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Key themes emerging from London – NY Dialogue:  

London Seminar, 15th January 2008

We had a lively and diverse discussion at the London meeting on the 15th of January.  Although the group was large – over 30 – almost everyone around the table had an opportunity to express their thoughts on a number of topics.  The mix of professional and philosophical approaches of the attendees made the discussion uniquely wide-ranging and productive.

Greg Clark rounded up the discussion by suggesting that we look at the topics that were raised across 6 categories:

1. Basic demographic, economic, and fiscal characteristics of the two cities

2. Infrastructure, to include:

a. Transport (Regional transport, airports, bridges and tunnels, bus and

subway/undergound)
b. Traditional utilities (energy, water, flood defences, etc)
c. Digital 

3. Planning and property

a. Commercial property market characteristics

b. Housing

c. Sustainability

d. Impact of planning and other regulation

4. People and inclusion

a. Immigration

b. Education & skills

c. Employment

5. Governance and Fiscal  Resources
a. Leadership

b. Investment instruments

c. Regional issues

6. Crime and security

a. Gun crime

b. Terror

c. Transparency

Here is a summary of the key points raised under each of these headings:
1. Basic demographic, economic, and fiscal characteristics of the cities

How have these changed since the first study?  Are the two cities still as similar statistically as they were then?  How have they reacted to the volatility in financial services over the years since 2000?  Has the cost of living impacted demographics similarly?

How are taxes raised and funds spent in each city?  And are the amounts and allocations comparable?  If not, are there obvious implications?  This will link to the topic of governance, below.

2. Infrastructure:
a. Transport
How are transport projects managed, prioritised, and financed in both cities?  How are long range commuters prioritised vis a vis short range?  London suspects that NY can offer lessons in the private v public sector interface in light of the Metronet collapse.  Funding mechanisms such as TIFs are of interest as well.  What are the pros and cons of governance arrangements (ie MTA & Port Authority v TfL & Network Rail)?

What is the potential of technology to impact pricing and usage?  London’s oyster card and congestion charge are on the cutting edge of this issue and have even greater potential in this area.  How can the two cities ensure that affordability of transport does not adversely affect social cohesion?

How are the cities planning for new transport hubs?  There is potentially a good deal to learn from cities in the Far East about placemaking and maximising the potential of new hubs.  Has enough consideration gone into the change in the ‘mental maps’ of London and NY in the light of major schemes?

London’s bus ridership, which has risen dramatically, may be of interest to NY.

The future of airports is looming large in both cities and may be worth its own piece of comparative work.

How are the two cities promoting walking and cycling?  Are there methods which can have a dramatic impact on these modes?

Construction costs are escalating rapidly due to the large number of major schemes in both cities.  The demand for specialty trades, such as tunnelling, are outstripping supply.  This issue also has major implications for Property and may form the basis of a separate piece of work. 

b. Traditional utilities
Both cities have experienced problems with drainage following recent storms.  Are there solutions available given the age of the existing infrastructure? Major  financial challenges looming to raise the necessary investment to maintain systems, let alone build new infrastructure.
Are the power systems going to be able to meet future demand?  London is expecting a change from centralised provision to localised generation.  Is New York anticipating the same?  How will the systems cope with this?  How can the systems cope with hotter climates (meaning  less cooling time for grey boxes?) Lack of a fully integrated power network, especially in the central business district, was a key issue for London.
c. Digital technology
Can London learn from NYs 311 system?  NY also developed innovative portals to streamline interface with the city bureaucracy. London is piloting a single emergency number at the moment on a small scale. 
How should the two cities be approaching municipal provision of broadband and wifi?  Are there other things that they should be doing in the area of technology to maintain their competitiveness as a business location?

3. Planning and property
a. Commercial property market characteristics
One participant summed up a number of themes by suggesting that the market in London is characterised by ‘strange behaviour’.  It was felt that the role of property in London and New York as a commercial tool for investors made the market in these cities unique, as does the volatility of the financial services sector and its impact on the market. Also, concern was voiced that economic conditions may be deteriorating in these booming markets in both cities, since the financial industry is such an important driver of office demand. 
Conservation is generally seen as restricting supply in London, and in some areas, such as the City (financial district) it does.  However, the areas with the strictest conservation restrictions are among the most desirable residential and business locations with the highest values due to the quality of the built environment.  How does conservation affect density? And pricing of space?

