
Peer Review of Urban Environment Management Project (2nd Phase) 
 
 

Final Report 
 

By 
 

Keith Bezanson (Chairman) 
Ryokichi Hirono 
Tongoj Onchan 

 
Background and Purpose 
 
With a view to learning from the experience of the Urban Environment Project (UE) over 
the period 2001-2004, the peer review panel was mandated to conduct an in-depth 
assessment of both the research and administrative aspects of the project and to provide 
guidance and recommendations for a possible 3rd phase.  Specifically, the Panel was 
asked to address the following issues (See the instruction by the IGES secretariat to the 
Peer Review Panel in March 2004): 
: 
 

 The appropriateness of the project mission, its strategies and priorities 
 The quality and policy relevance of the processes followed (methodology) 
 The effectiveness and efficiency of the project management  
 The quality and value of the products 
 The impact of the project  

 
Approach 
 
The Panel:  
 

 Reviewed all the major written materials produced by the project, including  
summary reports publications, planning and design documents, progress reports, 
etc.   

 Met in an intensive face to face two day session at the Shonan Village 
headquarters of IGES with the members of the project team on June 22-23.  
During these two days, all aspects of the project were reviewed on the basis of 
presentations by team members and discussions that followed from these. 

 
This is a consensus report.  Following the two day review, panel members arrived at 
shared judgements and conclusions. 
 
General Assessment: 
 
At the most general level, the cost-benefit of the UE project must be assessed as 
disappointing.  The essence of the 2nd Phase was baseline data collection and the 



gathering of discursive case studies.  As a research project; the 2nd Phase did not involve 
a clear research design, a systematic methodology a specified conceptual framework or 
statements of hypotheses to be tested.  Because of these factors, the Peer Review found 
that the 2nd Phase effort had been far from the strategic research project that had been its 
original intention.    
 
 
From the outset of the 2nd Phase, the goals and objectives of the UE project suffered from 
a lack of specificity and precision.  Rather, they were presented at the very highest levels 
of abstraction and generality and were approved as such by the Board.    The principal 
approved objectives were to: 
 

 Carry out research on selected urban issues; 
 Impart knowledge to local policy makers and build capacity 
 Promote international cooperation and network activities 

 
These are more statements of broad institutional purpose than objectives for a research 
project.  The result is that the UE project began in 2001 without really knowing where it 
aimed to go, what concrete products it aimed to produce, what precise methods it would 
apply, what its resource needs were, whether its resources would be adequate to its goals, 
what theoretical and/or conceptual tools it would draw upon in order to organise, 
integrate and synthesise knowledge in the vast area of the Asian urban environment.  This 
lack of precision had been evident in the 1st Phase of the Project and it was compounded 
from 2001-2004 by the fact that the steps and actions required to introduce research 
precision and to 'narrow' the field of endeavour never occurred.  As a result, the entire 
project has been inductive from beginning to end. 
 
This is not to suggest that a great deal has not been done.  Quite the contrary, there have 
been outputs - many of them.  These have been in the form of an ever enlarging database, 
descriptive case studies, data scanning arrangements, institutional linkages, multiple 
partnerships, etc.  The advantage of these outputs is that they have furnished IGES with 
an important and valuable foundation for research on several principal aspects of the 
Asian urban environment.  There is, therefore, much that is now available and that can 
contribute to future research activities. 
 
But in terms of research qua research results (as opposed outputs), the most generous 
rating that the Panel can accord to the 2nd Phase would be 'below average' or 'poor'.   
 
It should be added that there have been several mitigating factors that need to be taken 
into account.  First, the project was approved and was allowed to continue by all 
concerned (i.e. the Project Manager, IGES, the Boards of Directors and Trustees) at a 
level of ambitious that was clearly entirely unrealistic.  At no time were interventions 
made and actions taken to match means with ends, resources with plans, objectives with 
the core competencies and capacities of IGES.  The aim of the 1st Phase (1998-2001) of 
the project had been to undertake initial investigations, to build appropriate networks and 
to come up with a clear and manageable research proposal for a 2nd Phase.  That was not 



done and the 2nd Phase became essentially an extension of the 1st.  The net result for 
Phase 2 was that it was almost fatally flawed from the outset. 
 
