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Geneva Cities Hub: Shaping Its Future 

Report of the Retreat on 12 December 2019  
with three annexes 

 

1. Background remarks 

As stated by the Concept Note distributed before the retreat, the Geneva Cities Hub (GCH, 

the Hub) is a “platform of urban actors and for urban actors”. During the retreat, 

participants added that, in strategic terms, the Hub is thematically ‘agnostic’ or ‘neutral’, 

because it will address all themes that are of concern to those involved. In legal terms, it 

will be an association under Swiss law, therefore a non-governmental organization (NGO). 

It will not constitute a new network of urban actors. It will operate exclusively within 

Geneva but will cooperate with global actors based elsewhere and will participate actively 

in the work of the Geneva ecosystem. 

The retreat had four substantive sessions and observed the Chatham House Rule.1 The 

last session drew conclusions and looked ahead. The first three sessions were led 

respectively by the founders, by the academic partners, and by representatives of 

international organizations. All spoke in a personal capacity. The questions addressed 

were those raised in the concept note (see annexes). 

2. Which ‘urban actors’ will interact with the GCH? 

It was suggested that the GCH will work with : 

(a) Town and city governments, a variety of networks that work on relevant themes, 

and United Cities and Local Governments, the largest city network.2  

(b) Entities in the United Nations (UN) and in other international organizations based 

in Geneva that work on urban issues.  

 
1  When a meeting, or part of a meeting, is held under Chatham House Rule, participants are free to use the 

information received, but neither the identity nor the affiliation of the speaker(s), nor that of any other 
participant, may be revealed. 

2  UCLG; www.ulcg.org 
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(c) academic institutions, private sector bodies and civil society associations (NGOs). 

(d) National governments, which have their own urban policies and also shape the 

policies of inter-governmental organizations when they address urban issues.  

With respect to the UN secretariat and UN organizations, the UN has a system-wide 

strategy on sustainable urban development. UN Habitat acts as the focal point on urban 

issues in the UN system. (See UN document CEB/2019/1/Add.5, pp. 26-27, available 

online.) 

3.  What needs will GCH meet? 

It will be the first task of the new GCH director, and the team that will be hired during 

2020, to identify and characterize the needs that GCH will address, following the 

directions discerned at this meeting.  

Specifically, by the end of 2020, the Hub must have:  

a) Received feedback on lessons learned from GCH’s first activities.  

b) Confirmed GCH’s key activities. 

c) Set out a vision for its work going forward.  

d) Agreed a written strategy for 2021/2022 with its partners and also with its donors. 

With regard to other GCH partners, including those mentioned in the concept note, it was 

agreed that: 

Diplomatic missions. GCH should work in a sustained way with diplomatic missions in 

Geneva, in order to stay in touch with national governments and national policies. It may 

be appropriate to form a diplomatic Group of Friends (GoF).  

Private sector. Work with the private sector is a key area. It is not clear yet what areas of 

the GCH’s work will interest the private sector. Companies may be interested in digital 

cooperation, an area that the GCH must invest in because it cannot be in physical touch 

with all the mayors and local government networks that are relevant to its activity.3 It was 

suggested that local industries in particular cities and areas might also wish to link up 

directly with Geneva-based actors. 

City networks. City networks, including mayors and local governments, will certainly be 

among the Hub’s users. Because they do not have UN status (with the exception of some 

that have ECOSOC NGO status), they are unable to participate easily in official UN 

meetings. Informally to start with, GCH will search out the best ways to enable urban 

actors to participate in and effectively influence the work of Geneva-based actors, 

including UN processes. 

Alliances in Geneva. It was stressed that the GCH is an anchor point; it will help to anchor 

alliances in Geneva. In this, it will be active both horizontally and vertically. Horizontally, 

city governments and other urban actors will communicate between themselves in 

 
3  On the private sector’s topic, see United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), Guidelines 

for cooperation with the private sector, annexed to this report. 
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Geneva; and vertically they will cooperate to influence UN processes and the work of other 

organizations in Geneva.  

Several participants noted that the GCH has been designed as a ‘modest Hub’ and 

wondered whether its structure will be adequate to meet expectations and the demands 

that will be made on it. It was agreed that in its first months the GCH will need to discern 

and map the expectations of Geneva’s international organizations and urban actors in the 

rest of the world.  

Participants also noted that intergovernmental organizations will need to adapt the way 

they work with national governments to accommodate the needs of urban actors and local 

governments. How much can Geneva-based organizations develop new practices alone, 

and how much does a new global openness to urban diplomacy and urban policy need to 

develop? What should be GCH’s role in such a process? For example, might it define 

criteria and benchmarks for engaging with cities and local governments, mayors, and 

networks?   

Participants noted that local governments and other urban actors might want GCH to help 

them in three ways. They might want:  

• Advice on how international organizations work and logistical help to access them. 

(See below a proposal to cooperate with Le Centre d'Accueil de la Genève 

Internationale, CAGI, p. 5.). 

• To meet other local governments and urban actors and interact usefully and 

efficiently with them when they visit Geneva. 

