lack basic services such as clean
water, sanitation, and electricity. Integrating these settle-
ments into formal urban planning poses a significant chal-
lenge [17].

Urban areas in Lebanon face significant environmental
challenges. Beirut, for instance, suffers from high levels of air
pollution, often exceeding the World Health Organization's
recommended limits [18]. Additionally, the country is highly
vulnerable to natural disasters, such as floods and earthquakes,
which exacerbate urban environmental issues [19]. Accurate
data were essential for effective urban policy, yet Lebanon
faces significant deficiencies. The lack of reliable urban data
and statistics hampers the ability to make informed decisions.
Fiscal deficits, which stood at around 11% of GDP in 2019,
limit the availability of financial resources necessary for com-
prehensive urban policy development [20]. The assessment's
findings highlight the main challenges and opportunities be-
low.

2.1.1. Challenges

1) The findings of the NUP highlight that Lebanon's politi-
cal instability and ongoing economic crises create signif-
icant hurdles for effective urban planning and policy im-
plementation. The capital, Beirut, has been particularly
impacted by these issues, complicating efforts to estab-
lish a cohesive urban development strategy.

2) The NUP identifies that Lebanon's urban infrastructure
is often outdated and insufficient to accommodate a
growing population. Challenges such as power shortages,
inadequate waste management systems, and inefficient
public transportation persist and require urgent attention
and investment.

3) The NUP findings indicate that Lebanon's status as a
host country for many refugees further strains urban re-
sources and infrastructure. The challenge of integrating
refugees into urban areas while fostering social cohesion
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remains a critical issue that requires comprehensive pol-
icy frameworks.

2.1.2. Opportunities

1) This UN-Habitat-supported initiative, identified by the
NUP, strengthens Beirut's resilience through improved
infrastructure, disaster preparedness, and urban govern-
ance, strategically enabling urban revitalization.

2) The findings from the NUP emphasize the potential of
urban renewal initiatives aimed at rebuilding and mod-
ernizing cities, such as Beirut. These projects present op-
portunities for economic growth and improved urban liv-
ing conditions, with initiatives like the Beirut Digital
District to transform the city into a technology hub.

3) The NUP underscores the importance of community-
driven urban development, with local NGOs and civil
society organizations playing a vital role in urban plan-
ning and providing social support services. This focus on
participatory governance offers opportunities to enhance
the effectiveness and inclusivity of urban policies.

2.1.3. Conclusion

The NUP for Lebanon has notably overlooked the critical
aspect of population dynamics. During the formulation phase,
there was an evident lack of focus on demographic trends and
the evolving needs of the population. This oversight means the
policies do not adequately address the shifting age structures,
migration patterns, and population growth rates that are essen-
tial to planning sustainable urban development. Incorporating
a comprehensive analysis of population dynamics is crucial to
creating responsive, adaptive urban policies that meet the fu-
ture demands of Lebanon's urban and rural areas.

Lebanon's NUP falls short of fostering the development of
a spatially coherent territory that promotes a balanced system
of human settlements. The current framework focuses on cit-
ies and towns along the urban-peri-urban-rural continuum, yet
fails to ensure an integrated approach to territorial develop-
ment. This lack of spatial coherence led to uneven develop-
ment, with some areas experiencing rapid urbanization while
others remain underdeveloped. A more balanced and inclusive
territorial development strategy is needed to ensure that all re-
gions benefit from urban policies, promoting equitable growth
and reducing regional disparities.

A significant gap in Lebanon's NUP is its failure to address
the concept of local fiscal space adequately. Local govern-
ments often struggle with limited financial resources, which
hampers their ability to implement and sustain urban develop-
ment initiatives effectively. The NUP should prioritize creat-
ing mechanisms to enhance local governments' fiscal capacity,
ensuring they have sufficient resources to fulfill their respon-
sibilities. This includes exploring innovative financing op-
tions, improving local revenue generation, and ensuring equi-
table distribution of national funds. Strengthening local fiscal
space is essential to empowering local authorities to drive sus-
tainable urban development and improve their communities'
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quality of life.

Despite its promise, the NUP framework has come under
criticism for its top-down approach, which excludes key play-
ers. This prioritization of economic growth over social equity
and environmental sustainability worsens inequalities, espe-
cially in developing countries that need robust implementa-
tion mechanisms. Predefined indicators neglect the context-
specific needs of diverse urban populations, particularly vul-
nerable communities in informal settlements lacking basic
services and secure tenure.