A second mitigating factor has been problems in recruiting and maintaining adequate 
professional staff.  The project has been severely under-resourced at the senior and 
experienced researcher level.  One of the senior researchers left the Institute after only a 
very short period; replacement staff have not easily been found; and much of the burden 
has fallen on quite junior professional staff.  They have struggled mightily in an attempt 
to make the project efficient and effective, but they have done so without having the 
necessary experience or an adequate level of guidance, mentoring and support.  The 
Project leader also struggled mightily to address these problems but his engagement has 
been on a part-time basis only.  Thus, he was unable to furnish the leadership or 
consistency of effort that was required.     
 
Whatever the mitigating circumstances, however, the vast scope of the 2nd Phase was 
never narrowed into a specific research framework and as a consequence most of its 
written products make policy recommendations based on limited or no analysis.  The 
recommendations are largely without empirical support or even discursive substantiation.  
If there is to be a 3rd Phase, this must be corrected or it will inflict damage to the 
reputation and credibility of IGES.  Secondly, many of the recommendations appearing in 
the written outputs of the project provide no value-added.  They are at such a general 
level that they appear either as entirely self-evident or as pedestrian.  At best they are 
repetitive with those found in the vast amount of bureaucratic non-research literature.  
Examples would include statements such as: "Public-private partnership are important to 
Asian cities" or "The most important measures would be to develop the local capacity in 
urban planning, local regulations and action plans, institutions, financial mechanisms, 
technological adaptability and public participation."  At these levels, it is clear that such 
conclusions and/or recommendations would be of no added value to policy makers.   
 
It is also the conclusion of the Panel that many of the problems, weaknesses and 
disappointments associated with the 2nd Phase could have been avoided and/or corrected 
if the project had solicited and arranged timely independent peer reviews at critical stages, 
including at the outset.  Had this been done in 2001, for example, it seems to us highly 
unlikely that the project would have proceeded with so little clarity on research objectives 
and research methods and that there would also have been major ex ante adjustments to 
the scope and ambition of the undertaking.   
 
Thus, the general assessment of the Panel with regard to the several criteria established 
for this review could be summarised as follows: 
 

(1) The appropriateness of the project mission, strategy and priorities:  In 
general, there is no question about the importance of urban environmental 
management issues for Asia.  The project is clearly situated in the 
mainstream of some of the most challenging issues and problems that will 
determine the quality of human life not only in Asia but, because of major 
spillover effects, throughout the world.  The project, therefore, is solidly 



located within the overarching mission of IGES to produce essential global 
environmental strategies.   

 
At the level of project strategy and priorities, however, the situation is far 
less positive, mainly because the project has lacked a strategy appropriate to 
available resources and because priorities were never established with 
clarity and realism.  Thus, with regard to the first criterion for the review, 
the assessment is a mixture of some positives and several negatives. 

 
(2) The quality and policy relevance of the processes followed (i.e. the 

methodology):  There were severe deficiencies here.  The project has 
lacked throughout a solid theoretical base and/or a conceptual framework.  
Its methodology has rested essentially on information scanning and the 
generation of data sets.  Even the case studies are characterised more by 
data collection than by the establishment of ex ante frameworks of 
hypotheses, metrics for measurement, criteria for judgement and audiences 
for products.  The approach taken, therefore, has been of an amorphous 
nature.  It has produced two principal benefits which hold potential for the 
future.  First, it has gathered large amounts of information that furnish a 
potential for effective research in the future and, secondly, it has established 
important research partnership contacts in major cities in Asia and networks 
throughout Asia on which to build future collaborative research endeavours.  
If the potential is to be realised, however, it will be essential to modify 
radically the research processes followed in the 2nd Phase. 

 
(3) The effectiveness and efficiency of management:  It follows necessarily 

from the above points that the management of the project did not furnish the 
leadership, direction and decisiveness that might have been expected.  
Metrics for ongoing measurement and correction were not established; 
neither were corrections recommended or made when it became clear that 
the Project has little hope of attaining its broad, ambitious and highly 
general objectives.  In any 3rd Phase of the project, a major strengthening in 
these areas would be imperative.   

 
(4) Quality and value of products:  Again, there is no doubt that the vast 

amounts of information that have been collected and that are now available 
to IGES are potentially of great value.  Equally, the knowledge gained of 
other institutions and of individuals who could serve as key actors in new 
networked research efforts must also be considered of high value.  This 
factor may be of the greatest importance to the effective future of IGES.  
Support for its potential can be seen in the networked policy exercise 
conducted between IGES and the China Council which is a product that is 
up to date and topical and is also presented in a manner that should be of 
utility to Chinese policy makers. As to actual 2n d Phase research conduced 
by IGES, however, there have been few products of this type and the overall 
quality and value of products produced to date has been disappointing.   