Peripheral areas are of interest:  

(1) within the CBD (ie, why is midtown in London still suffering from lower values even though it is accessible to both the City and West End; there are similar ‘black holes’  in Manhattan); and 

(2) outside the central area (both cities have been encouraging alternative business district development outside the CBD – how successful have these been? Or can be in the future?)

The impact of zoning in NY is of interest to the London audience.  Does the ability to ascertain land uses under this system give developers more certainty around planning issues, or is it too restrictive?  Some felt that more prescriptive forward planning in both cities would encourage development, others felt that flexibility was key to allowing developers to maximise values.

NY seems to reuse buildings, London has more new build.  Why is this?  Will the convergence of construction costs in both cities change methods?

What will be the impact of rapidly rising construction costs? See also transport,above.
What is the tax burden on development in both cities?  How does this impact the economies?

b. Housing
How can the cities address their affordability issues?  Particularly for key workers and other workers being priced out. What happens to the “people in the middle” who can’t benefit from the support offered to low-income earners? Virtually everyone in London needs some kind of subsidy. How are commuters making the trade-off between travel costs and housing costs?

Why does London have such a lag between consents and starts?  Does the NY market have a similar problem?  

Has NY managed to successfully involve the private sector in provision of affordable housing?  How is affordable housing financed in both cities?

c. Sustainability
Do the cities have a sustainable built form?  Are incremental changes and retrofitting the best way to make improvements in sustainability, or is large-scale change needed?  (UK govt scientists are arguing that sustainable requirements for new buildings won’t scratch the surface if we don’t retrofit existing buildings.)
 How can sustainability be moved to the forefront of consideration in development in these cities? Buildings have to accommodate economic and social needs of residents, not just be environmentally sound. Both cities now have a sustainability plan and vision but need to lead by example.  Is legislation the only answer? Will this legislation risk damaging the economy? 
4. People and inclusion
a. Immigration
How are the cities coping with massive immigrant populations at both ends of the income scale?  How will they cope if their economies are no longer growing?  What are the implications for social cohesion? What would be the impact on both cities if national policies on immigration become more restrictive?

b. Education & skills
How can the cities address the growing education and skills gap among their residents?  Is NY suffering in attainment as London currently is?  Are there models that work in deprived communities?  Peabody Trust runs programmes on some of their estates, are there similar schemes in NY?  How is education policy affected by governance and control issues?

Recognising the economic impact of education

Huge numbers of foreign students in London - 14% of London’s GDP yet London is slipping down the OECD ladder of rankings for primary education, literacy and numeracy. We need to address this for the future of these individuals who need to compete with newcomers in a global market and to retain major employers in London.

How can skills be improved among residents given the fact that employers are not reporting recruitment shortages?  Can the cities plan over a longer term to provide the skills that will be needed? – ie engineering. 
How can London learn from NY’s well-established sector for continuing and adult education?
5. Governance
This theme came up across almost all of the discussion topics, and a thorough comparison of structures in both cities could be updated from the 2000 study.  It is essential to understand these structures in order to assess which models can be replicated under the different systems. Of particular concern is London’s restricted ability to raise and control its own funds.

6. Crime and Security
It would be useful to see a review of co-operation between the city police agencies since the last report.  Are there still areas for useful joint working?  Could there be a commonality in the definitions and reporting of data on crime and security?

7. Other world cities

It was agreed that learning from and with other world cities is important, but that it is important to make progress on the LON NYC agenda and to take a lead. Other established world cities such as Tokyo, Paris, and Hong Kong may offer particularly useful insights, with Tokyo an important focus.

It was also noted that London and New York and can share and learn much with other faster emerging world cities and megacities in emerging countries. So a wider list would include:

Singapore, Madrid, Miami, Toronto, Frankfurt, Beijing, Shanghai, Mumbai, Delhi, Sao Paolo, Moscow.
Greg Clark agreed to come back with detailed proposal on this work strand.
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