2.2. Jordan

Jordan's National Urban Policy (NUP), developed with
UN-Habitat support from 2018 to 2022, addresses urbaniza-
tion challenges through collaborative stakeholder engagement,
including government, local authorities, civil society, and in-
ternational partners to promote sustainable, resilient, and in-
clusive urban development [21]. It tackles infrastructure defi-
cits, housing shortages, and population growth pressures.

The development of Jordan's NUP has faced several chal-
lenges deeply rooted in the country's socio-political and eco-
nomic context. Jordan has a history of geopolitical tensions
and economic instability, which complicates the implementa-
tion of long-term urban policies. The influx of Syrian refugees
since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war has significantly im-
pacted the country, increasing the demand for housing and
public services and straining urban infrastructure [16]. As a
result, many urban areas in Jordan have seen a rise in informal
settlements, where residents often lack adequate access to
basic services.

Urban areas in Jordan, especially densely populated cities
like Amman, face several environmental challenges. The
country deals with high air pollution and water scarcity, wors-
ened by rapid urban growth and climate change. Despite the
urgent need for data-driven urban policies, Jordan struggles
with data gaps that hinder effective planning and decision-
making. Urban planning in Jordan requires coordination
among multiple stakeholders, including various government
agencies and local authorities. However, bureaucratic ineffi-
ciencies and overlapping responsibilities can complicate ef-
forts to create a coherent and unified urban policy. The assess-
ment's findings highlight the main challenges and opportuni-
ties below.

2.2.1. Challenges

1) Jordan has been significantly impacted by the influx of
refugees, particularly from Syria. Due to the large refu-
gee population, cities like Amman and Irbid face in-
creased pressure on housing, infrastructure, and public
services.

2) Jordan is one of the most water-scarce countries in the
world. Urban areas struggle with ensuring an adequate
and reliable water supply, exacerbating challenges re-
lated to urban sustainability.
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3) Rapid urbanization and the refugee influx have led to
housing shortages, increasing the demand for affordable
and adequate housing solutions.

2.2.2. Opportunities

1) Key initiatives include developing integrated urban
plans incorporating refugee settlements into the broader
urban fabric, promoting social cohesion, and equitable
access to resources. These plans often involve infrastruc-
ture upgrades, improved public transportation, and the
creation of shared public spaces.

2) Jordan's NUP, developed with UN-Habitat's support, fo-
cuses on sustainable urban development, infrastructure
improvement, and economic diversification to create re-
silient and inclusive cities.

3) Urban areas increasingly emphasize sustainable con-
struction and green building practices. Initiatives such as
the Jordan Green Building Council promote environ-
mentally friendly, energy-efficient building standards
[22].

4) The government, supported by UN-Habitat and other in-
ternational partners, promotes sustainable livelihoods
and economic opportunities for both refugees and Jorda-
nians, mitigating the potential for social tension and fos-
tering economic integration. This often includes voca-
tional training programs, micro-finance schemes, and
support for small and medium-sized enterprises.

2.2.3. Conclusion

The NUP for Jordan does not respond to population dynam-
ics and does not focus on demographic trends and needs dur-
ing the formulation phase. So, the plan's strategies for sustain-
able urban development need to include crucial components
for addressing the challenges posed by Jordan's specific pop-
ulation growth patterns and spatial distribution. This omission
weakens the NUP's overall effectiveness in achieving urban
sustainability targets, particularly in inclusive and sustainable
urbanization. A revised approach incorporating demographic
projections and needs assessments is vital to ensure the NUP
adequately supports the long-term well-being of Jordan's ur-
ban population.

Jordan NUP must address a spatially coherent territory with
a balanced human settlement system. Cities and towns along
the urban, suburban, and rural continuum are also a focus of
the Jordan NUP. Subsequently, the plan needs a comprehen-
sive strategy to manage urban sprawl and promote sustainable
growth across all areas. Insufficient attention is paid to the in-
terconnectedness of urban, peri-urban, and rural areas, leading
to potential imbalances in resource allocation and service pro-
vision. A holistic approach is needed to ensure development
initiatives contribute to a spatially balanced and integrated ter-
ritorial system. The absence of a clear framework for coordi-
nating development across different administrative levels fur-
ther exacerbates these challenges.

