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In the pursuit of socially and economically sound urban development, UNESCO's philosophy is based first and foremost on the ethical premise that cities must serve the people who live in them. For UNESCO, the real priority is to improve the conditions in which urban growth takes place, with the aim of building cities of peace, democracy and progress. 
The cities of the 21st century must place the individual at the centre of public policy, reinvent the concept of urbanism and realise the many opportunities of sharing that are contained in urban life. The impact of globalisation on urban systems and the strategic role of large cities in the world economy jeopardise the quality of urban life. The priority must be to strike a balance between the needs of business -- obviously essential to the life and activity of any city -- and those of the individual. An ethical approach would seek a better balance between people, the city and nature that would place the environment first and encourage town dwellers to create a shared experience of their urban life. 
Giving a human face to cities is more than a utopian dream; it is achievable in any place whose inhabitants -- who are both the users and builders of their surroundings -- have a vision that is encouraged and supported. 
Our challenge is to devise policies that will awaken the creative capacities of all those -- male, female, young or old -- who live in cities. It is for us to create cities for the age of democracy, in which the ideals of liberation, equality, freedom and solidarity may be achieved for all. 

Promoting Action Through Understanding 
In pursuit of its mission to further and disseminate knowledge, UNESCO implements a variety of research programmes dealing with society and nature. The Management of Social Transformations (MOST) programme was set up to contribute to a better knowledge of the processes of social transformation and to put social research findings to good use in policy as well as decision-making. MOST's activities regarding cities as places of rapid transformation focus on the issues of social exclusion and cohesion, violence and multiculturalism in the urban setting and the relationship between cities and globalisation. The programme's international research projects cover topics such as cities and sustainable development, urban violence, urban language, industrialisation of medium-sized cities and globalisation, problems specific to megacities, the environment and women's issues. 
Informing and Communicating 
Research and action must go hand in hand with information and communication. MOST has a clearinghouse on urban research on the Internet, providing a means of communication among researchers. The programme is also compiling a database on good social practices, with case studies in combatting social and cultural exclusion, poverty and violence in cities. 
