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Gradually over the year as I investigated further and talked to a
widening circle of contacts I came to realise that the economy is
as important for cities as it is for states and countries.  For
example inner London had in 2004 a GDP of 80,000 Euro per
head of population.  It is one of the few European cities that can
match the US cities in productivity and economic success.  A
city which has this wealth can provide its inhabitants with better
services and better administration.  Success breeds success.
For example London had the economic capacity to be able to
introduce road charging without damaging its commercial
success.  This money has been able to be invested in public
transport improvements which in turn have brought more
activity and commerce together with reduced congestion.

However in my view there is a balance to be made between
economic success, measured as GDP and social integration.
Many of the cities which score highly on GDP, score poorly in
their social integration.   For example greater San Francisco, the
hub of the dot.com miracle is still home to many extremely rich
people.  But it has very poor areas too, where the population
has hardly been touched by the boom. Its richest quintile earn
almost five times more than its poorest quintile. (See the
statistics chapter for more detailed description of how this
multiplier has been arrived at).   However in cities like Malmo
and Reykjavik this differential is much lower at 3.3 and 3.5
respectively.

But San Francisco's GDP is 74,520 Euro, whereas Reykjavik is
half that at 35,790 Euro and southern Sweden can only achieve
a GDP of 29,754 Euro per head of population. 
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But all of these GDP's are increasing.  Is it the rate of increase in
comparison to wage iniquity which is an important indicator for
a city?  If wages diverge suddenly, then social unrest can
become more likely. Consider South Central LA in 1992 or
Brixton in London during the economic boom of the early 80's.

Successful cities plan for successful commerce and work very
hard to nurture that commerce and grow it.  For example in
Chicago commercial development was constrained by the
elevated Loop railway. Now this zone has been expanded to
accommodate more very high rise office construction.  But the
authorities have also recognised that Chicago had a bad name
for crime and violence. Think Al Capone! Thus they have not
only provided improvements in office space, and transportation
( a must of you want to attract commerce) They have also
instituted a whole series of improvements to ensure that the city
becomes and is seen to become family friendly.  Chicago has a
beach, free summer concerts, a leisure pier, parks and a fast
improving public education system.  By encouraging living,
walking, high quality shopping and cycling in the downtown it is
fast  losing its hard edged image.  In fact it is rumoured that the
city no longer allows film companies to use Chicago as a
backdrop for gangster movies.  It is hoping that softer films will
do for Chicago what Woody Allan's Manhattan did for New York,
what Four Weddings and a Funeral did for London or what
Sleepless in Seattle did for Seattle!

“The Economy Stupid”
James Carville
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There are make or break issues for all cities.  If a city ignores
such key structural problems they can very easily find their way
into newspaper headlines. Bad publicity on these issues can
wreak havoc.  For example schools in London are considered
poor and this effects the number of families who decide to live
within its boundaries.  Some people might say that you only live
in London with a family if you can afford a private school.  This
in turn can lead to excessive social exclusion.

Baltimore, which has transformed itself from a tough
manufacturing port to a pleasant waterside resort has many
modern industries, pleasant terraced housing and fine historic
areas but it faces the danger of street crime souring its image.
Even as I sat on a warm summer's evening at a pavement café
discussing the issue with a young couple who had recently
moved into the recently gentrified Station North disrict a drive-
by shooting occurred. Suddenly the street was full of police cars
and the skies of helicopter noise.

I would cite six key issues that a city has to get right to succeed:

  Commercial/Business Opportunities

  Housing costs

  Education

  Crime and Security

  Getting around

  Accessibility
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If any of these become difficult or out of balance the city can
suffer. For example Detroit has suffered in recent years because
of its poor location and the loss of major industries to such an
extent that much of the downtown is now virtually in ruins.
Historically the silting up of a river caused equal devastation.
City fathers must be on their guard for these make or break
issues.  They cannot be ignored.

However sometimes something catastrophic can occur without
the entire city going under. Think of London after the wartime
bombing, or the 2001 destruction of the World Trade Centre in
New York.  These might have devastated the local economy, but
in both cases they did not.  Though there is no doubt that
wartime and post 9/11 economies took a dive, but this was
balanced by a blossoming at the seat of the devastation.   

In London bombing of the City made way for the development of
modern office blocks during the sixties and southern Manhattan
is now attractive and busy in a way that it has not been for
many years.  