The NUP does not address local fiscal space; it ensures that
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local governments have the resources to carry out local-level
activities. However, a lack of clarity on how resource alloca-
tion is determined and the extent to which local governments
have autonomy in budgeting and spending raises concerns.
Further analysis is needed to assess whether the resources pro-
vided are sufficient and ensure effective local service delivery.
The NUP should explicitly address local fiscal space, specify
mechanisms for transparent resource allocation, decentralize
fiscal powers, and build local government capacity to manage
their finances effectively.

2.3. Egypt

The Egypt National Urban Policy (NUP) initiative, supported
by UN-Habitat, began development in 2017 and concluded in
2020 as part of a broader strategy to enhance urban governance
and promote sustainable urban development in response to the
challenges posed by rapid urbanization [23]. The formulation of
the Egyptian NUP involved collaboration among various stake-
holders. The policy aims to address critical urban issues such as
inadequate infrastructure, housing shortages, and the impact of
population growth while prioritizing resilience, sustainability,
and equitable urban development.

The development of the NUP has faced several significant
challenges due to the country's socio-political and economic
conditions. Egypt's history of political change and economic
instability has made the creation and implementation of long-
term urban policies difficult. Since the 2011 revolution, the
country has experienced shifts in leadership, impacting the
consistency of policies. Additionally, Egypt is experiencing
rapid urban expansion, particularly in cities like Cairo, which
puts pressure on existing infrastructure and services. The
growing population has led to the expansion of informal set-
tlements, where millions of residents lack access to essential
services.

Egypt's densely populated urban areas, especially Cairo,
face serious air pollution and are vulnerable to flooding and
rising sea levels. A lack of comprehensive urban statistics and
fragmented governance due to administrative obstacles and
overlapping responsibilities hinder effective urban planning
and the development of a cohesive national policy. Addition-
ally, rapid urbanization and the presence of informal settle-
ments requiring basic infrastructure make these challenges
worse. Limited access to clean water and sanitation, along
with inadequate waste management systems, harms public
health and damages the environment. Investing in sustainable
urban infrastructure, like public transportation and renewable
energy, is essential.

However, more effort is needed due to financial constraints
and poor coordination among government agencies. Solving
these interconnected issues needs a comprehensive approach
that boosts institutional capacity, improves data collection and
analysis, and involves communities more in urban planning.
Without major reforms and ongoing investment, Egypt's ur-
ban areas are in a fragile state, risking residents' well-being
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and hindering sustainable growth.

2.3.1. Challenges

1) With an urbanization rate of approximately 43%, Egypt's
major cities like Cairo and Alexandria face significant
pressure from rapid population growth. Cairo, in partic-
ular, has a population exceeding 20 million, leading to
challenges like traffic congestion, pollution, and inade-
quate housing [24].

2) Egypt's urban population live in informal settlements.
These areas often lack basic services such as clean water,
sanitation, and electricity, and are prone to hazards like
flooding and disease outbreaks.

3) Rapid urban growth has outpaced infrastructure devel-
opment. Many urban areas suffer from inadequate trans-
portation networks, insufficient water supply, and inef-
ficient waste management systems.

2.3.2. Opportunities

1) Egypt's completed NUP represents a significant step to-
wards modernizing its urban landscape. The NUP incor-
porates strategies to manage urban sprawl and protect
valuable green spaces, promoting environmental sus-
tainability and improving the quality of life for Egyptian
citizens.

2) The construction of a new administrative capital east of
Cairo is a flagship urban development project. This pro-
ject aims to alleviate congestion in Cairo, provide mod-
ern infrastructure, and serve as a model for sustainable
urban planning.

3) Egypt is committed to achieving the SDGs, particularly
Goal 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities). Initia-
tives include developing eco-friendly housing, imple-
menting renewable energy projects, and improving pub-
lic transportation systems.

