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Executive Summary  

More than 50% of the world’s population are women but only 5% of the world's cities are led by women. 

The Women-led Cities (WLC) window of the SDG Cities Global Initiative will address gender inequality 

and increase opportunities for women by improving safety for women in the city and access to basic 

services, while supporting women entrepreneurship, equal work rights, and political empowerment as 

women engage equally in local decision making. Uniquely, Women-led Cities is a partnership between 

women business leaders globally and women mayors worldwide. It will foster the growth and 

development of women in leadership and result in establishing new generations of women business 

leaders and women political leaders. Working together, women leaders of cities and businesses will 

advocate at all levels of government for transformative change in support of human rights, gender 

rights and equality. 

 

Background and rationale 

Why should women-led businesses support women-led cities? 

Women’s equal participation and leadership in political and public life is crucial not only to ensuring the 

achievement of their human rights but also supports delivering on the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). Women leaders tend to take into consideration the needs of all, thus creating inclusive 

environments and ensuring that no one is left behind1. However, women continue to face unequal 

representation in public life. This project aims to address this by creating a crucial link between women 

business leaders and women city leaders to promote and innovate partnerships that empower women 

and serve the whole city.   

Women in leadership 

More than 50% of the world’s population are women, but in many contexts, they rarely have the 

opportunity to lead, shape and manage cities. The perception of gender roles across different societies 

heavily influences women’s ability to participate in public and political life. Structural and systematic 

barriers, whether in the shape of discriminatory laws and / or attitudes and practices leading to indirect 

discrimination, prevent women from taking leadership roles. Such exclusion starts with unequal access 

to rights such as an adequate standard of living, health, and education. Women facing intersectional 

discrimination, such as refugee women, older women and LGBTI individuals are particularly impacted. 

Women are underrepresented as voters, as well as in leading positions, whether in elected office, the 

civil service, the private sector, or academia. 

As of 1 September 2021, 26 women were serving as Heads of State and/or Government in 24 countries. 

Data from 133 countries shows that women constitute 36% of elected members in local deliberative 

bodies, and only 5% of mayors worldwide are women. In business, only 8% of Fortune 500 companies 

 
1 https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/9/news-coverage-womens-leadership-and-decision-making 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/9/news-coverage-womens-leadership-and-decision-making


are women-led, and in the workforce, women earn around 37% less than men in similar roles. According 

to the World Economic Forum, women hold only 26.1% of parliamentary seats and 22.6% of ministerial 

positions worldwide. The political gender gap is expected to take more than 145 years to close if it 

remains on its current trajectory and worse still, the economic gender gap which at the current trajectory 

will not close until 2288 - in 265 years.2 This lack of representation also means a lack of role models for 

young women leaders and the exclusion of women’s perspectives.  

How women in leadership can drive change 

Women leaders have overcome these obstacles and barriers, often to the benefit of society at large. 

For example, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Africa’s first democratically elected female president, led Liberia 

through reconciliation and recovery following a decade-long civil war. She has won international 

acclaim for the economic, social, and political achievements of her administration, and, in 2011, she was 

awarded a Nobel Peace Prize for her work to empower women.3  

Evidence shows that when women are elected to political positions with decision-making power, they 

are more likely to push for inclusive policies, positive change around health, safer cities for all, 

community wellbeing and welfare, poverty reduction, and are more likely to strive to reach a consensus 

on policies than their male counterparts. Women leaders are also more likely to advocate for women 

and girls’ empowerment through literacy, education, and capacity development and promote greater 

opportunities for women in the formal economy through access to finance and training. More women 

in local government means better futures for all.  

Empowering Women Led Cities through Increased Investments:  

Often, women-led cities are constrained with lower budgetary allocations and fewer revenue 

generating opportunities. With the right support, there is an ample opportunity to promote women 

mayors’ ability to generate increased local revenue that can be spent on crucial social services and 

economic opportunities, particularly for the most vulnerable groups including women and girls. 

Empowering women mayors can also lead to more inclusive urban systems with better planning and 

budgetary allocations and better infrastructure for crucial services. Research has shown that women 

leadership in cities is more likely to result in greater prioritization of expenditures in traditionally feminine 

areas such as education, health care, and social assistance. 4  Often urban infrastructure, including 

housing, is designed with limited consideration accorded to the needs of women and girls. For instance, 

transportation services in cities may not have in-built provisions for women’s safety, which is key for 

their free mobility and active engagement in economic activities. Similarly, transport hubs and bus 

stations are not always built with the needed facilities for rest and childcare. Female leadership in cities 

is critical to ensure better and more inclusive services for all, especially for women and girls.  

