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Racism at UN-Habitat: 
We must do better



Dear Reader,

On 7 September, we connected for a Town Hall meeting 
where we discussed the recent results of the survey on 
racism at UN-Habitat. The results were nothing short of 
disturbing, and we must do better to be more inclusive 
and respectful within our organization. Our feature story 
this week summarizes our pain points and encourages 
us to look at ourselves, so that we may look after others. 
A Teams site was created where all work on anti-racism 
will be stored and discussed — connect to make your 
voice heard so that the recommendations don’t just 
accumulate dust on our virtual desks.

On the bright(er) side of things, we continue our journey 
on the road to success stories with a tale of the Yangon 
Raincraft programme or how video games can take 
shape in reality and transform public spaces through the 
power of the (local) people.

Finally we’re pleased to introduce this week our first 
ever staff news corner which we hope will allow you to 
connect or reconnect with your peers.

As always, do reach out to us at unhabitat-habpost@
un.org to contribute your information to the organization. 
We’re all ears! 
 
Happy reading,

Rachad Nassar 
Editor

Editor’s note News roundup
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UN-Habitat, continuing digital 
transformation, launches new 
online, interactive New Urban 
Agenda course (ReliefWeb)

UN-Habitat COVID-19 
Response in informal 
settlements of Yang   on 
by using community-driven 
approach (ReliefWeb)

UN-Habitat and Ministry of 
Local Government launch 
the findings of the city-wide 
public space assessments in 
Palestine  
(ReliefWeb)

Senegal: Dakar under water, 
UN-Habitat prescribes 
sustainable urban actions 
(Afrik21)

Lack of standardised data 
on homelessness hampers 
reporting on SDG 1, others – 
UN-Habitat  
(Vanguard)

Innovate4Cities Conference 
to explore climate crisis 
solutions  
(CGTN Africa)

Burkina Faso: l’ONU-Habitat 
et ses partenaires renforcent 
les capacités des acteurs 
du Centre-nord sur la 
gouvernance foncière locale  
(lefaso.net)
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In light of these recent global protests against racism and 
the Black Lives Matter movement, efforts within the United 
Nations system to tackle racism are under way. We must 
notably redouble efforts against anti-black racism during 

this UN International Decade for People of African Descent 
(2015-2024), declared as such to promote respect, protection, 
and fulfilment of human rights by people of African Descent.

As the Secretary-General stated, diverse societies require 
investment in social cohesion against discrimination and 
inequality by national and local governments and civil society. 
Calling for an end to racism and racial discrimination is a duty 
enshrined in the UN Charter and the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights: the United Nations’ founding purpose is 
to promote and encourage respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, 
sex, language or religion. 

In 1965, Ralph Bunche — a co-drafter of the UN Charter 
and the first African American man to receive the Nobel 
Peace Prize — said that “in the UN, we have known from the 
beginning that secure foundations for peace in the world can 
be built only upon the principle and practice of equal rights 
and status for all peoples, respect and dignity for all.”

56 years later, cities and governments are confronting change, 
and with it the opportunity to prioritize respect for diversity 

and inclusion as a common good and shared responsibility. 
City populations are diverse, which creates the space to be 
or become inclusive hubs of social interaction and exchange, 
and sources of creativity, enrichment and cultural expression. 

The ongoing deaths of people around the world because 
they have dark skin has brought into sharp focus the ongoing 
experience of racism in everyday urban life for many people 
identifying themselves as of African descent or black. We 
need to understand history and how it is still being played out 
in many cities around the world. Some of the recent urban 
protests have torn down monuments that symbolizes a racist 
past without acknowledging it. Countless cities were built on 
the suffering of people who identify as of African descent or 
black who were captured and traded as slaves. For many, this 
dehumanizing experience continues to be expressed in city 
landscapes today through monuments and buildings or felt 
through urban policies around policing and the use of public 
space. 

Cities must be planned and managed to ensure the skills, 
talents and abilities of all people are embraced and fostered 
so that no one and no place is left behind, and that all benefit 
equally. These values are at the core of UN-Habitat’s work 
for safe, resilient and inclusive cities and human settlements 
for all, free from racism and all forms of discrimination. Our 
work on urban issues, including accessible public spaces, 

FEATURE STORY

“In the UN, we have known from the beginning that secure 
foundations for peace in the world can be built only upon the principle 
and practice of equal rights and status for all peoples, respect and 
dignity for all.” 
Ralph Bunche 

Racism at UN-Habitat: 
We must do better

The tragic deaths of several African 
Americans in the United States in 2020, 
followed by many protests in cities around 
the world, has triggered a fundamental 
review and questioning of discrimination 
as well as systemic and institutionalized 
racism in our societies. 



slum upgrading and improving tenure security, is underpinned 
by the principle of working together to address structural 
discrimination and ensure equal access to opportunities.