2.3.3. Conclusion

The NUP for Egypt should take into account the country's
population dynamics. Egypt's NUP does not adequately con-
sider demographic trends and needs during diagnosis. This
oversight significantly undermines the effectiveness of poli-
cies, leading to urban planning and development strategies
that fail to align with the realities of a rapidly growing, chang-
ing population. Failing to address population dynamics, such
as internal migration patterns and age structures, results in in-
adequate provision of housing, infrastructure, and essential
services. As a result, the NUP's projected outcomes, particu-
larly improved living standards and reduced urban sprawl, are
unlikely to be achieved, perpetuating existing urban chal-
lenges and creating new ones. A more comprehensive ap-
proach is needed to integrate demographic data and projec-
tions into urban policy formulation and implementation.

The NUP must consider a well-planned territory with a bal-
anced human settlement system. It should encompass cities
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and towns across Egypt's urban, peri-urban, and rural areas.
The plan's effectiveness in promoting sustainable urban devel-
opment and addressing the challenges of rapid urbanization
across different settlement types is currently in question. A
more integrated approach that recognizes the interconnected-
ness among urban, peri-urban, and rural areas is crucial to en-
suring a balanced, well-planned national urban policy. The
lack of such an integrated perspective could worsen existing
inequalities and hinder the achievement of sustainable devel-
opment goals in Egypt.

Additionally, the success of the NUP depends on effective
implementation mechanisms and strong monitoring systems.
The absence of clearly defined responsibilities, adequate fund-
ing, and a strong institutional framework to oversee and en-
force the plan's provisions weakens its potential impact. Ca-
pacity building at all levels of government, from national to
local, is essential to ensure that the goals of the NUP are put
into action on the ground. Without such capacity, there is a
high risk of fragmented and ineffective implementation, ulti-
mately undermining the plan's objectives. A comprehensive
evaluation framework, including quantitative and qualitative
indicators, is needed to monitor progress, identify challenges,
and make necessary adjustments to the policy over time. This
iterative approach, incorporating regular reviews and adaptive
management strategies, is crucial to ensuring the long-term ef-
fectiveness of the NUP in fostering sustainable and equitable
urban development in Egypt.

3. Results

The research findings indicate that while the UN-Habitat
National Urban Policy (NUP) framework provides a compre-
hensive structure for urban governance, its practical applica-
tion in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is
significantly hindered by a "one-size-fits-all" approach. The
analysis of NUP implementation in Lebanon, Jordan, and
Egypt reveals critical gaps between global standards and local
realities, particularly concerning political instability, demo-
graphic shifts, and resource management.

3.1. Comparative Analysis of Urban Challenges
and NUP Focus

The diagnostic phase of the NUP in all three countries iden-
tified severe structural and socio-economic challenges. How-
ever, the resulting policy frameworks often prioritized long-
term strategic goals over immediate, context-specific crises.

Table 1. Egypt’s Key Urban Indicators and Challenges.

Indicator Egypt
Rapid urbanization; informal

Urban Context
settlements.

116

Indicator Egypt
Population growth, high density, and

Key Stressors pollution.

Prioritized urban productivity and
mega-projects over upgrading infor-
mal settlements.

NUP Shortcoming

Table 2. Lebanon’s Key Urban Indicators and Challenges.

Indicator Lebanon

Post-conflict recovery; high refugee

Urban Context .
density.

Political instability (12 cabinets in 15
years); chronic infrastructure failure
(electricity).

Key Stressors

Failed to account for political volatil-

NUP Shortcoming ity and lack of reliable data.

Table 3. Jordan’s Key Urban Indicators and Challenges.

Indicator Jordan

Resource scarcity (water); refugee

Urban Context .
influx.

Water scarcity and high housing de-

Key Stressors . ..
Y mand due to the Syrian refugee crisis.

Insufficient focus on resource man-
agement (water) and demographic
shocks.

NUP Shortcoming

3.2. Country-Specific Findings

3.2.1. Lebanon: Governance and Data Deficits

The analysis reveals that the effectiveness of the NUP in
Lebanon was severely compromised by political instability
and a lack of reliable data and fiscal space, respectively, as
follows: -

1) The frequent turnover of governments disrupted policy

continuity, rendering long-term planning ineffective.
The NUP framework assumed a stable governance struc-
ture that does not exist in the Lebanese context.

2) A critical finding is the absence of accurate urban data
and statistics. The NUP relied on estimates that failed to
capture the granularity of the demographic shifts caused
by the refugee crisis, leading to policies that were ill-
equipped to address the strain on housing and basic ser-
vices.

