
Introduction to ESG and 
giga-cities

Environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) factors play a pivotal role in 
shaping the future of giga-cities, 
defined as cities with a population 
exceeding 10 million. Here, we explore 
the challenges and opportunities posed 
by ESG practices, highlighting their 
profound impact on the sustainability 
and liveability of these urban giants. 
We look at why ESG considerations are 
not only beneficial, but absolutely vital 
for the sustainable development of 
giga-cities for city planners, businesses, 
and residents alike. 

ESG factors in giga-cities

For giga-cities, ESG factors represent 
both challenges and opportunities:

• From an environmental perspective, 
these include significant issues in 

water and waste management due 
to the daily consumption and waste 
generation of millions of residents. 
Efficient and sustainable solutions 
are needed for waste reduction, 
recycling, and water conservation. 
Air quality is also a major concern 
due to high levels of traffic and 
industrial activity, which affect 
resident health and city liveability. 
Additionally, energy efficiency is 
crucial as these cities consume large 
amounts of energy, necessitating 
the promotion of renewable energy 
sources.

• From a governance perspective, the 
scale and complexity of giga-cities 
demand effective, transparent, and 
accountable leadership. Leaders 
must be able to make decisions that 
balance the diverse needs and 
interests of millions of residents, 
businesses, and other stakeholders. 
They must also be accountable for 
these decisions, providing 

transparency to ensure trust and 
confidence in their leadership.

• Whilst environmental and 
governance aspects are often 
highlighted in ESG discussions, the 
social component is equally critical. 
Giga-cities face significant 
challenges in providing affordable 
housing, quality education, and 
health care, and in addressing social 
inequality. These issues are not just 
about fairness but are vital for 
creating inclusive, equitable, and 
sustainable giga-cities. By 
addressing these issues, giga-cities 
can enhance residents' quality of life 
and ensure long-term sustainability.

"The importance of ESG factors 
in shaping the future of our cities 
cannot be overstated.” Daniel 

Gribbin, Director and ESG Lead, 
Deloitte Middle East
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Such ESG factors can significantly 
influence the sustainability and 
liveability of giga-cities. High ESG 
standards can improve the quality of life 
for residents, attract investment, and 
enhance the city's reputation. 
Conversely, poor ESG performance can 
lead to environmental degradation, 
social unrest, and governance crises.

"Implementing ESG practices is 
not without challenges, but the 
potential benefits make it a 
worthwhile pursuit.”
Laura Jepson, Partner, Deloitte Middle 
East

Challenges of implementing 
ESG practices in giga-cities

Implementing ESG practices in giga-cities 
is a complex task due to their vast scale 
and diverse stakeholders. The large 
population and physical size can make 
uniform changes challenging, while the 
variety of stakeholders, including 
residents, businesses, non-profits, and 
government entities, can complicate 
decision-making processes.

Despite these hurdles, the potential 
benefits make ESG practices crucial for 
giga-cities. High ESG standards can 
enhance residents' quality of life, attract 
businesses and investors, and enhance 
the city's resilience and sustainability. 
The focus should be on how to 
implement ESG practices most 
effectively, given these challenges and 
opportunities.

“Implementing ESG practices in 
giga-cities presents unique 
challenges due to their scale and 
complexity. However, these 
hurdles are not insurmountable 
and the rewards for overcoming 
them are considerable.” 
Mark Alan Smith, Senior, Deloitte Middle 
East

Recent trends in regulations 
and standards

Across the globe, we are witnessing a 
rapid evolution of regulations and 
standards relating to ESG. Policymakers 
are not just acknowledging but actively 
emphasising the importance of ESG 
factors in ensuring sustainable 
development. This increasing 
recognition is driving a shift in policy-
making, with a clear focus on creating 
regulatory environments that promote 
sustainable practices and mitigate 
environmental impact.

Global regulations and standards related 
to ESG are rapidly evolving, with 
policymakers actively emphasising their 
importance for sustainable 
development. Initiatives such as the 
European Union's Green Deal1 and the 
United Nations' Sustainable 
Development Goals2 are influencing the 
regulatory landscape for giga-cities. 
These cities are at the forefront of 
sustainability efforts, implementing 
initiatives like the ‘smart city' concept, 
green building standards, and public-
private partnerships. Technological 
solutions such as the internet of things, 
artificial intelligence, and blockchain are 
also being used to enhance urban 
services, analyse data, and create 
efficient and transparent systems, 
contributing to the evolution of ESG 
standards and practices in giga-cities.

What about the ‘S’ in ESG?

In the landscape of ESG considerations 
within giga-cities, while environmental 
and governance factors often take the 
spotlight, the 'S’ (social aspects), hold a 
quieter but equally vital role. Social 
factors include a spectrum of issues from 
community well-being and inclusivity to 
labour standards, workplace safety and 
human rights. These elements are 
crucial in shaping the fabric of urban life, 
influencing how residents interact with 
their surroundings and how businesses 
operate within the cityscape.

Understanding these social dynamics is 
key to shaping the fabric of urban life 
where residents thrive, and businesses 
flourish responsibly. By delving into the 
'S' in ESG, we uncover opportunities to 
forge stronger, more cohesive cities that 
prioritise people alongside planet and 
profit. This holistic approach not only 
enhances urban resilience but also sets 
the stage for sustainable growth and 
equitable development in our rapidly 
evolving urban landscapes.

Conclusion

In conclusion, ESG factors play a crucial 
role in shaping the future of giga-cities. 
While there are challenges in 
implementing ESG practices, the 
potential benefits in terms of improved 
quality of life, increased investment, and 
enhanced reputation make it an 
essential consideration for policymakers, 
businesses, and residents.
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