At UN-Habitat, and in response to the personal and 
professional concerns of many colleagues, the Executive 
Director and Deputy Executive Director promptly approved the 
development of an interim Task Force to lead us through an 
examination of racism and discrimination in the organization. 

The Task Force prepared a survey based on the broader 
UN-wide United Nations People of African Descent (UNPAD) 
survey. The results and proposed recommendations were 
shared during the 7 September Town Hall meeting with all 
colleagues across the organization.

The findings are clear, and disturbing: racism is rife within our 
ranks, especially at Headquarters in Nairobi. Find out how so 
in the infographics below.

As the results suggest, racism is an everyday occurrence, 
sometimes subtle but nevertheless pervasive. Several of us 
experience multiple forms of discrimination on top of racism 
and the organization must grapple with the complex nature of 
the challenges at hand. These findings lead us all to undertake 
targeted actions and behavioural changes to improve a dire 
situation. 

To help us do that, the results of the survey don’t come 
alone: a set of 16 short to long-term recommendations were 
developed, which along information on our efforts on anti-
racism and key presentations and other reference materials, 
can be found on the newly created Anti-racism work Teams 

site. These range from a Management Response to the 
production of an annual Executive Director’s State of Racism 
in UN-Habitat report.

We all have an important role to play in combating under-
representation, discrimination, and racism.  Each one of us 
can constantly assert and demonstrate the values of diversity, 
non-discrimination, inclusiveness, and mutual respect in 
every aspect of our lives. We are empowered to look at things 
— and ourselves — differently, to end the scourge of racism 
and discrimination and to leverage our unique attributes for a 
better world. 

1 IN 4
respondents have experienced some 

form of discrimination based on race or 
heritage

70% 
of all respondents identifying as 

African or of African descent reported 
they had experienced discrimination 

based on race or heritage

30% 
of all respondents who do not identify 
as African or of African descent have 

experienced discrimination.

Nairobi was found to be the office with 
the highest reported incidence of racism 

and discrimination

Areas where racism is most prevalent 
is in promotion and recruitment and 

in everyday interaction in what is 
referred to as “everyday racism”

65% 
of the respondents feel that UN-Habitat 
is doing nothing, or very little at best to 

tackle racism

Racism is omnipresent in UN-Habitat 
and has been for a long time 

Women and people of African 
descent experience discrimination 

disproportionately

Discrimination based on gender, 
religion, and heritage are common
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Through its Global Public Space Programme, 
UN-Habitat joined forces with Block by Block 
Foundation and the city of Yangon to bring new 
life to the Yangon Htee City programme, which 

had been developed in 2019 to promote participation 
of local communities in the making of climate resilient 
neighbourhoods. The programme initially focused on 
community engagement and placemaking to design and build 
water and climate resilience in some of the neighbourhoods 
most affected by the effects of climate change.

The reinvigorated initiative — called Yangon Raincraft — 
launched in July 2021 and has already produced outstanding 
results. Relying on the Block by Block methodology which 

uses the video game Minecraft as a public participation 
tool to co-design public spaces, 15 local residents aged 
18 to 29 participated in a workshop that allowed them to 
develop design skills and visit the physical site they planned 
to improve. Working with local and international experts, 
participants refined their understanding of the links between 
climate issues and public spaces at the city level, gained 
knowledge of the remedial interventions against the effects 
of the monsoon, and learned how to store rainwater for 
future use and to mitigate flooding effects. Capitalizing on 
the knowledge gained, participants were able to build digital 
models in Minecraft and put together their own master plan 
to tackle the urban rainwater management issues they face 
year-round.

To turn these ideas into reality, experts will be prioritising 
and translating the participants’ digital designs into technical 
drawings for physical construction. Participants take away 
a wealth of information and knowledge acquired through 
simple language on climate risk, including observed historical 
climate and future projections, rainfall, sea level rise, and 
extreme weather events mitigation. They will be able to 
re-use their newly acquired skills in their engagement at the 
community level to shape the public spaces they enjoy. 