3) The results indicate a failure to address "local fiscal
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space." Municipalities lack the financial autonomy to
implement NUP directives, and the policy offers no clear
mechanisms for local revenue generation or for the eq-
uitable distribution of national funds.

3.2.2. Jordan: Resource Scarcity and Demographic
Pressure

In Jordan, the results highlight a misalignment between de-
mographic dynamics, spatial incoherence, and water security,
respectively, as follows: -

1) The research finds that the NUP formulation did not ad-
equately integrate demographic trends, specifically the
rapid population spikes driven by forced migration. Con-
sequently, strategies for housing and service provision
lagged behind actual demand.

2) The policy lacked a comprehensive strategy for manag-
ing urban sprawl across the urban-rural continuum. The
findings show insufficient attention to connectivity be-
tween urban centers (such as Amman) and peri-urban ar-
eas, leading to imbalanced resource allocation.

3) While infrastructure was a focus, the NUP did not suffi-
ciently prioritize water conservation strategies critical
for one of the world's most water-scarce nations.

3.2.3. Egypt: Productivity/Mega-Projects vs.
Informal Settlements

The findings for Egypt show a split between modernization
goals and the reality of informal urbanization, demographic
oversight, and governance fragmentation, respectively, as fol-
lows: -

1) Despite an urbanization rate of approximately 43%, the
NUP’s top-down approach emphasized economic
growth and new development (e.g., the New Adminis-
trative Capital) over the urgent upgrading of informal
settlements where a vast portion of the population re-
sides.

2) Similar to Lebanon and Jordan, the NUP failed to ac-
count for internal migration patterns and changing age
structures. This oversight resulted in housing and infra-
structure plans that do not align with the actual needs of
the rapidly growing low-income population.

3) The findings indicate that overlapping responsibilities
among government agencies hindered effective imple-
mentation. The NUP failed to resolve these administra-
tive bottlenecks, resulting in fragmented urban manage-
ment.

3.2.4. Cross-Cutting Failures of the NUP
Framework

The synthesis of data from the three case studies reveals
three systemic failures in the application of the UN-Habitat
NUP framework in this region:

1) Neglect of Population Dynamics: In all three cases, the
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diagnostic phase lacked a rigorous analysis of demo-
graphic trends (migration, age structure, growth rates).
This resulted in static policies applied to dynamic popu-
lations, undermining sustainability targets.

2) Lack of Spatial Coherence: The policies failed to foster
a balanced system of human settlements. There was a
consistent lack of integration between urban, peri-urban,
and rural development strategies, exacerbating regional
disparities and unchecked urban sprawl.

3) Undefined Local Fiscal Space: A major finding is the
universal failure to define and secure local fiscal space.
While the NUPs mandated local implementation, they
did not provide the necessary financial decentralization
or autonomy, leaving local governments with mandates
but without the means to implement them.

4. Discussion

The findings from this comparative analysis of National Ur-
ban Policy (NUP) implementation in Lebanon, Jordan, and
Egypt reveal significant insights into the challenges and limi-
tations of applying standardized urban policy frameworks in
diverse socio-political contexts. This discussion examines
these findings in relation to existing literature, identifies
broader implications for urban governance, and suggests di-
rections for future research.

4.1. Contextual Implementation Challenges

The case studies demonstrate that, despite its comprehen-
sive theoretical foundation, the UN-Habitat NUP framework
faces substantial implementation challenges in the MENA re-
gion. These challenges align with the critique of "policy trans-
fer" in urban planning, where standardized models often fail
to account for local institutional capacities and political reali-
ties. In Lebanon, the NUP's effectiveness was severely con-
strained by political instability and governance fragmentation,
as well as by "splintering urbanism" in conflict-affected con-
texts, which undermines coherent policy implementation. The
frequent government changes created a policy environment
that was fundamentally incompatible with the NUP's assump-
tion of stable, long-term planning horizons.

Similarly, Jordan's experience highlights the tension be-
tween standardized policy frameworks and acute resource
constraints. The NUP's insufficient attention to water scarcity,
a critical issue for one of the world's most water-stressed na-
tions, reflects the "infrastructural blindness" of many global
urban policies. This oversight is particularly significant given
that water security is increasingly recognized as a fundamental
determinant of urban resilience in arid regions. The frame-
work's generic infrastructure focus failed to prioritize Jordan's
specific resource management challenges, revealing a critical
gap in context sensitivity.