 
(5) Impact:  Impact is always very difficult to measure and this is all the more 

so for policy research.  Issues of attribution are at the core of the evaluation 
difficulties and challenges confronting at public agencies and international 
development organisations.  The emerging approach is to focus 
measurement attempts more on ‘contribution analysis’ than on claims for 
‘impact analysis’.  In other words, the metrics for evaluation that are 
emphasised seek to judge whether a worthwhile contribution has been made 
to major outcomes such as poverty reduction, economic stability or 
sustainable development.  This is perhaps the approach that IGES should 
adopt not only for the UE project but as a general practice.  The problem 
with this in relation to the UE project is that no measures or metrics were 
specified either in advance or during the 2nd phase and no data were 
gathered on the responses or uptake of IGES products.  It is not possible, 
therefore, to comment either on impact or on contribution.  The clear lesson 
form this, however, is that this is a weakness in need of urgent correction.          

 
 
Looking to the Future 
 
Considering the above, the Panel would recommend that a major restructuring and 
refocusing should occur as a precondition to a 3rd Phase.  If the required restructuring and 
refocusing does not occur in advance of a 3rd  Phase, then the Panel’s view would be that 
it would almost certainly repeat the errors of the 2nd Phase.  It will not be enough to 
consider adjustments and corrections in the course of a 3rd Phase.  A major restructuring 
and refocusing on the basis of a clear research plan with a conceptual framework, 
hypotheses and methodology matched to available resources should be an ex ante 
condition to the continuation of research funding.   
 
Thus, the Panel recommends that the principle of the 3rd Phase should be endorsed, but 
that all research funding (i.e. all funds for research activities – this would not, of course, 
include the salaries of research staff) be suspended until the project leader and the project 
team produce a clear and concise research proposal.  This should go beyond the many 
general statements that appear in the current proposal for the 3rd Phase (see 
IGES/Inf/FY2004/Ref1-UE) and should address and provide: 
 

 An outline or typology of what is being done by others in the areas of urban 
environmental research in Asia and a resulting clear justification for the areas that 
IGES is proposing on the basis both of a gap to be filled (i.e. a research niche) and 
the comparative advantage of IGES. 

 
 From the above, a research proposal that would delineate the key researchable 

questions, the main hypotheses and the type (or types) of conceptual framework 
that is to be applied to the research itself.  It should also include specification as to 
the research methods that will be employed, their scope and demonstration that 



the available human and financial resources are consistent with the needs of the 
chosen methodologies. 

 
 The research outline should also include a Logical Framework Analysis (LFA) 

with specification of outputs throughout the project and how these outputs will be 
measured (i.e. a mechanism for ongoing monitoring and evaluation).  Thus, a 
statement of benchmarks and milestones should be included with a proposed 
mechanism to inform regularly IGES management and the Board of progress in 
this regard.   

 
 

Selected Comments on the three themes of the UE Project: 
 

1. Theme 1: Process Dynamics of Urban Environmental Evolution 
This component of the UE programme began with a conceptual model that depicted four 
stages in the evolution of urban environmental management in Asia.  Due to the 
withdrawal of the senior researcher who had produced the model, however, it was not 
applied during the 2nd Phase.  The result, as already noted, has been a collection of 
discrete case studies with few reference points for comparative analysis.  The case study 
material itself covers numerous cities and has yielded a large volume of data on matters 
such as traffic congestion, extended commuting distances, uncontrolled expansion of 
urban fringes, loss of greenery and natural habitats, air and water pollution, squatter 
settlements in open spaces in the periphery, and so on.  The principal conclusions that are 
presented on the basis of these data seem to be that: 

 Conventional approaches are essentially segmented (i.e. water is treated 
separately from transportation and from urban sprawl) and that a more 
promising approach is to be found in a “metropolitan approach to 
environmental management of cities” (DPR 3, p. 20).  

 Air pollution and water and sanitation as the most critical urban 
environmental issues  

 Private-public partnerships offer especially promising possibilities to 
address UE problems.  

 
Beyond these general principles, however, the results to date do not provide any specific 
alternative strategic policy proposals that governments in the region might consider for 
possible adaptation. Also, The research team’s appeal, however, to “not only 
accommodating the rapidly growing demand of urban environmental services but also 
creating or inducing environmentally-sound urban spatial structure that restrains potential 
environmental loads” (DPR 13, p.20) is the sort of general appeal that been heard 
repeatedly from city and environmental planners and its lack of specificity affords little 
utilitarian value. 
 

