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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Sustainability Challenges for Our Urban Futures



Today, more than 50% of the human population lives in cities. This percentage is expected to rise to 70% by the year 2050 (United Nations, 2016), and will probably keep increasing for the foreseeable future. By enabling accumulation of resources and knowledge, urbanization has had a great impact on improving quality of life, but it also poses difficult challenges for planning and management of the built and natural environment, the provision of urban services, and the design of equitable economic policy (Dye, 2008; UN-HABITAT, 2017). The complex historical, socioeconomic, political, and biophysical drivers of urban growth result in significant spatial heterogeneity in terms of social and demographic characteristics, natural resources, and social, economic and physical infrastructure. This heterogeneity reinforces inequalities in the provision of urban services and exposure to hazards. Such inequalities are exacerbated by biases in the responses and interventions of city managers and infrastructure providers (McGranahan et al., 2001; Ahern, 2013; Eakin et al., 2017; Pickett et al., 2017; Zhou et al., 2017). In cities, social and political processes are created and reinforced through actions of residents, governments, and decision-makers, who in turn influence the creation of the built environment, its socio-economic heterogeneity and the concomitant, uneven vulnerability to hazards (Eakin et al., 2017).

In this Research Topic we present papers that provide novel ideas and empirical results on how decision-makers can better govern urbanization and urban well-being in the context of globalization, climate change, and inequalities. In particular, articles in this collection include methodological and empirical contributions that illustrate the importance of social-ecological and technical coupling in the urban context. Collectively, these contributions support an expansion of the domains in which urban decisions and planning strategies must take place to promote more sustainable, and more equitable expressions of urban life. All articles in this Topic highlight the unequal participation of different actors and stakeholders in the process of making decisions in the face of an array of urban sustainability problems, and stress the major importance of inclusion of all relevant actors and stakeholders when planning for sustainable cities.

In the context of climate change, hydrometeorological events that hit cities have increased both in frequency and in intensity, and the impact of these events and urban strategies for recovery are a focus of investigation for better planning and management. In this respect, the contribution of Beckingham et al. provides a critical overview of the evolution of stormwater management approaches in urban centers in Southeastern USA, arguing in favor of better socio-ecological design that incorporates transdisciplinary work. The authors make the case for the critical importance of engaging different actors and stakeholders to conceive and implement sustainable solutions, including not only the biophysical and technical aspects of building infrastructure, but also the appropriate management and social appreciation of the provision of ecological services. In their article, Aguilar-Barajas and Ramirez describe the impact of, and recovery from, a major hurricane hitting northern Mexico. Their contribution focuses on the transdisciplinary work of the “State Reconstruction Council,” a government taskforce especially designed to deal with the crisis. In a matter of weeks the Council reinstated infrastructure and services that were severely damaged or destroyed. The authors advocate for the creation of this type of institution as a permanent vehicle for sustainable urban planning and management.

Beyond creating institutions charged with promoting transdisciplinary work for urban management, sustainable cities require the generation and availability of relevant and credible information for stakeholders. Three contributions of the Topic deal directly with the production and analysis of information relevant for decision making in urban planning settings. The article by Mazari-Hiriart et al. characterizes the quality of water in supply wells in Mexico City, while considering the potential for contamination due to their closeness to geological fractures. This work reflects on and makes visible water vulnerabilities that go beyond the availability and exploitation of water sources, serving as a reminder of the importance of locally salient analyses of urban vulnerabilities. Another contribution dealing with the challenges of information for planning is presented by Estrada et al.. In their work, the authors advocate analytical approaches that can unveil critical aspects of urban sustainability in the context of climate change. Their methodological proposal addresses the complexity of information characterizing urban realities and climate uncertainties, with the ultimate aim of guiding policy. At finer scale, Zambrano, Aronson et al. present a case study of the consequences for and evaluation of sustainability of land fragmentation in Mexico City, going beyond the biophysical dimension of sustainability to include metrics of human well-being and social benefits of green areas.

A substantial proportion of the contributions to the Topic focuses on the importance of coproduction of knowledge for urban sustainability transformations. These papers address the ubiquitous hegemony of exogenous narratives as a frequent hindrance, and propose the inclusion of a diversity of actors and local narratives for the analysis of the challenges and opportunities of sustainable urban planning and management. Four examples of efforts for transformative, transdisciplinary work in urban planning for sustainable futures are presented in this group of articles: (i) Zambrano, Cano-Santana et al., focus on the management of urban green spaces and the need to identify conflicts and synergies among stakeholder viewpoints, (ii) Priya et al., present a data-informed reflection on the effectiveness of a formal imported model of planning for health provision in India vs. informal solutions, (iii) Eakin et al. explore and document the need to make visible the meta-narratives and associated solutions for urban problems such as water vulnerabilities as means of identifying possibilities for more sustainable management, and (iv) Randhawa et al. present a case study focused on waste management that provides important lessons for the role of transdisciplinary research in urban sustainability transformations.

The multifarious nature of urban realities, urban challenges and urban traditions is evident in this small sample of reports. Dealing mostly with regions in tropical North America, and exclusively on middle/low income cities around the tropic of Cancer, they nevertheless display the bewildering diversity of empirical and conceptual approaches to urban sustainability. One commonality emerges, though, and is that whatever the particular challenges facing cities, it is only through the concert of all stakeholders and decision-makers that urban humans will be able to move toward sustainable goals and supporting transformative change.
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