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Eighty-five per cent of humanity—some nine billion people—will live in cities by the end of
this century (OECD Publishing, 2015). While uncertainty surrounds any attempt to look this far
into the future, an unquestionable consequence of this oft quoted statistic is that securing the
sustainability of our planet is increasingly an urban challenge. Environmental protection, green
economic growth, social equality, clean energy, decarbonization, mobility, and health are all best
addressed in cities (Short, 2017; Bai et al., 2018). If cities can become sustainable, then we will
have gone a long way to fixing many of the problems that we and our fellow species face. The
question of course is how to do this. While we now know what the core problems and many of their
solutions are, change is not happening at anywhere near the scale and pace required. Cities need to
rapidly curb greenhouse gas emissions, reinvent their economies, and address growing inequalities,
all in the face of obdurate infrastructures and buildings, huge demographic shifts, rapidly evolving
technologies and hostile funding conditions.

As the practice of organizing collective action to steer society toward specific shared goals
(Kooiman, 1993), governance is critical in enabling cities to address these challenges. Governments,
communities, NGOs, private companies, utilities, universities, unions, and others are realizing the
need to work collectively to respond to the pace, scale and scope of urban change. UN Habitat
recognizes that working with cities is the best way to address global challenges (Parnell, 2016;
Acuto, 2018), while the OECD Publishing (2015) highlights that good governance is particularly
crucial in cities due to their density of connections and role as key drivers of development. The
focus of governance on who is involved in making decisions and what kinds of knowledge gets
to count fundamentally frames what is and is not possible in cities, and by extension enables us to
understand how they might be reconfigured to make more sustainable actions possible. Governance
underpins the UN Sustainable Development Goals through the enabling goal 17 on strengthening
partnerships, while cities have emerged as leaders in the field of climate action through networks
such as the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group, which connects 90 of the world’s most influential
cities, representing more than 650 million people and one quarter of the global economy. The
importance of cities to the sustainability agenda is further heightened by the resurgence of populist
national governments around the world that are apathetic or openly hostile to the environmental
agenda. The future sustainability of humankind, in both the mundane sense of how day-to-day
existence will be for the majority of us to the viability of the planet itself, will be shaped in and
by cities. Understanding cities and how they can be governed in more innovative, inclusive and
effective ways is now a global sustainability priority in ways that it has not been before.

The Governance and Cities section of Frontiers in Sustainable Cities is the first journal section
to focus explicitly on governance for urban sustainability, and its goal is to understand and advance
cutting-edge developments in this field from around the world. Here, in this inaugural editorial,
I pick out three themes that distinguish this research agenda in the current era: the emergence of
new forms of governance, the governance of new technologies, and the importance of collaborative
research approaches. These themes are based on 20 years’ experience working in the field, engaging
with hundreds of academic and non-academic organizations across Europe, America, and Asia,
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and have been added to by our editorial board which itself
includes scholars from across the world. They highlight current
trends in governance that have emerged as being of particular
importance to urban sustainability, and are intended to be broad
enough to engage the wide range of approaches and disciplines
that have important contributions to make to this agenda. They
are certainly not intended to be either exhaustive or exclusive,
but rather to provide an invitation to the global community
of urban researchers and practitioners to challenge the research
agenda on sustainable cities and governance and develop it in
new directions.

The first theme concerns the potential for new forms of urban
governance to create more sustainable cities. Governance reflects
broader societal transformations and is evolving as rapidly and
diversely as cities themselves (Cars et al., 2017; Castdn Broto
et al., 2019). Innovative forms of governance are emerging that
involve not just traditional policy interventions from government
but new groups, roles, incentives, and cross-sectoral and cross-
scalar linkages both within, beyond and between cities. These
measures range from radical attempts to address social and
ecological justice through to new financial instruments and
devolved powers that create governance opportunities at new
scales. Their ability to shape sustainability varies across different
sectors and this Cities and Governance section welcomes
contributions from transport studies, planning studies, ecology,
energy studies, and business studies that engage critically with the
governance of these sectors in urban settings. How sustainability
concerns become embedded in policy and decision-making,
including whose knowledge gets to count, and the relationships
between urban governance, development, policy-making and
regulation at different spatial and temporal scales shapes how
effective governance can be in creating progressive urban change
(Bulkeley and Betsill, 2005; Chatterji, 2013). These concerns
lie at the heart of disciplines like public administration and
policy studies but also invite a broader range of thinking around
transformation. How do approaches like transition studies and
resilience thinking help us understand the ways in which urban
change takes place? How do cities learn from one another,
especially through global urban networks?