The unplanned consequences of the destruction, whilst not
being massive enough to completely shake the economic
activity of nearby Wall Street, has opened up areas of
opportunity for New Yorkers where before only rather poor
quality and high rental office space existed.   An exiting range of
new inhabitants, specialist shops, cafes and new business has
taken over where the old business fled.  And New Yorkers, with
their well known pluck, have colonised and invigorated the area.
High quality, highly powerful and highly visible mayoral
leadership first from Mayor Gulliani and then from Mayor
Bloomberg has kept the city afloat.



22

Every city has different natural advantage.  For example
Baltimore benefits from being within easy commuting distance
of expensive Washington, Pennsylvania and New York.  It is
located on a beautiful bay which once gave its port supremacy
but which today also provides a beautiful waterfront.  However,
the bay is 12 hours distance from the sea for commercial
vessels.  In spite of this Baltimore has maintained a busy and
successful port.  The port authority has created tax free
entreport facilities and kept its docking fees reasonable.  It is
thus still worthwhile for container shipping and ro-ro ferries to
use its facilities to access the nearby honey-pot markets of
Washington and its wealthy surroundings.

Conversely Reykjavik, population 120,000,  is isolated. Located
very far north, it has a cold climate and would seem to be an
unlikely contender as a successful city.  Yet the city has always
benefited from being neutral, it supports all the functions of a
capital city and it is fortunately located on a great circle route
half-way between Europe and the USA.  Its abundant geo-
thermal energy resources will make it the world’s first zero
emissions city and its well educated and stable population (who
can trace their ancestry back over 1000 years) have now
become the world’s most researched genetic pool.  Thus
Reykjavik will befit from a millenium’s head-start in genetic
engineering - one of tomorrow's growth industries. 

Modern Icelandic people have inherited a wanderlust from their
Viking ancestors.  Icelandic investors, taking advantage of
preferential banking systems have invested heavily in Europe,
Russia and the USA.  This broad spectrum of investment, often
in prime real estate has given to Iceland a reputation for being
something like a Switzerland of the North.  
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Geo-thermal bathing at The Blue Lagoon Iceland
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Reykjavik's almost unlimited geo-thermal resources also provide
a clue to what I consider to be a future make or break issue.  I
think that every successful city of the future must have a robust
sustainability strategy.  When I started to visit and analyse
really successful cities it was those that were considering
sustainability which singled out the front runners.  Though it is
too early to say what shape a truly sustainable city might take
in 50 years time, most cities of quality are putting public
transport near the top of their agenda.  Some are taking
recycling very seriously.  Others are linking sustainability to
quality of life issues.  For example linear parks in London's Lee
Valley also act as flood defences. 

In my analysis I have used population density as a rough
indicator of sustainabe potential.  There is no doubt that the
denser cities, like London, Antwerp and Bilbao find it easier to
introduce public transport, walking and cycling.  Denser cities
tend to feel safer, because people live in the downtown.
However size of city may also have a bearing.  It is certainly
easier to imagine small cities like La Seu d'Urgell (population
12,5000) or Portland (population 2 million), both of which are
surrounded by rich agricultural regions as being most
successful in the longer term, especially if global warming and
the energy crisis conspire to create a difficult future.  Neither of
these cities is particularly dense, though they have each taken
efforts to increase their density in the last decade. 

Cities which are so big that they rely on complex infrastructure
and on long commuting times, may find a sustainable future
more difficult.  For example housing is so expensive in
Washington that it is only the very poor and the very rich who
live there.  Washington's middle class live outside its (all be it
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too tightly drawn) boundaries.  In London, San Francisco and
New York commuting duration may be two or more hours a day
as people are driven to move further out, influenced by high
urban property prices and more rural lifestyle choices. 

A successful city must first and foremost consider its economic
progress.  But a city cannot afford to pursue economic success
at the expense of creating social inequities.  Successful city
fathers will concentrate on creating the best location for a
particular mix of commerce and industries. They should always
be able to anticipate the growth industries of the future and they
must be prepared to take immediate action if an existing key
industry shows signs of failure.  In order to encourage new
industry to locate within the city and discourage outward
migration a successful city concentrates on lifestyle issues.  For
example it should nurture a dynamic and pleasant central zone
and attractive housing neighbourhoods.  The city must ensure
that it is family friendly and that property prices are affordable.
Lastly the city must be accessible from elsewhere and easy to
get around. 

