
standardization brings along  
high levels of abstraction and 
schematic models that 
necessarily simplify the multiple 
facets of cities. But the numbers 
presented along with the 
narrative of the urban age, as 
well as the icons and indicators  
of the SDG table, fall short of 
grasping two key issues as it 
comes to urbanization. 

Firstly, political and administrative 
decision makers – them being 
located in New York, Geneve, 
Hanoi or Beijing – have little 
insight into the urban 
complexities on the ground. Cities 
and urban regions are neither 
abstract numbers nor diagrams, 
but bundles of site-specific 
qualities: people´s interactions in 
neighborhoods, local myths and 
habits, traditional styles and 
technologies, unique ways of 
constructing physical structures 
as well as social institutions. 
Cities are the places where all 
this comes together – often in a 
messy and irrational way. Under 
the heavy pressure of migration, 
climate, or labor market 
dynamics, urban agglomerations 
evolve rapidly and often without 
planning.

Secondly, there is the difficulty of 
creating planning solutions that 
are sufficiently comprehensive 
and integrated. Complex 
challenges cannot be tackled by 
solving individual problems one 
by one, as if in a bureaucratic 
process. As complex systems of 
systems, cities and urban regions 
are full of diffuse 
interdependencies. Urbanism as 
well as systems science has 
sufficiently demonstrated the 

wicked nature of complex 
problem solving – where one 
solution may easily generate new 
constellations of problems which 
may be even harder to solve. 
Reaching beyond departmental 
mindset, a highly synergetic 
approach is necessary to 
integrate the different 
perspectives and system layers 
into transdisciplinary scope, to 
converge the multiplicity of 
aspects into creative synthesis.

We will take an immediate 
view on the specific places 
and challenges – putting 
into focus the individual 
projects as well as the 
individuals behind the 
projects. 

Acknowledging these challenges, 
the German Ministry of Education 
and Research (BMBF) has 
established the funding priority 
“Sustainable Development of 
Urban Regions” (SURE), 
supporting 10 research projects 
with a geographical focus on two 
global hotspots of urbanization 
– South East Asia and China. 

Being a central measure for the 
dissemination of SURE´s results, 
we are glad to present to you our 
first edition of SURE´s magazine 
outlet – Solutions. In view of the 
shortcomings described above, 
our magazine has two ambitions. 
(1) We will take an immediate 
view on the specific places and 
challenges – putting into focus 
the individual projects as well as 
the individuals behind the 
projects. We will zoom into the 

very conditions on the ground 
and try to convey the full 
complexity, diversity and richness 
of each setting. (2) We will 
showcase insights from the 
ongoing facilitation and synthesis 
research that accompanies the 
overall funding priority and the 
individual projects. SURE Solutions 
is conceptualized as an easily 
accessible source for researchers 
and practitioners seeking 
actionable knowledge and 
applicable solutions for urban 
resilience and sustainability.

SURE Formats
We will publish SURE Solutions on 
an annual basis and present 
contributions from the SURE 
project community in a variety of 
formats. In SURE News we post 
fresh findings from the overall 
knowledge cosmos of SURE. The 
present issue, for example, 
introduces to you a toolbox for 
assessing water-related urban 
ecosystem services, created by 
the IMECOGIP project (p. 40). In 
the SURE Activity Reports we track 
the progress of the SURE projects 
and give you update on the 
projects´ current achievements. 
This time you will find, among 
others, a report how the URA 
project managed to build up 
close ties to the Beiyang township 
in China (p. 58). SURE Research 
takes deep dives into scientific 
topics with relevance for the 
entire project community. We will 
outline cross-cutting challenges 
as well as emergent topics, and 
check for solutions that are 
transferrable to other application 
contexts. In this issue we feature 
six research papers, including the 
outline of a community-based 
tourism framework that is 
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potentially applicable in the 
entire Global South (p. 62). Finally, 
our SURE Snapshots appear in 
multiple places as informational 
intermezzi – short flashlights on 
people, events and tools worth to 
know. In this issue, for example, 
we like to bring to your attention 
OCTOBUS, the IIoT Platform for 
sustainable urban development 
deployed by the CHARMS project. 

Cooperation medium
We believe that the formation of 
a community of knowledge and 
practice is key to respond 
adequately to the eminent 
urbanization challenges at hand. 
Solutions may become an 
effective instrument for such 
community-building, a low-
threshold medium for the 
exchange between the SURE 
projects and beyond. The present 
edition shows that cities are not 
just massive problem statements 
but how urban communities can 
become powerful incubators of 
innovative solutions. Enjoy the 
reading – and reach out to us 
under: sure@hcu-hamburg.de
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