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NATIONAL URBAN AGENDAS AS POLICY INSTRUMENTS: A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS (734)  
  
Matteo Basso1*, Francesca Gelli1 
1 University Iuav of Venice, Italy; *mbasso@iuav.it 
 
As the number of state governments, federations, and supra-national organisations that have 
voluntarily enacted proper urban agendas – or are equipping themselves with general urban 
policy frameworks – has significantly increased worldwide, national urban agendas have received 
increasing scholarly attention within international policy studies over the last years (Zimmermann 
and Fedeli 2021; Armondi and De Gregorio Hurtado 2020; Kundu et al. 2020). Against this 
backdrop, important cross-disciplinary insights stem from comparative research that seeks to 
detect the influence of different legislative traditions, political regimes, national party coalitions, 
dominant interest constellations, periods of rising or declining institutional commitment, and 
public interest in urban affairs.   

This contribution presents and discusses the results of a research project carried out by the 
authors on the cases of France, Spain, Portugal, the U.K., the U.S., Canada, China, India, Argentina 
and Brazil (Gelli and Basso, 2022). With the aim of understanding the changing global geography 
of such tools since the second post-war period, the research highlights that whilst some 
discontinuities and differences exist between these Countries, they each demonstrate a common 
systematic investment in urban policies.  

Our comparative diachronic and synchronic analysis has been guided by the following main 
questions:  

• when and why did the issue of a national urban agenda become a matter of political 
attention? Was the urban agenda connected to the recognition of/response to a urban 
question?   

• what were the main steps in the historical evolution of the urban agenda?  
• where and how was the urban agenda debated? To what extent has it remained a matter 

of technical debate and/or has been developed as a matter of public concern? Was it 
constructed as a case of policy transfer?  

• what forms did the agenda assume in terms of policy tools (communications, 
recommendations, regulative frameworks, etc.)?  

• what were the main issues that the urban agenda has tackled?  
• did the urban agenda generate a national urban policy, in terms of aid-to-city programmes 

and urban actions?   

The empirical evidence collected through the case-studies and hereinafter presented highlight 
the emergence of a peculiar global geography that allows the identification of an “old” and a 
“new” geography of national governments committed to adopting such policy instruments. In 
addition, the research draws attention to the form and nature of such tools (as both explicit and 
implicit, discursive and programmatic tools) and their translation into dedicated policies, 
programmes of intervention and funding schemes that help cities elaborate their own local 
agendas, as well as the the approaches and styles of policy-making related to processes of 
agenda-setting.   
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Findings that will also be discussed relate to the way the concept of “urban” has entered and has 
been declined within national urban agendas, and the role played by transnational actors in 
drafting the documents through various mechanisms of policy transfer (i.e. the UN 2030 Agenda, 
or UN-Habitat National Urban Agenda).  
  
Keywords: National urban agendas; agenda-setting; national urban policy  
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