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Governance of the port city in Latin America 

Dialogue and collaborative strategies for sustainable infrastructure 

 

Abstract: A large part of the Latin America's population live

poles, as well as logistic and commercial centers. The economic, social and environmental impacts generated in 

these cities give rise to two domains of governance and development: the city and the port. In

2015, the UN approved the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable development, a roadmap for the leaders towards a 

future of major social and economic wellbeing, both inclusive and environmental sustainable. The governments 

of the cities, in addition to other not governmental stakeholders, are considered to be main actors of the SDGs. 

The possibilities of successes for planners and authorities depend on the available methodologies to achieve 

SDGs, to evaluate and to apply the best sustainable development pr

some ideas of how incorporating collaborative strategies for a governance of the sustainable development in 

Latin America's port cities. 

INTRODUCTION 

 

A large part of the population in Latin America lives in th

industrial poles, as well as logistics and commercial centers. The economic, social and environmental 

impacts generated in these cities give rise to two domains of governance and development: the city 

and the port. In September 2015, world leaders adopted Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), setting the world on a challenging road to a future of greater social and 

economic wellbeing, both inclusive and environmentally sustainable. These SDGs are a s

challenging goals, a great frame of reference that engages local and national governments. A path of 

opportunities for many port cities in Latin America to expand their models of development and leave 

behind traditional development models, achie

cultural enclaves and achieving the economic well
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forefront of many processes of global change, in commerce, innovation, technologies and education, 

the port cities can also emphasize in the sustainable development improving the quality of life and 

also to become attractive centers of investment and regional leadership. Port cities as reflections of 

the success of the region's international trade, can also be a gateway to aligning economic prosperity 

with social needs and ecosystem conservation in a new era of sustainable urban development. 

Agenda 2030 is a global policy process that involves broad groups, national, regional and local 

authorities. City governments, in addition to other non-governmental parties, are called to be key 

players in SDGs. However, the chances of success for planners and authorities depend on available 

processes and institutions to assess and apply sustainable development best practices to their port 

cities. This paper explores and offers some preliminary ideas on how to incorporate collaborative 

strategies for better governance in port cities in Latin America. A process to implement 

comprehensive and inclusive sustainable development, deploying creative solutions to multiple gaps, 

problems and challenges of today's port cities, through renewed comprehensive solutions, 

participation, debate and consensus between stakeholders and all levels that make up the economic 

life, communities and population of a port city. 

 

THE UN 2030 AGENDA FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

 

This United Nations global program includes 17 SDGs and sets quantitative targets on all social, 

economic and environmental aspects of sustainable development. The Agenda 2030 is committed to 

achieve these goals by the year 2030 and to do it for everyone, everywhere, without anyone being 

left behind. The objectives provide a framework for a shared action "for people, planet, prosperity, 

peace and partnership" to be implemented by "all countries and all stakeholders, acting in 

partnership." The SDGs are at the heart of the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development. Its 17 

objectives and 169 goals address critical issues facing the world today, including the eradication of 

extreme poverty, the fight against global inequality and climate change, the promotion of sustainable 

cities and a sustainable industrial development, the protection of Natural ecosystems also promises 

more peaceful and non-exclusive societies.  A set of 231 indicators has also been developed to 

measure the progress of the SDGs. 

 

The Agenda 2030 is the largest United Nations policy process ever to be carried out through global 

consultations with a broad range of stakeholders, including representatives of local and regional 

authorities. The result of this broad and multilevel consultation is that SDGs should be appropriate 

and applicable to all people, across different territorial scales. This means that sub-national 

governments, metropolitan and local areas are integral parts of SDGs implementation, as well as 

national governments. The challenges and commitments identified in Agenda 2030 are interrelated 

and require integrated solutions. They also demand more and better governance involving multiple 

stakeholders and integrated action between different levels of government to achieve agreed 

outcomes. Cities and local governments, as well as other non-governmental stakeholders, are called 

to be the main actors and implementers of SDGs. 

 

PORT CITY AND THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

 

In Latin America, Buenos Aires, Valparaiso, Guayaquil and Santos, besides being key ports in the 

logistics of their respective countries, are also internationally valued cities, which have strategic 

assets that can boost many developments in their respective economies. A city and its port tend to 

develop independently, through governments and policies sometimes in conflict, in a non-
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harmonious and even contradictory way. From a growing number of cases of disputes, with ports and 

cities competing for the use of valuable coastal zones, even planning and coordinated development 

schemes form a diverse set of realities of the port cities in the region. In general, the challenge of 

urban and port planners is the harmonious integration of the multiple development objectives that 

both areas represent, the environmental and social components of development, as well as the 

generation of competitive and industrial conditions of the port city. 