 
2 https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2021/digest/  
3 https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2021/3/compilation-women-leaders-we-admire 

4 Political Research Quarterly 2018, ‘Representative Budgeting: Women Mayors and the Composition of Spending in Local Governments’ 

 

https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2021/digest/


Building on existing UN Initiatives 

Responding to the massive transformative potential for women leadership to drive sustainable 

development and combat inequality, the United Nations Human Settlements Programme, UN-Habitat 

and the United Nations Capital Investment Fund (UNCDF) are joining forces with ElllaImpacta Alliance 

- a new consortium of women-led companies and philanthropies - to create a network of women 

business leaders and women political leaders to support and empower both current and future women 

leaders. The joint initiative, “Women-Led Cities,” seeks to advocate and strengthen the role and 

leadership of women in cities, at all levels, including in administrative and economic roles. Women-Led 

Cities is affiliated with UN-Habitat’s global flagship initiative SDG Cities, implemented jointly with UNCDF 

and UNCDF’s IncluCity project.  

SDG Cities aims to support 1000 cities accelerate their achievement of SDGs, and positively impact on 

one billion lives, by offering a systematic approach support cities becoming sustainable and resilient. 

Digital tools and a technical support structure are provided to support cities to: 

- work with communities and local stakeholders to collect data across key domains of the SDGs; 

- develop inclusive, evidence-based vision and strategies to advance the SDGs locally, with an 

emphasis on reducing inequality and leaving no-one behind; 

- identify investment priorities that can drive local transformation for the SDGs and connect with 

sources of investment through a Cities Investment Facility; and, 

- strengthen urban management systems including planning, governance, revenue and service 

delivery. 

 

The Inclusive Cities Financing (IncluCity) initiative has a specific focus on addressing growing inequalities 

and economic exclusion experienced in cities and works to transform cities into spaces of equal 

opportunities for everyone. Through a comprehensive approach that includes technical support, 

capacity building and citizen engagement, it strengthens livelihoods and improves public services and 

infrastructure, targeting those who are most vulnerable and marginalized (slum dwellers, ultra-poor, 

minorities, informal workers, migrants, women/girls, disabled).  

  

IncluCity supports cities to strengthen their revenue systems and promotes targeted investments in 

essential infrastructure, social services and income earning opportunities. This includes financing local 

markets, transportation infrastructure, water and sanitation and economic opportunities specially in 

marginalized areas including informal settlement and connecting jobs with housing and public transport 

networks. These investments make cities safer and free of violence specially for women, girls and youth 

and increased commitment of cities towards the ‘inclusion agenda’ is measured by an Inclusive City 

Score Card. 

 
 



The Co-Creation Journey  

How we started 

In April 2022, at the High-Level Meeting on the New Urban Agenda in New York, UN-Habitat and 

UNCDF joined efforts to promote a Women Leadership Global Initiative, to accelerate the achievement 

of SDGs in cities, and directly tackle gender inequality. The discussion of “Women-led Cities” highlighted 

the role of women leadership as a powerful and essential driver for positive change. A group of global 

women leaders of businesses and philanthropies, including Luiza Trajano, Mariana Feffer, Rachel Gerrol, 

Liane Freire, Lucia Domville, Marisa Cesar, Caroline Mindus, and Renata Strengerowski engaged with 

the initiative and demonstrated their interest in its promotion through the establishment of “EllaImpacta 

Alliance”, an alliance of women leaders and institutions to support financing and implementation of the 

Women-led Cities window.  

In collaboration with UN-Habitat and UNCDF, EllaImpacta Alliance will promote a global co-creation 

process, with the aim of empowering women leadership through leveraging a global catalytic fund and 

engaging women leaders through social and economic inclusive growth, leadership strengthening, and 

SDG acceleration and achievement.   

Overall expected results 

Women-led Cities’ is a call for women leaders to stand in solidarity as change makers to accelerate the 

achievements of the SDGs in and through cities. The initiative will increase opportunities for women at 

the national and local level, which, in turn, will result in establishing new generations of women-led 

businesses and political leaders. WLC will expand investments in economic opportunities, infrastructure 

and social services in select women led cities in Africa, Asia and Latin America, which are often not 

receiving adequate attention and required financing to meet their gender equality commitments. 