But city fathers who possess such a city must always be aware
of potential make or break situations.  A city which has high
housing costs, poor or expensive education, high crime rates,  a
lack of suitable commercial space, bad public transport and low
walk-ability is unlikely to be successful.  

Furthermore every successful city of today is already
considering tomorrow's challenges and is working towards
increased sustainability.  What that means for each city is as
yet unclear, although a measure of urban density gives us a
strong indicator of the potential.
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Autonomy
The most successful city fathers can exercise a high degree of
autonomy.  For example the Mayor of Montpellier was in office
for over 30 years, only resigning once he became leader of the
Agglomeration of Montpellier, the newly formed wider
administrative area.  In Portland there is a small group of
elected commissioners who wield enormous power within the
city, but who are all elected.  

In Chicago Mayor Daley sacked the Chief of Education and took
personal control in order to improve the city’s schools. Mayor
Bloomberg in New York took similar action.

Accountability
Power vested in one individual, or in a small group could lead to
dictatorships.  But the Mayors who succeed do so because they
have the confidence of the population.  In Chicago I heard
nothing but praise for Mayor Dailey.  By contrast in Andalucia,
where administrations have been dogged by corruption there is
very little popularity or respect for the Mayors.  The situation will
be exacerbated because in response to the corruption, the Junta
de Andalucia is bringing executive powers back to the regional
level. In my view this is likely to further undermine local powers
and will inhibit the ability for local administrations to do a good
job.

An involved population
Accountability implies an informed and engaged population.
We can see good examples of contact between leaders and
their people in websites such as www.montpellier.fr for
Montpellier and  www.commissionersam.com for Sam Adams
blog in Portland.
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Administrations benefit if they have a committed and involved
population.  The best communities are prepared to spend timing
supporting, cajoling or criticising depending upon the situation.
In New York the early public consultations after 9/11 were
exemplary. In London Mayor Ken Livingstone hosts a whole
series of consultations throughout the year on different topics
and for different interest groups.  However elsewhre in the UK
and in Europe civic activity is not so treasured. In America
people spend time and money to support their cities, as well as
supporting cultural institutions, schools and charities.  

In Portland there is a citizens radio station which sounds as
good as Radio 4.  KBoo is run on a voluntary basis.  Portland
also has a variety of interest groups from the left leaning and
youthful Bus Project to the established City Club of Portland all
of which provide invaluable feedback and established
consultation routes.

By comparison in Andalucia the population is split by language
barriers, by the lack of creditable local news and by apathy.
Many people who live in Andalucia are not registered voters.
The councils are small and split.  Because political parties are
state funded many local elections are frustrated by too many
parties.  For example in Mojacar in the 2007 local elections less
than 5000 voters had to choose between 13 parties and 57
candidates.
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I commenced this work in order to bring back to my native
country lessons which I had learned abroad.  Thus I commence
my conclusions with suggestions for improvements in the
British and particularly the English system.  I have been, in the
past, very involved in the discussions with government
regarding changes in the planning system.  I can recall one
mandarin at one particular meeting saying over and over again
that he was looking for a "Magic Bullet".  This study has
confirmed my belief that there is no single magic ingredient that
can transform all cities.  However there are a series of really
important issues which every city must address.

All urban places require a strong and committed administration
who can exercise judgement and who can make long term
decisions because they have the confidence of local support. 

For Britain and for its major cities this means changing the local
government system so that each city has a clear "leader" in a
mayor or like Portland a series of elected commissioners. Cities
should have one tier of administration, not multi-tiered as is
London, and this administration should be responsible for most
administrative functions.  Unfortunately in England cities often
suffer when boundaries are drawn too small.  A city must be in
control of its immediate hinterland for this is likely to be where
many of its workers will live and where its expansion sites may
lie. 

Twin cities for example Leeds/Bradford need to take their cue
from American cities like Minneapolis/St Paul or Cincinnati,
both of whom have expanded their borders and merged their
administrations.  Alternatively cities could take on the French
system of Agglomeration, which merges small municipalities
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with the central city.  (Though in France this still results in a
multi-layered system) 

Similarly smaller cities can also consider the implications of the
above list, but they must realise that they cannot compete on all
fronts.  Specialisation will be their saving grace.  

