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Abstract
Mapping Human Presence on Earth with the Global Human

Settlement Layer

The Atlas of the Human Planet presents the key findings of the analysis of the Global Human Settlement Layer

(GHSL). This data set reports about the growth of built -up and population in the last 40 years (1975

unprecedented lev el of detail. The information supports the international frameworks of the Agenda 2030.
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Foreword

The world in 2016 is a very different place than it was when

the first UN Habitat Conference was held in the 1970s, when

the first data of the Global Human Settlement Layer

baseline was being developed. This first edition of the Atlas

of the Human Planet shows us just how much has changed

since that time. In the mid -70s, the worl ddéds popul af
4.1 million and was mostly rural. Today, almost 4 million

people are urbanites T more than half of humanity.

Earth science has al so cihtleesmtad si nce
resolution of satellite imagery has increased from around

80 metres to less than 1 metre, spatial and temporal

coverages have increased, we have better analysis tools,

we can process massive volum  es of high -resolution verified

data, share measurement techniques and collaborate at a

global scale.

The Atlas of the Human Planet provides the most comprehensive view of urbanization
dynamics ever presented. Detailed, measurable and globally consistent descriptions of
human habitat are now possible making it easier to understand the extent to which

humans have changed our world, and also how that change affects us.

This first Atlas of the Human Planet represents a body of knowledge derived from the

Glob al Human Settlement Layer (GHSL), a reference of reliable, reproducible information

on human habitations, from village to mega -cities. The baseline data, spatial metrics and
indicators related to population and settlements, developed in the frame of the Gr oup on
Earth Observations (GEO) Human Planet initiative, provide users with a baseline data

platform for monitoring and analysis.

The GHSL resource is a remarkable example of the potential of public data to support

global, national and local analyses of human settlements and in particular, support policy

and decision making. This application of Earth observations is essential for evidence -based
modelling of human and physical exposure to environmental contamination and
degradation, as monitored through mu [tilateral environmental agreements; disasters as
encompassed by the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction; the impact of human

activities on ecosystems, as measured by the Convention on Biodiversity and human

access to resources, assessed by the Su stainable Development Goals (SDGS).

The availability of high resolution, accurate and open data has enabled a Data Revolution

and the implementation of the New Urban Agenda, but the current picture of the human

footprint is incomplete. The majority of sma Il and medium -sized settlements, crit ical for
accounting and understanding all the environmental impacts on all people, remain largely

invisible.

By the time of UN Habitat IV, two decades from now, | hope that even more data will be

free and open, and th  at the GHSL framework will continue to enable us to address the
challenges faced by society. For now, we are at last able to agree on the state of our
environment, in order to make intelligent, evidenced -based decisions for sustainable and
equitable soluti ons that recognize the linkages between behaviour and impact on the
planet, for the benefit of all humankind.

Barbara Ryan
R{L‘/(M j . A GEO Secretariat Director



Cities are increasingly recognised for their advantages,
instead of only for their problems. Although too many cities
are still confronted with poor air quality, cities are now also
recognised for their lower energy use and GHG emissions
because of the energy efficiency of living and working in
dense urban neighbourhoods.

Cities suffer from congestion, but they also offer the
benefits of low -carbon mobility, such as walking, cycling
and public transport. Sprawl does affect the fringes of cities,

but overall city living has a very high land -use efficiency.

Within the European context and beyond, we want to
encourage cities to learn from each other. To find the
policies that work and determine the context that makes

them thrive. Without a harmonised, global definition of

cities and settlements, such exchanges are doomed to fail.

Even relatively simple que  stions, such as how large is this city or how dense, cannot be
meaningfully answered without such a definition, let alone more complex questions.

The Global Human Settlement Layer (GHSL) provides a consistent time series of high -
resolution dataon built  -up areas covering forty years, as shown by this Atlas of the Human
Planet . Global and freely accessible population grids were created by combining GHSL with

population data. This in turn allowed the testing at the global level of the degree of
urbanisation, a new, people -based definition of cities and settlements. The first intriguing

results of this test can also be found in the State of European Cities Report 2016

Free, open and comparable data are needed to develop both a global definition of cities
and common metrics that can support better city level analysis and comparisons. This is
where G HSL has already made an extremely valuable contribution. We will continue to

invest in the GHSL framework to provide better and easier access to this informatio n and
update it with more frequent and higher -resolution data from the European Sentinel 1 and
2 satellites.

| am convinced that the Global Human Settlement Layer represents an important step
forwards in acquiring better and more comparable knowledge of cities and settlements in
the world. | hope that this first Atlas of the Human Planet inspires more people to explore
and use this new source of knowledge.

Eric Von Breska

g : g Director
MU&\% i Directorate - General for

Regional and Urban Policy
European Commission
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