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Key themes emerging from London – NY Dialogue:  

New York Seminar, 31st January 2008

The New York discussion was well attended and we covered a large range of topics in a relatively short time.  It is clear that many of the issues that were raised in London are on New Yorkers minds’.  Some new issues came up, however, and others had added dimensions.

The agenda for the morning was a brief introduction by the project team on the following topics, as follows:

· Infrastructure 

· Transport 

· Digital and telecommunications

· Property and Planning 

· Sustainable buildings 

· Housing 

· Immigration  

· Education  

· Best practice advice to and from other major world cities

There were two key points raised near the beginning which underlined much of the discussion that followed:

· NY is predicting 1m additional residents by 2030; and

· The dramatic reduction in crime levels has had a massive impact on a variety of issues under consideration, including redevelopment of previously undesirable neighborhoods, expanded  housing  (rehab or new construction), and the role of recent immigrants in redeveloping entire neighborhoods (Flushing or Astoria in Queens, Sunset Park in Brooklyn)
For clarity I have grouped other comments by topic – although on the morning they may have come up at different times.

Infrastructure
a) Transport

NYC now has some projects underway – a change from the 2000 study.

There is still a problem of focussing public and political attention to the need for investment in infrastructure, at both the national and local level.  Maybe this is because there is a disconnect between the short time frame of the elected official and the need for long term finance for infrastructure maintenance and improvements. New York City’s crisis in its transit system the 70s and 80s led to massive maintenance investment ($75 b since 1982), and the bridge collapse in Minnesota has raised awareness of the potential for catastrophe when investment is not made.  Could a ‘fear factor’ be a driver from the public for more investment?  Sustainability?  Are there other ways for the city to make this topic more ‘sexy’?  

Is it possible for local govt to make these kinds of investments at all?  Shanghai is an example where massive investment is underway – with national funding.  There may be an opportunity to change the way that infrastructure is funded.  

Some work has been done on quantifying the cost of congestion in NYC.  Congestion charge will provide some revenue. More study will be done on the impact of air traffic congestion and the proposed caps at JFK to determine cost to economic competitiveness.  

b) Utilities

New York City needs more electric capacity to supply its population and economic growth through to 2020.  But under energy deregulation, the local utilities no longer control placement of new capacity – that is done at the state level.  Yet,  80% of electricity generating capacity is required to be located within the city. (Unlike London, NYC can not benefit from a national grid). ?
 c) Telecoms

Telecoms have saved NY!  Bad news for finance in the subprime crisis is good news for the financial information industry which has saved Midtown.  The communications hub in NYC has marketed the city to the rest of the world.

Governance

New York City is a creature of the State government, which is an added layer that London does not deal with.  While upstate New York has lost its economy, it has retained its political power, and the city often suffers as a result (inadequate spending on education, infrastructure, housing). Most recent governors, with the exception of Gov. Carey, just don’t understand the role of the city.

Because NYC is not a capital city, this makes advocacy for infrastructure and other financing from central government more difficult, but it does give the private sector more freedom, however.

Quality of Life Issues

We are witnessing the importance of investment in and attention to amenities in the regeneration of our cities --- look what the BID did to improve Bryant Park, which was a no-go zone inhabited by drug addicts.  Now we have a major park and gathering place for office workers, and as a result we have major office investment (Bank of America, Met Life).  Mayor Bloomberg’s attention to amenities and quality of life in PlaNYC  (more parks, trees, playgrounds, better schools, etc.) is important here.

We need to recognise the importance of ‘soft policies’ for economic development, not just investment in the physical infrastructure. 

Property and planning

NYC has been extremely effective at reducing risk to developers.  Air rights policy has been an effective tool on this front.  The life of buildings is getting shorter and tenants (particularly in the financial sector) want new buildings.  Other industries in NYC, and the residential sector, still prefer to upgrade older, pre-war building.  We need also to understand the need by financial firms for large footprints to accommodate trading floors.  Will this pertain in the future? And if so, how do our dense inner cities provide for this kind of space? 

We do need to plan. And invest.  “Cities can not stay static – they either grow, or decline”.