In Britain our risk averse governance has resulted in the
reduction of power in city administrations. Many of our cities
and towns also suffer from too many tiers of administration.
Central government seems to want to control, yet ministers are
not close enough to the problems to make sound judgements.
Yet since the 80’s English local government has been starved of
funds and status.  Salaries and moral is low and often inaction
is rewarded above innovation.   Far better to have fewer tiers,
better paid and higher status officers.  

However this strategy does hold risks. Poor leaders with high
levels of autonomy can lead a city into problems.  But we must
rely upon a strong democratic system, good communications
between city fathers and their electors and the encouragement
of civic involvement.
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  Strong accountable leaders

  Wider boundaries 

  A single tier of administration

  Wider powers 

  Autonomy

  An engaged community
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My guess is that sustainability will become more and more
important. Cities that ignore it will suffer from increased
congestion, pollution or expensive energy.  The most consistent
feature of successful cities at the moment is their attitude to
getting around.  Good quality transit systems, like the free trams
in Portland, cycle systems, like the MacDonald's funded
Chicago cycle system and walk-ability schemes like
Montpellier's town centre and Malmo's new waterside.  

I think there are other benefits, as well as the energy saving and
health benefits of getting out of the car. Social and cultural
activity will increase and social inclusion has a place in which to
flourish. Furthermore the new locations for shopping,
restaurants, cultural facilities and commerce that open up, once
people start to move more slowly around a city, extends  the
geographical extent of the central commercial zone and thus
extends the offer.  Secondary streets that once could not
support shopping are brought back into life, providing locations
for lower rent, local and specialist activity.

The exact nature of a low energy city is not yet known.  Some
people imagine a return to a less industrialised world, supported
by low energy yet hi-tech instruments - identified by the tele
cottage and the bike. Others imagine that our energy problems
can be resolved by different methods of energy generation.
They imagine a future where vehicles and manufactured goods
are still abundant - and where travel is just as cheap - but all
powered in different ways.  These two visions would produce
quite different cities.  The only certainty about the future is that
it will surprise us!  Yet city fathers have to make decisions today.
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The three main indicators which I have selected of GDP, density
and income iniquity provide a useful litmus test, distilling a very
complex set of figures into three which are easy to establish, to
monitor and make comparisons simple.   Each one is inevitably
flawed.  But taken together, intelligently observed and
monitored over time these statistics do seem to be able to
provide a significant indication of sustainability, social
integration and economic success.  They are also easy statistics
to use when making comparisons with other competing cities, in
the region and outside the region. *

Economy
GDP is an internationally recognised measure of economic
success.  Organisations like the World Bank have done a lot of
work to try and reconcile the artificial differences brought to
GDP by currency fluctuations. GDPs are altered to take account
of different buying powers in different countries. I have tended
to ignore this because to me currency fluctuations are a
valuable indicator of relative market value between different
currencies.  In this study I have taken exchange rates as they
stand and not made any adjustments for cost of living
differences.  

When analysing the GDP of a city, one has to be aware that the
presence of company headquarters may unfairly skew the
results.  (This is the case in Inner London) However a city may
elect to separate out any particularly significant local generators
of GDP, in order to more fairly provide comparisons with other
cities.  A city is vulnerable if its GDP is inextricably linked to the
fortunes of one or two major companies or sectors.  For
example Detroit has suffered in recent times because of the
demise of the car industry there.  
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Sustainability
Using density as a measure of sustainability is more a measure
of potential than of reality.  However it does indicate whether a
city is growing and whether it is making good use of its land
supply.  In comparison with other cities the exact nature of its
boundaries must be considered.  Cities which have very tight
boundaries may falsely show high density rates.  If many of the
city workers live outside this boundary then the real city limits
may in fact be much larger and the wider city will thus tend to
be less dense.   A glance at the relative densities of different
wards or quartiers may provide evidence of where
redevelopment or intensification may be relevant.  Density of
population is essential where public transport, cycling and walk-
ability schemes are to be created.  Without this level of density
the heavy subsidies that would be required generally make it
unsustainable. 