Yangon is one of the cities most vulnerable to climate change. 
The Southeast Asian city suffers from widespread flooding during 
the monsoon season and battles with severe water shortages 
during the dry season. Despite COVID-19 and the political unrest 
in Myanmar — which saw many international organizations cut aid 
and suspend or reduce operations — UN-Habitat, in partnership 
with Block by Block Foundation and the city of Yangon, contributed 
innovative participatory approaches to the design of climate 
adaptation and resilience solutions by local communities.

SUCCESS STORY

Yangon Raincraft: Minecraft 
a tool for participatory climate 
resilience efforts

“In Minecraft, all of us could participate 
and contribute ideas for climate resilient 
practices for urban development without 
needing an urban-related degree or 
architect background. We are equals 
working together.” 
 
Htet, Yangon Raincraft participant. 
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New colleagues

Departing colleagues

It has been a privilege to serve in 
UN-Habitat. With the challenges and 
opportunities of urbanization, UN-
Habitat’s role will always be important. 
With determination, humility, goodwill 
and cooperation between colleagues 
we can make a difference.”

Debashish Bhattacharjee 
Urban Basic Services  
Retiring on 30 September

STAFF NEWS

Emmanuel Gabriel Michael 
Biririza 
Urban Energy Specialist 
Urban Basic Services Section 
emmanuel.biririza@un.org 

Matthijs van Oostrum 
Associate Human Settlements 
Programme Management Officer 
Global Reports and Trends Unit 
matthijs.vanoostrum@un.org

Jing Ren  
Associate Programme Management 
Officer 
Planning, Finance and Economy Section 
jing.ren@un.org

Raymond Otieno 
Human Settlements Officer 
Global Reports and Trends Unit 
raymond.otieno@un.org

Jane Nyakairu 
Donor Relations and 
Partnerships Unit 
Retired on 31 July
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When I joined UN-Habitat in January last year, I knew the challenges would be 
great, and that the opportunities would be even greater.  We were setting up a new 
structure to the organization — and ERSKI was a brand-new division — as well as 
starting the new strategic plan, building confidence with our donors and Member 
States, and contributing to the Executive Director’s vision of a strong, accountable, 
and transparent UN-Habitat which would drive a global movement for sustainable 
urbanization and SDG 11 for years to come. We were going into WUF11 and the 
opportunity to launch the Decade of Action through this extraordinary stakeholder 
gathering. And we were just on the cusp of what quickly became the global 
pandemic of COVID-19 which affected us all in our work and in our personal lives. 

As I conclude my term as the first director of ERSKI, I can look back at these 
challenges and very proudly say that we have risen to each one of them together 
and created shared success in so many different ways over the past two years as 
an organization. Not only have we made progress in our structures, policies, and 
systems internally, we have also raised the relevance of UN-Habitat globally as we 
have seen cities on the front line of the COVID-19 response and as the engine for 
equitable, safe, and just sustainable development. 

The Secretary-General stated our goal when he launched the COVID-19 in an Urban 
World policy brief which we coordinated with his office: “As we respond to the 
pandemic and work towards recovery, we look to our cities as hubs of community, 
human innovation and ingenuity. Today, we have an opportunity to reflect and reset 
how we live, interact and rebuild our cities…. We must act with the same urgency 
and resolve to transform cities and address the climate and pollution crises. Now is 
the time to rethink and reshape the urban world.” 

The work ahead is clear, and I have every confidence 
that the people of UN-Habitat will be its strength in 
tackling the challenges ahead. I have been impressed 
by professionalism and commitment in so many 
corners, the willingness to act in the face of crisis, and 
the dedication of so many. It has been a true honor to 
work with the organization and truly build a whole-of-
house approach to our work. 

We have all been living through extraordinary times 
over the past two years, at work, at home, and in our 
world at large. Together we have brought clarity and 
vision to support some of the most marginalized 
urban communities and also rethink the future of 
cities. Together I know that all of UN-Habitat will 
continue to do even more. I wish each of you the very 
best on this path ahead!” 

Christine Knudsen 
External Relations, Strategy, Knowledge and Innovation Division 
Separating on 30 September

STAFF NEWS

I have been impressed by professionalism 
and commitment in so many corners, the 
willingness to act in the face of crisis, and 
the dedication of so many. It has been a 
true honor to work with the organization 
and truly build a whole-of-house approach 
to our work. 
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Role
Regional 
Representative, 
D1
Duty Station
Nairobi, Kenya 
Deadline
22 October 2021
Apply here

Role 
Programme 
Management 
Officer, Human 
Settlements, P4
Duty Station 
Baghdad, Iraq
08 October 2021
Apply here