• To participate in meetings and in the work of Geneva-based organizations. One of 

GCH’s tasks will be to optimize interactions between urban actors and international 

organizations. This implies, on one side, that international diplomatic actors will 

need to adapt and develop their practices to accommodate urban actors and, on the 

other, that urban actors will need to learn how to understand and conform to the 

rules and practices of international organizations.  

Facilitation. This was a key word of the retreat. The GCH can facilitate meetings it 

convenes on relevant urban issues and also facilitate events organized by others. 

Many participants emphasized the value of a neutral space in which difficult discussions 

can be explored. It was agreed that the GCH should play this role, with the aim of bringing 

closer together in Geneva the visions of different actors working on urban themes. The 

GCH should convene and bring together urban actors who want to associate with Geneva’s 

international organizations.  

In addition to acting as a neutral space for discussion, the GCH should run events on 

selected themes (urban ‘breakfast meetings’, for example). The aim should be to generate 

an ongoing conversation involving all interested actors. 

One achievement of the GCH might be to cause international Geneva to start thinking 

‘urban’. 
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4.  How can the GCH promote urban thinking and assess its progress? 

4.1. Through mapping 

The GCH could start by mapping who is doing what in Geneva and comparing activity in 

Geneva with activity in New York, Nairobi, Vienna and other UN centres. Some 

participants suggested that mapping should be supported by research, others that it 

would be enough to interview ambassadors or senior diplomats at key missions. A similar 

strategy could be used to collect ideas from NGOs, businesses, academic institutions, etc. 

This work would help the Hub to plan its first and second years of activity. 

4.2. Through using and exporting Geneva good practices 

One methodology would be to secure GCH representation in forums such as the World 

Urban Forum, the World Economic Forum in Davos, and other informal meetings in 

Switzerland, in order to map relevant activities outside Geneva that could reinforce the 

Hub’s work. To pursue this approach successfully, the GCH would need to demonstrate 

that it will add value to the work that others are already doing. 

After mapping, the participants proposed several paths to identify a strategy. GCH could:  

• Undertake small research projects supported by reflection meetings like this one.  

• Interview key players to find out where the Hub will be most useful. 

• Build its constituency by convening events to discuss issues that are recognized to 

be critical.  

In addition, GCH could consult regional organizations, such as the Council of Europe, 

which have already adopted conventions or positions on urban issues. They might assist 

GCH to define where it could make the most telling contribution. 

5. Where will the GCH find stable funding? 

Basic funding for the GCH is being secured for the first year by the founders and the Swiss 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Hub’s principal partner. No decision has yet been taken 

about an exact amount. Additional funding will be necessary, to cover both core and 

project costs. The Hub’s strategy must include funding.  

Additional ideas were floated.  

• Establish an award supported by (a) financial institutions or (b) private sector 

donors that would recognize an urban actor that had distinguished itself in some 

area, using pre-agreed criteria. Such an award would encourage some collaboration 

with the private sector. 

• Form a ’Friends of the GCH’ group, composed of committed business people 

(resembling the GoF composed by national governments).  

• Build links with philanthropists. The GCH would need to think carefully about how 

these relationships should be structured.  

• Encourage financial support from other relevant stakeholders, for example those 

involved in sustainable finance. 
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• Charge a membership fee. This could generate income, but some participants 

cautioned that GCH might be seen to be competing for the revenues of other 

networks. Though the GCH statutes permit membership fees and the appointment 

of ‘honorary members’, this option should be studied carefully by GCH’s 

management. 

• International organizations could contribute expertise, reducing the need for GCH 

to hire external experts when organizing an event. 

6. Conclusions and looking ahead to 2020-2021 

6.1. Counsel and conclusions 

• Pay attention to GCH’s communications. Especially at the start, make very clear what 

GCH stands for and the scope of its activities. 

• Act as a facilitator and as a connector to local players and international 

organizations. 

• Agree Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs) with the organizations that are most 

relevant to GCH’s activities and relationships. 

• Take steps to establish close relations with city networks, such as the Global Alliance 

for Urban Crisis (GAUC) or the Urban Peace Initiative of the Geneva Peacebuilding 

Platform, and other networks mentioned by participants. For example, GCH could 

meet regularly with them to exchange views and experiences; perhaps even 

exchange resources.  

• Plan a first event quickly in 2020. The event would introduce the GCH to relevant 

actors and potential partners (heads of organizations and diplomatic missions, etc.) 

and should include NGOs. One option would be a panel. The event would also 

support GCH’s mapping work. 

6.2. Presenting GCH in Geneva 

• In its first months the GCH must actively find out what will attract people and 

organizations to join in and support its activities.  

• A first step will be to learn about and actively follow all relevant events, discussions 

and processes in Geneva. Though, on its own, this will not be enough to affirm GCH’s 

identity. Therefore: 

• It was suggested that the GCH organizes a ‘Geneva Urban Week’. Some felt this might 

be too ambitious at the start and should be done later, when GCH has established its 

identity and role. 

• Participate in events organized by other institutions. Side-events are an option, for 

example, on the margins of the Forum of Mayors in 2020 and 2021.  

• Cooperate with CAGI. CAGI can be a logistic entry point for urban partners of GCH. 

Since the GCH can also be a substantive entry point, cooperation between GCH and 

CAGI is of interest to both. 

KK / 14/2/2020 