 

According to what the United Nations estimates, by 2030, the world's urban population will have 

tripled in 30 years and about 60% of humans will live in cities, increasing demands for greater well-

being and a good quality of life in the cities. Latin America is already the most urbanized region in the 

developing world. About 80% of the population in this region lives in cities, where - at historically 

lower rates over the next few decades - urbanization will continue as a trend, and this figure is 

expected to increase by 5% by the year 2050. The region has an additional feature: approximately 

60% of the population lives in the first 100km of the coastline, with a large number of coastal cities 

(about 450 littoral cities). For its part, growth in port and coastal cities brings with it great benefits 

and challenges like most urban areas. However, it also allows special opportunities for promotion and 

sustainable development, cities in Latin America generate 90 percent of GDP and at the same time, 

they are responsible for much of the energy consumption and carbon emissions. 

 

Faced with these challenges, the SDGs provide a road map for the development of port cities. Port 

cities in the region face many challenges for their harmonious and sustainable development. Climate 

change, environmental degradation, civil unrest and violence, with different accents, mark the 

challenges of some port cities and demand different solutions for sustainable development. The SDGs  

offer a set of integrated objectives that can help to achieve a more sustainable vision of the 

development of these dynamic but also severe contrasts that seek to offer equal opportunities for all 

inhabitants, promote healthy living environments with access to the public and green spaces, but 

resistant to the daily disasters and the climatic risks. These cities should place particular emphasis on 

a number of issues related to their highest priorities: such as poverty eradication, improved health 

and education services, new development models for more sustainable, smart and secure cities as 

well as coherent policies to address climate change, among others. 

 

THE CHALLENGE AND THE OPPORTUNITIES 

 

Port cities accommodate a variety of human, economic and logistic activities, providing opportunities 

for business, education, employment and innovation. In contrast, poverty, unemployment, 

inequalities and environmental impacts, as well as other unsustainable patterns of consumption and 

production, all contribute to climate change and environmental degradation in the same cities. The 

center of maritime and port activities, international logistics and city activities form the basis of the 

socio-economic situation of the largest port cities in Latin America, but this basis is not the only one. 

The sustainable development of these cities is also a major challenge, contributing to and adapting to 

climate change, natural resources consumption, energy transition, demographic mobility, well-being 

and security, contributing to economic growth and greater well-being of the population. However, a 

city and its port tend to develop in a disjointed way, through policies and plans in conflict, sometimes 

contradictory. In this context, urban and port planning often do not allow a harmonious integration of 

its multiple objectives, deferring environmental and social components and better competitive 

conditions. The port cities have allowed certain groups to progress, reap benefits that have not 

reached all, breaching expectations and leaving inequality and poverty. Even so, port cities are 
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attractive poles and must create more opportunities and activities, jobs and prosperity, value and 

investment. Port cities must protect their historical, cultural and urban heritage; reduce damages and 

losses due to possible natural coastal disasters to which they are exposed, protecting the most 

vulnerable people. They can also strengthen the planning of the coastal edge, the urban gathering 

between the city and the port, and generate public recreational areas, in marine, coastal or riverine 

areas. In this way, port cities can contribute to SDGs, in particular to its objective 11, being more 

inclusive, secure, resilient and sustainable, through goals linked to economic, social and 

environmental development. 

 

Because of its importance, influence and dynamism, the port and port activities and logistics can be 

the starting point for the sustainable development of the entire port city. The sustainable progress of 

the port and all its complementary logistics requires the same type of development for the port city. 

This calls for a broad, participatory and inclusive dialogue with all stakeholders, providing a joint 

strategic action that finds common lines of action of greater performance and impact and harmonize 

the governance efforts of the port city relationship. Such an effort would make it possible to 

formulate a comprehensive strategic framework that consolidates and strengthens opportunities for 

sustainable development. For example, aligned and coordinated strategic objectives - such as 

increased employment, private investment, innovation, mobility and sustainable land use - would 

thus be a major task for this concerted form of governance in the port city. Port cities with historical 

and cultural heritage in potential conflict with economic interests can develop integrative, consensus-

based and innovative strategic approaches in the early stages of planning to ensure the success of 

initiatives and projects by eliminating any risks that alter sustainable progress. The quest to build 

more sustainable port cities is an opportunity for local leaders, mayors, civil communities and 

associated industry, port and logistics and can be at the forefront of this global change process. 

Placing on the agenda and making sustainable development efforts in Latin American port cities is not 

only an opportunity, it is also an option that makes it visible and can motivate to join many other 

coastal cities in the region. 