Egypt's case further illustrates the disconnect between
global policy models and local realities. The NUP's emphasis
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on mega-projects like the New Administrative Capital, while
neglecting informal settlements where the majority of urban
residents live, resonates with the analysis of "worlding" prac-
tices in global South cities. This approach prioritizes interna-
tionally recognizable symbols of modernity over addressing
the everyday realities of informal urbanization, potentially ex-
acerbating spatial inequalities, a phenomenon well-docu-
mented in studies of urban policy in rapidly urbanizing con-
texts.

4.2. Theoretical Implications

These findings contribute to broader theoretical debates
about urban policy transfer and the limits of standardized ap-
proaches to urban governance. The consistent failure of the
NUP framework to adequately address population dynamics
across all three countries challenges the technocratic assump-
tions underlying many global urban policies. This aligns with
"ordinary cities" approaches that recognize diverse urban tra-
jectories rather than imposing standardized models. The
NUP's top-down methodology, with its predefined indicators
and targets, proved ill-equipped to handle the demographic
complexities of refugee influxes, rapid urbanization, and in-
formal settlement growth that characterize these contexts.

The spatial incoherence identified across all three case stud-
ies, particularly the lack of integration among urban, peri-ur-
ban, and rural development strategies, highlights a fundamen-
tal limitation of the NUP's territorial approach. This finding
emphasizes the need to understand urbanization as a process
that extends beyond administrative city boundaries. The
NUP's failure to foster balanced territorial development re-
flects a broader challenge in urban policy: reconciling place-
based approaches with the relational nature of contemporary
urbanization.

The fiscal dimension of implementation challenges further
contributes to theoretical discussions about urban governance
and decentralization. The consistent failure to define and se-
cure local fiscal space across all three countries underscores
the gap between policy mandates and fiscal realities, a central
theme in the literature on multilevel governance. The NUP's
assumption that local governments could implement ambi-
tious urban agendas without corresponding fiscal decentrali-
zation reflects a mismatch between institutional design and the
realities of polycentric governance.

4.3. Comparative Regional Perspectives

When contextualized within broader regional trends, these
findings reveal both common patterns and distinctive chal-
lenges in MENA urban governance. The refugee crisis's im-
pact in Lebanon and Jordan aligns with how forced migration
reshapes urban governance in the region, creating exceptional
demands that standardized policy frameworks are ill-equipped
to address. However, Egypt's different trajectory, character-
ized by state-led mega-projects rather than crisis response,
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highlights the diversity of urban policy approaches within the
MENA region, challenging monolithic regional characteriza-
tions.

The environmental challenges identified across all three
countries, air pollution, water scarcity, and vulnerability to cli-
mate change, reflect broader regional trends. However, the
NUP's limited effectiveness in addressing these issues sug-
gests that global frameworks may need to be more explicitly
tailored to the MENA region's specific environmental vulner-
abilities, which are among the world's most severe climate
change impacts.

4.4. Limitations and Methodological
Considerations

This study has several limitations that warrant acknowledg-
ment. The comparative case study approach, while valuable
for generating contextual insights, limits generalizability to
other contexts. Additionally, the focus on three countries
within a single region, while appropriate for the research ques-
tions, may not fully capture the diversity of NUP implemen-
tation experiences globally. The reliance on policy documents
and secondary data also means that the study captures formal
policy frameworks more than the informal practices and ne-
gotiations that shape implementation on the ground.

4.5. Future Research Directions

First, there is a need for longitudinal studies that track how
NUP frameworks evolve and adapt over time in response to
implementation challenges. Such research could provide val-
uable insights into the dynamics of policy learning and adap-
tation in diverse governance contexts.

Second, comparative research across regions could help de-
termine whether the challenges observed in the MENA con-
text are unique or reflect broader patterns in global urban pol-
icy implementation. Particularly valuable would be studies
comparing MENA experiences with those in other regions
facing similar challenges, such as refugee influxes, resource
scarcity, or rapid urbanization.

Third, research that centers the perspectives of marginal-
ized communities, particularly residents of informal settle-
ments and refugee populations, could provide critical insights
into how urban policies are experienced on the ground. Such
participatory approaches would complement the study's insti-
tutional focus and help bridge the gap between policy design
and lived realities.