It will: 

- create a collaboration between women city leaders and women business owners, to foster the 

growth and development of women in positions of leadership,  

- advocate at all levels of government for responsive change to ensure implementation of gender 

and socially inclusive polices and strategies 

- mobilize and implement high-impact local actions that empower women businesses, make 

cities safer and better for women, and accelerate the local implementation of the SDGs 

- Leverage public and private financing to support gender equality priorities in women led cities   



 

 

Objectives  

Overall goal  

Through the pledge to Leave No One Behind, our goal is to ensure that cities are inclusive environments 

where women live, work and thrive with dignity and equality. We embrace and contribute to the work 

of other like-minded organisations to reach the day when 50% of cities worldwide are led by women, 

women enjoy equal economic and social rights and violence against women is eradicated. 

Main objectives 

1. Political empowerment: Improved engagement of women in local decision-making processes 

      (target gender parity by 2030) 

- Empowering women mayors as agents for transformative change – (every woman mayor is a 

success story) 

- Making participatory processes accessible for women 

- Ensuring local councils are gender balanced 

- Training young women leaders  

How: 

Women mayors will be empowered through a solidarity network of women leaders where they 

can share experiences and access peer learning. They will also access specific training and 

funding support such as on effective communication, building effective administrations and 

teams and other relevant areas. Empowered mayors will promote gender parity in local councils 

and local decision-making bodies and create conditions for equal participation of women and 

men (and boys and girls as relevant) in public consultation and participatory decision-making 

processes.  

2. Economic empowerment: Improved economic opportunities for women 

      (target: equal opportunities for business development and employment by 2030) 

- Regulatory action: levelling the playing field   

- Capacity Development: business literacy and training, vocational skills training etc. 

- Incubating and financing women-led businesses: seed capital and investment in women led 

business 

- Financing urban infrastructure that promotes women’s economic empowerment including 

markets, processing units/factories, transport and energy projects    

 



How:  

UN-Habitat, UNCDF and EllaImpacta Alliance will select pilot municipal and SME projects in 

partnership with local partners and female mayors based on consultation and local needs. Gender 

responsive projects related to service delivery, infrastructure and economic growth that contribute 

to local SDG commitments and women’s economic empowerment will be financed under this track. 

UNCDF in consultation with UNH will use its financing tools to develop the pipeline and disburse 

funds to select cities.   

 

Women leaders will promote regulatory and standards reform to level the playing field for women 

in business, fostering economic opportunities and encouraging women engagement. This could, 

for example, include formalizing the businesses and jobs of women in the informal economy to 

ensure their access to equal pay and labour protections, or promote women’s equal access to 

secure tenure and inheritance. Through capacity development, women will be provided with 

training to further develop their expertise in business literacy, vocational skills training, and public 

relations among other important skills. Women will be provided with seed capital and investment 

in women led businesses to foster women entrepreneurship.  

 

3. Better places to live: Improved urban environments for women  

(target: all public spaces, streets and public amenities are fully accessible and safe for women and 

girls by 2030) 

 

-    Safety: women and child friendly spaces (streets and public spaces), behaviour change     

      initiatives, safe reporting mechanisms 

-    Mobility: 15-minute city concept, affordable and efficient public transportation, non- 

      motorised infrastructure 

-    Health: proximity to health facilities, access to affordable clean water and sanitation, improved  

      home care, social prescribing 

How:  

Gender and age balanced groups of residents will be supported to undertake SDG mapping of 

urban communities, which will highlight areas that are unsafe, or where access to health 

facilities, adequate water and sanitation and access to affordable mobility are a concern. 

Women residents will engage in focus group activities aimed to co-create with local 

government solutions to challenges faced. Local Administrations working with women will 

translate proposed solutions into projects and will be supported to develop feasibility studies, 

financing and de-risking strategies. Selected projects will be financed through de-risking 

finance and commercial finance. 



 

Strategy 

Co-design: The Co-creation Journey involves the implementation of three tracks including:  

1. Journey Track: The Journey Track serves as a participatory co construction process through 

individual and group interactions with Women Business Leaders (WBL) and Women Public Policy 

Leaders (WPPL). This track consists of two components, which include Initiative Model Design and 

Learning Actions.  

 

1.1. Initiative Model Design: includes engagement baseline research, individual 

interactions for inputs and alignments and workshops for co-construction 

consolidation and validation.  

