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decision.  Sailing upon the crest of an unexpected bounty from a
property transaction I decided to take the opportunity of having
a year off - or a sabbatical as I have since dubbed it.  I wasn't ill
or burned out I just decided to give myself time to think for a
while.  My work as a consultant urban planner had made me
realise that it takes time to reconstruct a city - more time than
any consultant is normally given.  For example in Montpellier
Mayor George Fraiche has been in power since the 70’s and in
Chicago  Mayor Richard M Daley learned the art of civic
leadership at his father's knee - Mayor Richard J Daley.

But in calling it a year off I was not being honest with myself.  In
fact during that time I have been pretty active.  I decided to
augment my knowledge of European regeneration with a trip to
the USA.  And while I was in Europe I located myself in the
south of Spain from where I have made forays to the European
cities that I like the most. I wanted to find out what makes a city
successful and how far politicians and administrators can make
a difference. And as I had time I decided to go the green route of
using public transport, trains,  boats and bicycles instead of
planes and cars (well mostly).  

I have been hugely assisted in my task by discovering on my
third day in the USA, when I visited Washington,  that Howard
Weil, head of the Metropolitan Economy Unit at the Brookings
Institute there, was engaged in a similar exercise. He was kind
enough to share with me his first, pre-publication, results and
his statistical methodology.  

I have adapted his methods of analysis to compare USA results
with those of my chosen cities in Europe.  These statistics,



6



7

gathered from national and european surveys, appear under
three headings: 
 Economic growth
 Socio-economic inclusion
 Sustainability

At the same time I have been making my own - on the ground
observations of:
 Natural advantage
 Socio-economic progression
 The effect of administrative styles on management
 Policy strategies

I am pleased to be able to report that a number of consistent
lessons do emerge from this work.  Firstly it is clear to me that
the cities (of whatever size) that succeed are constantly focused
on  their economic drivers and work hard to maintain a healthy
economic progression.  Out of this economic success there
develops a momentum - a robust economy - which in turn can
fuel re-investment in social, cultural and environmental
improvements which in turn drives future economic success.
Such policies produce the kind of cities which are stimulating
and comfortable places for living.  Thus by extension these
cities become a good choice for locating or starting up an
enterprise.  Furthermore such cities lose less population to other
more favoured locations.

But I have also observed that no city, however blessed with
natural advantages, can rest on its laurels. Today even the most
successful of cities I visited were concerned with current issues
that pose threats.  Top of the list is the availability of space for
commerce to develop.  But as important are environmental
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issues, accessibility, the housing supply, education,
demographic changes and the threat of inner city crime and
violence.  These issues often attract bad publicity.  I have
noticed that such publicity can be extraordinarily powerful,
rendering the most successful of cities unattractive overnight.  

As I write this, on a balmy evening over a coffee in the
Ayuntamiento Square in the City of Mojacar in Andalucia, I
know not what the future hold for me.  When I get back to
London I will want to find opportunities for putting this new
found knowledge into service. But having given myself the time
to think and to travel slowly I have gained a momentum and
energy which I hope can be put to use in my home town of
London or elsewhere.   

You may feel that some of the cities I refer to are rather small to
achieve that status. Some have only a few thousand
inhabitants.  But my definition of a city is a place of economic,
social and cultural focus whose influence extends beyond its
boundaries.  Thus for me Southwold in Suffolk counts as much
as Chicago in the USA.  They are both cities, but each have their
individual distinctiveness.

This report confirms what I have always firmly believed; that
consistent, sometimes brave, sometimes radical but always
thoughtful policies can transform even the most un-
prepossessing of cities. Though policies and management
methods vary widely between cities and between countries the
targets are often very similar.  The knack, and the enjoyment, is
the complexity of interaction between different issues.  However
well a city is managed there will always emerge new challenges
that may create threats or offer great opportunity.  It is the
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identification and timely response to these challenges which
distinguishes a great city from the merely average.

I wish your city success!

Meatpacking District   New York
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What makes for an enduringly successful city?
How can cities of different types in different countries compare
themselves with each other?
What are the trends in administrative systems?
What key policies produce this success?
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To justify my selection I must first say something about my
definition of a city.  For me city status should not be conferred
merely on the basis of size of population or geographical extent.
Neither does the administrative extent always coincide with the
reality.  For me a city must possess three key elements:

A level of density which allows the city to be visibly urban and
compact, in comparison to its hinterland
A level of commercial activity which gives the city an importance
outside its boundaries
A selection of social and cultural facilities which marks it out and
makes it a focus for a wider community

Thus my smallest "cities", like Mojacar in Spain (population
6500) or Southwold in Suffolk (population 4000) would not be
considered cities by any normal definition.  However for me
these market towns if you prefer should and can consider
themselves in a more urban light.  My findings suggest that the
key policies and administrative structures which can make
smaller cities successful are very similar to those that make
cities like London, New York or Chicago successful.

I make no apology that my selection has been extremely partial.
I have selected places I know to be successful, where
interesting changes are taking place or where something stands
out for me.  For example I have included Montpellier in France
because of its meteoric rise in population over the past 25
years, Portland in Oregon, where free public transport has
transformed the downtown and Orvieto in Italy, one of the slow
cities of Italy which have decided to buck the trend,
concentrating not on growth but on priorities of quality rather
than quantity.
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1 New York
2 Baltimore
3 Washington
4 Chicago
5 Portland Oregon
6 Boston
7 San Francisco
8 Detroit
9 Seattle
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The complete publication now goes on to include a separate
chapter for each city which outlines the key issues for that city.
The chapters highlight their natural advantages, their economic
progression and shows how governence and policies have
influenced their success.    

Over the next few months these chapters will become available
on this website.

10 London UK
11 Middlesbrough UK
12 Antwerp Belgium
13 Montpellier France
14 Bilbao Basque Country 
15 Malmo Sweden
16 Reykjavik Iceland
17 Venice Italy
18 Southwold UK
19 Mojacar Andalucia
20 Orvieto Italy
21 La Seu d'Urgell Catalonia

EUROPE

Over: New York skyline