2. Theme 2: The Control of Energy Demand and Greenhouse Gas Emissions in 
Asian Mega-Cities: 



This research theme set out as its first goal the delineation of the major patterns of energy 
use and CO2 emissions (direct and indirect) and their drivers in Asian mega cities (Tokyo, 
Seoul, Beijing and Shanghai).  In this regard, the main factors that indicate a pattern are: 

 Per capita energy consumption is converging over time in Asian cities while CO2 
emissions display a divergent pattern. 

 The indirect CO2 emissions in some cities is many times higher that direct CO2 
emissions; and 

 The ‘Kuznets environmental curve seems to apply across cities such as Tokyo, 
Seoul and Beijing with a time lag of about 20 years.  

 
  
Extensive information has been collected on various policies, intervention measures, 
institutional arrangements and policy instruments in the selected cities, such as emissions 
from in-house vehicles control, adopting fleet-based emissions and energy standards from 
private cars, and providing due attention to CO2 emission issues, while controlling diesel 
vehicles in an effort to control NOx and suspended particulate matter (SPM).  The 
conclusions that emerge from all of this, however, have an entirely obvious and 
conventional character.  These include statements such as “consensus building is a major 
challenge for local policy makers to formulate plans to influence powerful stakeholders, 
such as the corporate sector, and that “promotion of mass transportation and 
energy/emission efficient transportation infrastructure is essential… such as promoting 
bus networks, restricting private cars, providing bus lanes, developing rail-based mass 
transportation.”(DPR 7, pp. 87-88).  Also, we are perplexed by the lack of empirical 
grounding of that statement that “the nature of energy and greenhouse gas emissions from 
cities is not well understood in Asia.”(DPR 6, p.82).  The alternative Kuznets hypothesis 
would allow for a perfectly adequate understanding of the nature of such emissions but 
that this issue is accorded a lower priority as compared with economic growth, poverty 
reduction and employment expansion.  
 
The UE Project team recognise the deficiency of this high level of generality and have 
proposed that a 3rd Phase would “narrow down” the research into a few key sectors and 
would aim to develop detailed “strategic options tailored to different situations”.  This 
Peer Review would strongly endorse such proposals, but we would add that it is 
important to indicate just how this is to be done, what methodologies are to be applied 
and what resources are required. 
 

3. Theme 3: The Kitakyushu Initiative for a Clean Environment  
The inclusion of this theme under the EU Project has been in direct response by IGES to 
a specific request by UN/ESCAP and the GOJ and the research approaches followed by 
IGES have also tended to be responsive and to have varied over the 2nd Phase.  The 
project reports that it has been able to propose “to the governments of ESCAP countries 
various categories of indicators to deal with different environmental issues, such as 
driving force, pressure, state and response measures indicators.”   This has been derived 
from an extensive scanning of experiences and responses of different Asian (and non-
Asian) cities and a framework of ‘best practices’ that has resulted from this.  As noted 
earlier, however, the proposals tend to be far more of a generic than a specific nature (e.g. 



“the capacity of local governments should be strengthened through active support by 
national and international agencies”).  There has been very little in the way of economic 
modelling or financial analysis.  The result again is a process and product that lacks 
specificity.   
 
The Kitakyushu Initiative component of the UE Project has succeeded in establishing 
direct linkages to policy fora.  It is reported, for example, that a report of the 2nd Phase 
will be made to the 5th Ministerial Conference on Environment and Development in Asia 
and the Pacific to be held in March 2005 and that this will “review the achievements of 
the Kitakyushu Initiative over the past five years,…[and] consider the concrete impact 
the programme [Regional Action Programme 2001-2005] had on the urban environment 
in cities in the Asia-Pacific region,”(DPR 7, p. 29).  This is most welcome.  Research on 
improving urban environmental management in selected sectors and cities in Asia and in-
depth studies on transferability of such management practices elsewhere will be most 
valuable if it generate robust, quantitatively-grounded indicators and a set of regional, 
national and local guidelines.  This will require, however, a much deeper and more 
convincing analysis than has been evident in the Kitakyushu Initiative to date and 
conclusions that move far beyond generalities such as ‘scan globally and reinvent 
locally.’…. DPR 4, p.46).  If there is to be a 3rd Phase of the Project, the means by which this is 
to be done will need to be defined with clarity and precision and this will need to be done as a 
precondition to further research.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