1.2. Learning Actions: Learning Actions are based on convergent efforts to bring 

together WBL and WPPL, to promote the acceleration of SDG achievement and 

inclusive economic growth in the cities, with the aim of short-term achievements 

and mobilization of resources.  

 

2. Development Track: The Development Track serves as a process that provides future women 

leaders with training to overcome common leadership barriers. This track consists of three 

components which include Communication, Mindset and Intelligence Support, Funding Solutions, 

and Mobilization and Engagement.  

 

2.1. Communication, Mindset and Intelligence Support: includes a set of communication 

strategies and instruments that establish the best language and approach to the 

WLC stakeholder groups, such as public sector and private investment sector 

leaders, with priority on philanthropic resources and transformative 

economy/investments (green and just investments). A communication and 

intelligence platform will be developed to support female leaders in decision 

making. Additionally, a new culture of female leadership will be generated, aimed 

at accelerating and increasing the effectiveness of its performance, including 

increased investments oriented towards the SDGs. 

2.2. Funding Solutions: ELLAImpacta is a funding facility for strengthening women 

leadership to be an effective driver of achieving the SDGs through and by cities, 

promoting leverage access to private capital in three main areas: inclusive cities, 

inclusive economic growth and women leadership strengthening support.  This will 

also include lending to women SMEs and municipalities and local partners for 

infrastructure projects (markets, processing units/factories, transport and energy 

projects) that focus on inclusion and gender equality. 



2.3. Mobilization and Engagement: The mobilization and engagement strategy will be 

executed supporting the WLC Journey and Investors-Donors Network.  

 

3. Support Track: The Support Track provides women with elements to foster the implementation of 

inclusive and participatory policies and infrastructure to empower women economically and 

politically through women city leaders. This track consists of two components, which include 

Governance and Partnership.  

 

3.1. Governance: Creation of a reliable and permanent space to organize and promote 

long term relationships and collaborative investments oriented to SDGs, between 

UN Habitat, UNCDF and private investors.  

3.2. Partnership: Structured partnership model with private leaders’ organizations to 

support UN-Habitat Flagship programmes.  

 

Implementation – 12 months exploratory stage 

The Women-led Cities initiative will start an exploratory phase in three selected countries in Latin 

America, Africa and Asia, where we will leverage existing actions of civil society and private sector 

organizations, working at national, city and local levels.  

The selection of pilot initiatives is guided by the following criteria:  

1. Priority is placed on women-led cities 

2. Positive financial track record  

3. Credible governance structure free of negative reputation 

4. Level of readiness of pipeline projects which are ready for funding and which have potential 

for high impact for women and girls-  low hanging fruit 

5. Availability of support from the United Nations system 

6. Balance of geographical distribution  

7. Balance of political affiliations  

8. Range of population sizes  

Against the backdrop of SDG Cities, that supports data, inclusive, evidence-based planning and decision 

making, effective local institutions, and investment in impact, this phase will focus on Learning Actions” 

These are a series of engagements at community, city and national levels that will take place during the 

first 12 months of the initiative. They will inform the further development of the philosophy of WLC, 

identify important entry points for action, provide the opportunity to develop feminist approaches to 

common challenges, and capture lessons learnt that can be applied as the initiative goes to scale.  



1. Learning Actions on gender-responsive financing ecosystems for communities: These will build 

an effective and innovative financing ecosystem by leveraging local and international, public 

and private financial resources to support women’s economic empowerment and gender 

responsive services and infrastructure, through direct financing in the form of grants, loans and 

technical support, Enabling environments will also be built to promote women’s economic well-

being with investments in easily accessible infrastructure and services in the cities.  

 

2. Learning Actions with Women Mayors: These will explore the potential for the women-led 

business network to empower local mayors as agents of city-wide transformation.  The learning 

actions will provide solidarity and capacity building support for women leaders and/or business 

leaders, particularly in relation to governance and leadership skills development, as well as in 

effective city administration. The learning actions will also enable women mayors to expand 

women entrepreneurship programmes for local economic development at the city level, 

creating funding mechanisms for women led businesses and innovative ways of financing social 

infrastructure.  

 

3. Learning Actions for impact at scale:  These will explore how lessons learnt at community and 

city levels through WLC and SDG Cities can be systematized at scale through engagement with 

city networks led by women, and national ministries responsible for cities. They will explore how 

infrastructure investment pipelines in cities and communities, aimed at economic empowerment 

and making cities better and safer for women, can be aggregated to build portfolios of projects 

that can attract more competitive financing and more efficient procurement.  

 