Role 
Programme 
Management 
Officer, Human 
Settlements, P4 
(Temporary Job 
Opening)
Duty Station
Kinshasa, DR 
Congo 
Deadline
30 September 
2021
Apply here

Role 
Programme 
Management 
Assistant, G6
Duty Station
Nairobi, Kenya 
Deadline
15 October 2021
Apply here

VACANCIES
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UPCOMING EVENTS AND CORPORATE CALENDAR

The second Marmara Urban Forum 
(MARUF)

The second Marmara Urban Forum (MARUF), 
organized by Marmara Municipalities Union, 
will explore the theme of “Cities Developing 
Solutions: Re-Think, Co-Act” by recognizing 
the necessity of reconsidering established 
urban policies and planning processes in 
light of the COVID-19 pandemic. The Forum 
will focus on six main axes which are healthy, 
inclusive, innovative, resilient, sustainable, 
and creative cities. MARUF21 puts forward 
an endeavour to create an exchange and 
dialogue platform among the public and 
private sector, NGOs, universities, local 
governments and all other stakeholders.

OCT

1-3

3rd Urban Economy Forum – UEF 
2021

The 3rd Urban Economy Forum will have a 
systematic focus on how to deliver adequate 
and affordable housing and healthy 
environments as core pillars for urban 
economic recovery to deliver sustainable 
cities and achieve the SDGs. UEF 2021 will 
focus on housing as one of the key elements 
for urban equality, and as a practical arena 
for shifting societal behaviour in a world 
affected by climate change and pandemics.

OCT

4-6

World Habitat Day 2021

The theme for this year’s World Habitat 
Day is Accelerating urban action 
for a carbon-free world.  Cities are 
responsible for some 70 per cent of 
global carbon dioxide emissions with 
transport, buildings, energy, and waste 
management accounting for the bulk of 
urban greenhouse gas emissions. The 
future of our planet depends on national, 
regional and local governments and 
organizations, communities, academic 
institutions, the private sector and all 
relevant stakeholders working together 
to create sustainable, carbon-neutral, 
inclusive cities and towns. World 
Habitat Day will amplify the global Race 
to Zero Campaign and UN-Habitat’s 
ClimateAction4Cities and encourage 
local governments to develop actionable 
zero-carbon plans in the run up to the 
international climate change summit 
COP26 in November.

The winners of this year’s UN-Habitat 
Scroll of Honour awards, one of the 
world’s most prestigious prizes presented 
to those working on sustainable 
urbanization, have been announced. 
The award — a plaque engraved with the 
name of the winning individual, city or 
institution — will be presented during the 
Global Observance of World Habitat Day.

OCT

4

Spain Urban Forum (Spanish)

The National Urban Forum of Spain, 
organized by the Ministry of Transport, 
Mobility and Urban Agenda of the 
Government of Spain, is conceived as 
the most important open and permanent 
space in the country on Sustainable Urban 
Development. After the creation of the 
Spanish Urban Agenda in 2019, the Forum 
promotes exchange and participation for 
a strategic, sustainable and integrated 
urban development in Spain. The Forum 
constitutes the main multilevel platform of 
participation for all relevant stakeholders 
on urban issues in Spain, including all level 
of governments, as well as civil society, 
academia and private sector among others, 
in order to share, propose and exchange 
ideas and best practices on sustainable 
urbanization.

OCT

5-8
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Participate!
Want your story featured? Submit your ideas or 
reach out to us at unhabitat-habpost@un.org.

Advisors: Maimunah Mohd Sharif, Executive Director  
Victor Kisob, Deputy Executive Director
Leads: Neil Khor, Amy Wood 
Coordinator & Editor: Rachad Nassar 
Sub-Editor: James Ohayo 
Design & Layout: Denis Kimathi
Contributors: Melissa Permezel, Rosa Muraguri-Mwololo, Sara Lalmi, 
Christelle Lahoud, Eugenio Gastelum Pons

Editorial Team

The guiding principles to realign and enhance 
the agency’s regional architecture are available 
in Habnet 

These internal guidelines set out a strategic direction 
and guiding principles for realigning and strengthening 
UN-Habitat’s global presence to maximize effective and 
impactful mandate delivery.

The guidelines build on the goals articulated in UN-
Habitat’s Strategic Plan and the agency’s role as a 
focal point on sustainable urbanization and human 
settlements, including in the implementation, follow-up 
to and review of the New Urban Agenda, in collaboration 
with other United Nations system entities.

The guidelines lay down a two-track approach to 
realignment and present the principles for a strategic, 
varied, and cost-effective regional architecture.

Access the guidelines. H
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