 

The concept of port sustainability includes the three main perspectives: 1) an economic perspective 

including the profitability of investments, efficiency in the use of the areas, infrastructure and coastal 

edge, and a provision of facilities and services that maximize the productivity of assets; (2) a social 

component such as a secure and permanent contribution to employment in port operations and 

activities related to logistics, indirect employment, interaction and harmonious relationship between 

port and city, contribution to the development of knowledge and education and habitability of 

neighboring urban areas; And 3) optimal performance and environmental management including 

noise pollution, air quality, dredging operations, and their disposal (UNCTAD, 2009). However, 

because of its importance and dynamism, the port and port activities and logistics also have the 

natural potential to become one of the triggers of the sustainable development of the port city. 

 

SOME COLLABORATIVE STRATEGIES 

 

The first strategies emerge in the area of dialogue, fostering foresight and common vision, 

governance of the port city and common concerns, such as energy and climate change. A 

complementary element is the shared work of a network of port cities in the region. 

 

Dialogue in the port city 
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Ensuring a development plan for the port and the city, aimed at diversification and higher value 

activities, can be a good starting point for a permanent dialogue between the port community and 

the city and to lead to a beneficial balance between Interests. Also, the port and the city can 

complement their areas of action in an advantageous way taking joint actions of promotion, 

investment and international marketing, as well as to look for common factors of competitiveness, to 

consolidate a city brand and to develop an infrastructure strategy to promote commercial activities 

and logistic services, as well as continuously explore additional areas for collaboration and joint 

venture. Other aspects that can be addressed through dialogue and collaboration is to ensure 

competitiveness and competitiveness of the city and port for the development of logistics services 

and corridors to internal markets, and to develop a territorial strategy that provides guidance on 

where to carry out industrial, commercial activities and logistics. 

 

Foresight and common vision 

 

The coordination of city projects and the port can allow harmonious urban and port transformations 

that minimize the environmental, urban and population risks of port operations and make their 

development faster, as well as create new and more efficient land transport of port origin and public 

transport of the city, creating future competitive advantages for the city and the port. Integrated port 

planning would provide more options to organize the movement of vehicular cargo flows and public 

transport services, thereby ensuring a better quality of mobility for people and more expeditious and 

efficient port connectivity in relation to their Hinterland. These strategies could lead to coordinated 

development of locations, land use regulations, road infrastructure and connectivity, issues in which 

both the city and the port must be resolved simultaneously and jointly. The progress of both activities 

requires a unique vision of the sustainable development of the port city. To achieve this, there must 

be a permanent dialogue and a unique strategic framework that consolidates and strengthens the 

port city's opportunities, with aligned and coordinated objectives. Common linkages and challenges 

allow opportunities through the coordination of efforts based on shared planning principles. The 

projects of the city and the port should seek harmonic urban and port transformations that minimize 

the environmental risks and the population of the operations of the port. A integrated planning, a 

unique vision and foresight for the port city, including the development of the port and the city. 

 

Governance  

 

The design and implementation of public policies, strategies and plans in the sustainable port city 

requires institutional leadership, consensus, coordination and participation of collaborators and 

interest groups. The institutionalization of these processes through management instruments and 

processes (foundations, corporations or other institutional channels) should be considered for the 

strengthening of existing capacities. There must be the capacity to deploy managerial functions of the 

city-port community that facilitates the exchange between operators, port clients, government 

agencies related to sustainable development, port and city. These capabilities are mandatory to 

ensure the joint success of the city and the port, for example, ensure its competitiveness and 

international insertion by developing a brand city port. Sustaining port growth through local and 

regional cooperation can lead to greater regional economic benefits and the reduction of negative 

impacts of port activity. 

 

The participation of all citizen groups should also be considered in the processes of policy design and 

project implementation in the port city. This should include platforms for participation in planning 
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processes, including the gender approach and final decision-making. Governance of the port city 

should play a key role in strengthening dialogue and constructive interrelation among stakeholders, 

offering opportunities for dialogue with special attention to the rights and needs of all sectors of 

society, including men and women, with disabilities, the elderly, minorities and migrants. 

 

Common concerns related to the energy sector and the challenges of the climate chance  

 

Energy consumption and emission limitation appear as a common challenge for both the port facility 

and the neighbor port city. The need to limit greenhouse gas emissions, climate change and the 

growing scarcity of fossil fuels represent an obstacle to sustainable development. Cities and their 

industrial activities, as well as ports, as important users of energy can benefit from programs and 

projects that optimize their consumption, and for which they also have, in some cases, access to 

untapped and potential sources of renewable energy (sea, wind ...). The proposed energy strategies 

for ports and port cities consider three approaches. First, make a diagnosis of the energy 

consumption of the industry, the city and the activities of the port. Then, propose investment 

solutions to reduce consumption and cost. And finally, include the possibility of financing large-scale 

renewable energy projects as an alternative to replace traditional sources of energy currently in use. 