Fourth, there is a need for further research on innovative
financing mechanisms to address the fiscal space challenges
identified in this study. Exploring models of fiscal decentrali-
zation, municipal finance, and public-private partnerships that
have proven effective in similar contexts could provide valu-
able lessons for policy reform.

Finally, given the increasing recognition of climate change
as a critical urban challenge, future research should examine
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how urban policy frameworks can be better integrated with
climate adaptation and mitigation strategies. This is particu-
larly urgent in the MENA context, where cities face some of
the most severe climate risks globally.

5. Recommendations and Findings

The NUP framework addresses the challenges of global ur-
banization. The framework emphasizes inclusive, resilient,
and sustainable development by tailoring its approach to spe-
cific regional needs. While it successfully facilitates urban
planning by guiding land use, housing, and transportation, its
top-down approach and limited community involvement pre-
sent barriers. Case studies from Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt
reveal that political instability, refugee influx, and infrastruc-
tural deficits hinder implementation. The reliance on prede-
fined indicators often overlooks the unique needs of informal
settlements, exacerbating inequalities and failing to address
rapid urban growth in many regions adequately.

It's important to note that the 'one-size-fits-all' approach of
the NUP framework, while well-intentioned in providing a
universal urban planning model, is not the most effective way
to address the complex and varied challenges that different re-
gions face. Urbanization is a highly localized process influ-
enced by specific social, political, economic, and environmen-
tal factors that differ widely across countries and cities. The
NUP can overlook critical local conditions by applying a
standardized framework, undermining its effectiveness in fos-
tering sustainable and inclusive urban growth.

For instance, in Lebanon, rapid urbanization is com-
pounded by significant political instability and a refugee crisis,
placing overwhelming pressure on urban infrastructure and
services. The blanket approach of the NUP does not ade-
quately account for Lebanon's complex political dynamics, in-
cluding frequent government changes that disrupt long-term
policy continuity. The framework also falls short in address-
ing the needs of Lebanon's large refugee population, many of
whom live in informal settlements with limited access to basic
services. These unique challenges call for a more adaptable,
policy-responsive approach to the country's socio-political
context rather than relying on generalized urbanization mod-
els.

Similarly, in Jordan, water scarcity is a critical issue that is
exacerbated by climate change and an influx of Syrian refu-
gees. A standardized approach that focuses broadly on infra-
structure development might not prioritize Jordan's acute wa-
ter resource management challenges, leaving gaps in policy
effectiveness. Jordan's urban planning needs a more focused
strategy on water conservation, sustainable resource alloca-
tion, and climate-resilient infrastructure development, which
a generalized framework may not fully address.

Egypt presents yet another example of a one-size-fits-all
model struggling to meet the needs of its rapidly expanding
urban population. In cities like Cairo, home to millions of res-
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idents living in informal settlements, the NUP's top-down ap-
proach may prioritize economic growth and modernization
projects, such as the construction of a new administrative cap-
ital. However, this focus can sideline the pressing need to up-
grade informal settlements, improve basic service delivery,
and address overcrowding. A more localized urban policy
would prioritize inclusive growth that targets these specific ar-
eas of concern.

In addition, the diverse economic capacities of countries
further reveal the limits of the widespread approach. The NUP
often encourages ambitious infrastructure and sustainability
projects, but countries with limited financial resources or
weak local governance structures may struggle to implement
such policies effectively. For example, while wealthier na-
tions or regions can more easily adopt smart city initiatives or
invest in cutting-edge public transportation systems, less de-
veloped regions with constrained budgets may need to focus
more on affordable housing, basic infrastructure, or service
delivery. The framework's heavy reliance on predefined tar-
gets and international best practices may also marginalize lo-
cal priorities, particularly in regions where informal econo-
mies and settlements dominate.

Ultimately, the NUP framework's one-size-fits-all strategy
risks promoting urban development that prioritizes global
standards over local realities. To create more resilient, inclu-
sive, and sustainable cities, urban policies must be context-
specific, responsive to each region's unique challenges, and
informed by local communities' voices. It is crucial to shift
towards more flexible, participatory urban planning, where lo-
cal governments and stakeholders are empowered to shape
policies that reflect their needs, capacities, and aspirations.
This adaptive model would ensure that urban development is
sustainable and equitable, providing tangible benefits for all
urban residents, especially the most vulnerable populations.
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