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As the world approaches 6 billion city-dwellers, there are multiple transformations in motion
— urbanization, climate and digital tech to name a few — raising new ‘perils and prospects’ for
the cities of India and the global south. This lecture / interactive discussion explores this
emerging landscape from three different angles — each one the theme of an upcoming
session at the World Urban Forum in Baku 2026.

On the urban agenda, while mega-cities dominate the news, population growth is focused
on smaller settlements, along with the extended peri-urban ‘between and beyond’. The
standard geography of residential, industrial and service zones is now seen as a more
complex and self-organizing system, and a greater challenge for urban and peri-urban
analysis.

Second is the backdrop of environmental self-destruction, via climate-related disasters, air
pollution, toxic overload, water stress and endemic waste. New agendas emerge for urban
resilience, such as natural flood management, calling for new intersections between physical
science and social, political, economic and cultural forms of knowledge.

Third, digital technology is changing the rules of many games, with platform economies,
internet of things, robotics and now the existential power of Al. Then we look at the pilot
test in progress on ‘Foresight-CHAI’ (‘Collective Human Artificial Intelligence’), with a leading
Al platform, in a UK-China-India collaboration.

For India and the global south, such transformations combined could bring alternative
futures, from utopian to catastrophic. We can sketch an urban future with high value jobs in
global chains, local social economy, and technology at the service of a circular economy.
Equally plausible are near-future cities with precarious economies, environmental collapse
and digital disruption.

Faced with such existential uncertainty, this session can only sketch methods, tools and
signposts for the pathways ahead. These may start with the transition from a functional
‘smart city’ to a co-evolutionary ‘wise city’, one based on a ‘collective urban intelligence’,
with a wider community of interest, deeper layers of value, and further horizons of change.
The best way to predict the future may indeed be to design it...