 

On the other hand, port cities, exposed to increasing natural risks and impacts of climate change, 

affecting the security of the population and the capacity of their infrastructure, should reinforce their 

coastal protections and limit the vulnerability of areas of greater risk, with regulation and urban 

planning. These approaches concern the port and the city. The main risk stems from the global 

increase in temperature and finally appears on the coast in two possible ways: coastal submersion 

due to a rising sea level and increasing frequency and intensity of storms with maritime severe 

character (Morel et al., 2013). This risk will continue to increase over the next few decades due to 

climate change and population growth and activities at the edges and sea fronts. To prevent and 

increase the resistance of port and coastal cities, the same authors propose two complementary 

approaches. A prevention strategy and structural measures with long-term investments to limit the 

level of risk - reinforce coastal and port protections - and limit the vulnerability of the most risk-prone 

areas with appropriate urban planning, regulation and regulation. 

 

Collaboration and data platforms 

 

The diverse experiences of sustainable development for port cities may be available to planners 

through collaborative platforms and observatories for Latin America. On the other hand, in order to 

formulate diagnoses and strategies, as well as control the progress of the goals in a shared way, it is 

necessary to have insight and to apply indicators to the sustainable port city. Sustainable 

development approaches for cities that are put into practice, best ideas, success stories, innovative 

projects and emerging concepts can be in the hands of planners and authorities through collaborative 

platforms or observatories for Latin America. In this line, Morel and others (2013) propose to 

structure these concepts and allow this extended view of sustainable port cities through access to a 

public web platform, shared by a network of experts, among others. This would allow the 

capitalization, structuring and sharing of projects and experience on a regional and international scale 

and in the logic of a dynamic collaboration network. A collaboration platform should also include an 

observatory of indicators, data and other services, in the local context of the port city under study 

and the access of this same information for other similar cases. These data platforms, monitoring 

systems and other contents should be open, have public access, in a way to facilitate the 
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participation, management, transparency of processes and informed decision making in the port city, 

guaranteeing the opportunities and equality for all its inhabitants. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

A large part of the region's population lives In the port cities of Latin America, many of them 

important economic, industrial and logistic poles.  The environmental, social and economic impacts 

generated in these cities imply two dimensions of governance and development: the city and the 

port. In September 2015, world leaders adopted Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), putting the world on a challenging road to a future of greater social and economic 

wellbeing, inclusive and environmentally sustainable. City governments, in addition to other non-

governmental parties, are called to be key players in these SDGs. The potential for success for 

planners and authorities depends on available methodologies to achieve  SDGs and to assess and 

apply sustainable development best practices for their port cities. This article explores some ideas on 

how to incorporate collaborative strategies for a governance of sustainable development in the port 

cities of Latin America. Dialogue, coordinated planning and strengthening of governance emerge as 

key elements of collaborative strategies for the sustainable development of a port city. However, 

other strategies can be conducted in a collaborative way between the city and its port, such as those 

dealing with measures and investments for climate change and energy efficiency, among others. 

Another element is access to expert networks, experiences and best practices, as well as web and 

data platforms for international information to guide planners and authorities. 

 

Ports and cities links 

Ports 

http://www.cepal.org/perfil/ 

http://www.cepal.org/es/areas-de-trabajo/recursos-naturales-e-infraestructura 

http://www.cepal.org/es/temas/infraestructura 

http://www.cepal.org/es/publicaciones/39708-transporte-maritimo-puertos-desafios-oportunidades-

busca-un-desarrollo 

http://www.cepal.org/es/publicaciones/37775-productividad-de-activos-en-terminales-de-

contenedores-de-america-latina-y-el 

http://www.cepal.org/es/publicaciones/6360-politicas-portuarias 

http://www.cepal.org/es/publicaciones/36086-politicas-portuarias-sostenibles 

Cities 

http://www.cepal.org/sites/default/files/events/files/sergio_margulis_-_cepal-montevideo.pdf 

http://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/40658/1/S1601057_es.pdf 

http://www.cepal.org/es/publicaciones/40155-agenda-2030-objetivos-desarrollo-sostenible-

oportunidad-america-latina-caribe 

http://www.iddri.org/Publications/Collections/Idees-pour-le-debat/WP1615_ES.pdf 
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