Social Integration
Because this statistic is expressed as the division of two income
values it has the benefit of not being currency specific.  Thus
household incomes can be easily compared across boundaries.
It is also an interesting statistic because unlike sustainability or
GDP, it is much more a matter of judgement.    There is no
universal opinion as to what is the optimum figure.  There are
clearly major differences.  For example Sweden is at the bottom
of the list of countries I visited and Italy is at the top.  But
whether one can thus infer that Malmo is a more successful city
for social integration than Venice, is a wider leap.  However
anyone who has visited cities in Sweden and Italy will know that
the social systems that these cities have are very different.
Because people are now much more mobile they can choose
where they want to live.  They can decide if the lifestyle of
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northern Italy is more attractive to them than that of southern
Sweden.  Interestingly we observe that immigration is much
greater in Sweden than in Italy.  Social Integration will be one of
the factors.  A very high figure, like that of Italian cities may
indicate the presence of nascent social problems, which could
erupt in the future.  In London there is currently a lot of media
attention focused upon foreign high earners and whether they
pay enough tax.  This social integration statistic can be used as
a measure of how significant these issues really are. 

It should also be noted that when reviewing a particular city
annual differences between the actual value of high and low
earnings can indicate whether the issue is one of the rich
getting richer or the poor getting poorer.

Monitoring
All cities monitor. Any city which decided to focus on these three
statistics and use them as part of their decision making
process, must use the figures with caution and with judgement.
Monitoring over time and comparing with other cities will be of
use.  And from time to time there will be other statistics which
require a level of concentration.  For example a city which
knows its shopping centre is under-performing might decide to
monitor high street spend or footfall on its primary shopping
streets. If tourism is an issue then number of tourist visitors,
nights spent, or average spend would be of use. 

It should be noted that most cities see their competitors as the
ones which are geographically close.  But in a global and highly
mobile society a city must keep an eye on competition in farther
flung locations.  The 21 cities I have analysed would provide a
useful monitoring set for many cities.
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It is perhaps easier to see where success currently lies, than to
predict how success will be found in the future.  However by
going through the histories of the various towns and cities that I
present in this study I hope that many useful lessons will be
learned.

Do
wn

to
wn

 P
or

tla
nd

 O
re

go
n



38

Today the world population is sophisticated and mobile.
Migration to a different country is almost de rigueur  for young
people in developed as well as in developing countries. People
will gravitate to cities where they can get work and they will
stay in those cities if they can find good housing.  Throughout
their lives they may move in order to bring up a family, to seek
warmer climes, better security or to live with like-minded people.
The decision to remain or to relocate in any particular city is
stimulated by the quality of life that that city can offer.  

For the past 4000 years the success of a city has stemmed
from its natural advantages, from its place in history and from
the energies and talents of its population.  However throughout
history kings, govenors and more recently mayors and
administrators have contributed to this success by optimising
opportunities and by containing threats.  

A city must monitor in order to be aware. But if the monitoring
becomes too complex there is a danger of obfuscation. I
commend to any city the three indicators of economy,
sustainability and social inequity. Armed with these an
administration can monitor progress and can compare its city
with others. 

Some administrations are more empowered than others. But if
extensive powers are linked to quality public participation and
democracy then it is difficult for powers to be abused. 

Economic development is paramount.  But a successful city
must also be sustainable and provide social equality for its
inhabitants. And the city that realises that the outcome of
economic, social and environmental success can lead to a
pleasant lifestyle for its citizens will flourish. 
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Wendy Shillam is an award winning architect and urbanist.  She
has worked with and in cities for over 20 years in urban
planning, regeneration and design.  She has always enjoyed
travel for the opportunity it offers to observe other cities at close
quarters.   And wherever she goes she uses her flair for
languages to talk to people about their lifestyle and about their
city.  

This book started as a monograph on Venice, which she
observed was one of the only examples in the world of a car
free city.  In 2006 she decided to close the urbanism branch of
her practice and to take 2007 as a  sabbatical year.  During that
year she was able to visit the 21 cities that are contained in this
book and to use her analytical skills to examine and record
what makes a city tick.  She had time to think and time to talk
in depth to people in each city.

On returning to London she says that she is now fired with
enthusiasm for the places she has studies and full of admiration
for some of the people she has met.   She is now looking for an
opportunity to put her UK experience and her international
knowledge into practice. 

"It is not so much the scale of the city, but the scale of the vision
which excites me.  I want to work with a group of like-minded,
committed and energetic individuals who are interested in
putting new ideas into practice and have the wherewithal to
achieve it."

Wendy Shillam can be contacted at
coffeeinthesquare@hotmail.co.uk
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