The emergence of new scales, speeds and forms of
urbanization invites us to unpack and expand the conceptual
lexicon of urban governance. By 2100, Lagos will be home to 80
million people. The population of Kampala, capital of Uganda, is
predicted to grow more than 10-fold in this period (Hoornweg
and Pope, 2017). Yet for all the headlines that megacities grab,
half of humanity will live in cities of less than half a million in
2100, and some cities around the world are shrinking. Hosting
research on cities in the Global North and Global South (and
mixtures of them) is integral to the mission of the Governance
and Cities section, including contributions from development
studies, postcolonial studies, and gender studies that examine the
different contexts in which urban governance plays out and how
it is entwined with different kinds of legacies and landscapes.
Looking into the future, imaginaries of future cities, orbiting
cities, floating cities, and online cities offer different ways to
escape or adapt to global ecological crises for various portions of
humanity. Each conjures visions of society and technology that

make explicit or implicit assumptions about how they should
be governed and, as a result, who and what are included or
excluded. Long-term political, economic, and environmental
trajectories shape governance in markedly different ways in
different parts of the world, and articles that engage with
this diversity from historical, contemporary, and anticipatory
perspectives are welcome.

The second theme concerns the governance of new
technologies, specifically in relation to their potential to
positively and negatively impact sustainability. Digital services
and their impacts are spatially concentrated in cities, layered
onto existing uneven geographies (Karvonen et al., 2018). They
rely on and feed into wider urbanization dynamics, shaping
everyday interactions and restructuring social, economic, and
environmental interactions. This theme is interested in how
digital technology makes new forms of governance, politics and
planning possible, bringing data and monitoring logics to the
fore and connecting people, governments and resources in new
and potentially more efficient ways (Trencher, 2019). At the same
time it is also interested in limitations of technologies to secure
urban sustainability, and the uncertainties surrounding how they
can and should be governed (Martin et al., 2018). For example,
personal data both enables a participatory city with efficient
and personalized services, and a surveillance city in which
divisions between populations are policed in more invasive
ways than ever before (Kitchin, 2014). Autonomous vehicles
may radically challenge the way cities are used and designed,
reducing the need for private car ownership, accelerating the
shift to electric propulsion and halving the number of private
passenger vehicles (Milakis et al., 2017). Conversely they may
enable super-commuting, release pent up demand for car use
and increase emissions and traffic congestion (Lim and Taeihagh,
2018). Cities are where future technologies are being developed
and tested, with often mixed results for sustainability (Cugurullo,
2016). What new forms of governance like urban living labs
or autonomous decision-making are emerging around these
technologies (Karvonen and Van Heur, 2014; Marvin et al,
2018)? How are technologies blurring neat boundaries between
formal and informal infrastructures, and can we draw on
theorizations of technology and power to critically understand
their implications for urban governance? How can approaches
from platform studies, future studies, critical data studies, and
development informatics help understand the implications of
digital technology for urban societies and the governance of
cities? The Cities and Governance section is interested in how
technology is both shaping and shaped by practices and regimes
of governance, and how governance can steer highly uncertain
outcomes associated with existing and future technologies in
more sustainable directions.

The third theme is methodological, concerning how we
research cities and governance. Urban governance is complex,
involving numerous partners often with little pre-specified
idea of how to achieve shared goals, and a core ambition
of the Cities and Governance section is to expand the
methodological repertoire of urban governance research to
capture these messy realities. Papers are encouraged that describe
or are based on innovative methods and research approaches
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that capture perspectives from practitioners, policy-makers,
engineers, ecologists, citizens, artifacts, and nonhumans, at
and across multiple scales and sectors (Elmqvist et al., 2018).
Part of this task involves expanding the range of research
settings and approaches, from ethnographies of social and
institutional practices through to the use of big data and global
network analysis. Capturing the processes of governance in
more complete and systematic ways will enable researchers
to better evaluate its success in sustainability terms. Writing
thirty years ago, David Harvey (1989) lamented the rise of
urban governance itself as a symptom of neoliberal funding cuts
that forced cities to be more entrepreneurial. Ten years later
Kearns and Paddison (2000) editorial, titled “New Challenges for
Urban Governance,” highlighted the positive potential of urban
governance to generate context specific solutions to challenges
that are increasingly unmanageable in a traditional top-down
style. The fact that this polarity still characterizes much of the
debate on urban governance reflects a paucity of robust and
critical evaluations of the sustainability outcomes of different
types of governance in different urban settings.

Urban governance research is especially suited to co-
productive approaches that collapse traditional distinctions
between research and action by designing, executing and
applying research with non-academic partners (Patel et al,
2015). Practitioners and researchers can be linked more deeply
by embedding researchers in local municipalities and vice
versa (Polk and Kain, 2015). A profusion of experiments
with governance itself is privileging learning from real world
demonstrations and sharing knowledge across urban networks
as the route to sustainable urban transformation (Valkering
et al., 2013; Evans et al., 2016). Organizations involved in urban
sustainability lack funding, know-how and capacity to fill their
evidence gaps, while universities have huge resources of time
and expertise. Globally there will be around 49 billion hours of
student time that could be applied to sustainability challenges
by 2025 (Evans et al., 2015). We are currently a long way from
achieving this and the Cities and Governance section welcomes
practical and critical contributions focusing on university-city
sustainability initiatives that develop our understanding and
awareness about the different ways in which universities can
deploy their expertise and capacity to help govern cities more
sustainably (Trencher et al., 2014).
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