Sustainable buildings

The code and the market are currently effective at greening new buildings; retrofitting is still a challenge.  Landlords are not incented to encourage green investments in old buildings as tenants don’t value them.  Is a tax credit the answer?  Tenants need to be incentivised to save energy etc as well, otherwise they tend to be resistant to change. Trinity Real Estate uses a ‘Saving sharing’ model for its tenants, which seems to be working well. . Going forward, the increasing cost of energy will be a driver  in helping to encourage energy saving..

The LEEDs program may  not be fully relevant in a city such as New York (and possibly London), which suggests that we need to be framing our own criteria and solutions for a more ‘sustainable future’.  In NYC, 80% of the ‘carbon footprint’ comes from our office buildings, not from auto exhaust.

Both the real estate companies and the developers say that young workers and new tenants are asking for green buildings, so this has acquired a new dimension in acceptance, and in planning for space.

We need to better understand what is truly important in delivering ‘green buildings’, to best plan for appropriate investment. Do we fully understand what ‘green’ means?

Should we be looking at Seattle as a model of sustainability?

Housing

NY finservs is becoming increasingly specialised and the city’s workforce is becoming increasingly unique.  The dramatically higher salaries in this industry create a massive challenge for housing, exacerbating the high cost of housing all over the city making it difficult for workers on moderate incomes– police, nurses, teachers – to afford to live in the city.  Housing affordability is a major problem.

The ‘80/20’ program has been very successful in providing low income housing but is pushing up the cost in the higher price ranges (so that the 80% can support the 20%).

Is it time for a cost-benefit analysis of the housing subsidy?  What is the cost to NY of losing its low income workforce, as well as artists and other cultural activity?

Density is increasing around transport hubs in the suburbs, this is an important potential resource for city residents seeking more affordable housing, but the governance fragmentation makes it difficult for the city to influence or benefit from these trends.

Land taxes are a potential solution for bringing the land into better use (this is an interesting issue for London as well – especially with the housing permissions not moving into starts)

Crime, Safety and Security
“The most successful investment NYC has made in the past 20 years has been in safety”.

The impact of NY’s personal safety situation cannot be overstated.  People don’t move out anymore for security reasons.  The improved safety situation has led to gentrification across the five boroughs and neighborhoods,  There are no longer ‘no go’ neighbourhoods.

New York has learned from the City of London’s success with its ‘ring of steel’ and is constructing a similar set of safeguards in the Wall St. area.
Immigration and Education

Education in NYC is a quality of life issue, an economic development issue, and a workforce agenda issue.  Despite the Mayor’s efforts and notable improvement, secondary education is still our ‘Achilles Heel’. While many of the children of our immigrants appear to be doing well, this can not be said for the children of native born Blacks or Hispanics.


Immigrants are the great success story – they save their money, they open businesses, they move to neighbourhoods that were being abandoned by others. 

Both cities have unique and highly diverse sources of immigrants which raises special challenges for integration.  The multi-faceted nature of immigrant groups in NYC supercedes more simple ‘us- them’ racial politics which affect other American cities.  

The fact that immigration policy is made at a national level makes it difficult for the cities’ need for immigrant labor to be adequately taken into account .  Advocacy is also a problem in relation to the new US restrictions on worker visa issues – high skilled professionals are now being outsourced to London as UK has currently easier immigration.  

Can NY learn from London’s experience of integrating new immigrants into the work force, particularly through the ESL programs?  And what is the best point of intervention – with adults, or children at the pre-school level?  

Other points:

Demographics are working very much in NY and London’s favour – they are becoming young cities again.

Is growth a good goal, in the city’s best interest? (Is there anything that could be done about it if it wasn’t?)  Are we planning for the projected  growth in population, either in our infrastructure, transport or housing sector?  Can we afford this goal of growth?

Small businesses find NY hostile – expensive.  How to encourage innovative industries to stay in the city?

Can we look at the role of arts & culture?  As artists get priced out of the city, does it lose its appeal?

Why do our two cities come out low on the standard QOL measures?  

We need to recognize the importance of the city as a centre for medical industry.

