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In an earlier session I suggested that Newcastle faces a choice between maintaining its distinctive identity and being swallowed by the sprawling Sydney mega-city.  In this session I will discuss the context and implications of this choice.

Spatial fix and economic crisis

The US urban sociologist Richard Florida argues that each phase of economic development has its distinct urban landscape, its own ‘spatial fix’. Industrialising nineteenth century England produced smoky industrial towns.  Fordist twentieth century America, with its mass production, mass consumption and social welfare, spawned sprawling automobile-dominated suburbia
.

Florida also maintains that each form of economic and urban organization generates crises, out of which come new economic and urban arrangements—a new spatial fix.   Table 1 applies Florida’s framework to Newcastle.

Table 1: Newcastle NSW: Historical relationship of economy, urban form & economic crisis
	Economy
	Urban form
	Crisis

	Hunter/gatherer
	Indigenous place
	Colonisation

	Convict labour
	Government settlement
	Labour crisis 1850’s

	Resource extraction
	Mining villages
	1890’s crash/Coalfields

	Manufacturing industry
	Industrial/suburban
	Depression/War/1970’s>

	Post-industrial city
	Sprawl or Smart?
	Financial crash 2007>


Like any typology, Florida’s has its limitations. But it does help us to understand shifts in economic and urban forms over time.  In this session we will focus on the post-industrial phase and the choices it offers Newcastle.

Since the early 1970’s Fordism (sometimes called welfare capitalism) has been in decline.  Most mass production has moved from developed countries to cheaper labour areas.  Developed countries have been trying to forge post-industrial economies based on knowledge and technology.  At the same time the Fordist spatial fix, suburbia, with its low-density sprawl and high rates of home and car ownership, has reached its limits. Inner-city decay, traffic congestion, infrastructure bottlenecks, social problems (crime, family breakdown) have generated a search for new urban forms.  (Florida 2009) Hence the interest and experiments in sustainable cities and ‘new urbanism’ that we discussed in our second session.

The seeds of the new urban form, often called the post-industrial city, lie in the epochal economic shift that has been underway for over thirty years.   

From Fordism to the ‘free’ market, and a new economic crisis

Since the early 1980’s people throughout the world have been persuaded of the virtues of free market economics.  The neo-liberal or economic rationalist thesis went like this.  Government regulation had led to the stagflation (simultaneous economic stagnation and monetary inflation) of the 1970’s.  The answer was to let players—individuals, corporations, nations—pursue self-interest in markets.  This would unleash productive ingenuity and energy.  Free markets would sort fit individuals and enterprises from the unfit.  Government regulation should be kept to a minimum.

For a quarter of a century this approach seemed to work.  Developed economies revived, economies in East Asia, Latin America and Eastern Europe boomed.  Australia again became one of the most prosperous countries in the world.  Then in 2007 the world found itself in its greatest economic crisis since the 1930’s depression.

The latest crisis originated in the financial system.  Neo-liberal economics generated a different model of banking.  Traditionally banks had leant money against real assets like houses and factories.  In the neo-liberal economy new forms of credit creation and trading emerged that had increasingly tenuous relationships to real assets.  Banks increasingly lent to hedge funds, private equity groups and special investment vehicles.  Financial traders exploited and at times initiated price differences and price shifts in these financial assets, and in real assets. They also deliberately created asset-price bubbles.  Wall Street would ‘enter a particular market, generate a price bubble within it, make big speculative profits, then withdraw, bursting the bubble.’ Banks ‘gained a wealth of experience blowing such bubbles in the Polish, Czech and Russian stock markets in the 1990’s then bursting them to great profit. The dot.com bubble in the US then showed how the same operation could be carried through in the heartland without any significant loss to the Wall St banks…’  (Gowan 2009, 9)

Market regulators thought they could monitor and control these new forms of trading.  With five Wall St investment banks holding more than $4 trillion in assets this initially seemed possible.  But the new entities—hedge funds, private equity groups, sivs—were in fact trading banks free of regulatory control; they were, as a Spanish central banker put it, ‘like banks but without capital or supervision’.  They raised their capital through such means as repurchase agreements (‘repos’), and from the late 1990’s through credit derivatives like collateralised debt obligations (cdos) and credit default swaps (cdss).  These instruments enabled traders to expand their leverage—their capacity to raise credit against assets, creating a ‘fragile web of risks’.  Big banks like Chase Manhattan gained huge profits by underwriting these ‘shadow banking’ activities. (Ibid 13-15)

Most citizens, including those whose superannuation funds were bankrolling it, were unaware of this frenetic financial trading.  Even now, after the crash, few of us understand the operations of this casino economy. So it is worth taking a closer look at how it works.

How, for example, does the ‘repo’ market work?  The British international relations professor Peter Gowan explains:

Typically, the investment bank wishes to buy a security but needs to borrow funds to do so. On the settlement day, the bank receives the security, and then uses it as collateral for the loan needed to pay for it. At the same time, it promises the lender that it will repurchase the security at a given future date. In that way, the bank will repay the loan and receive the security. But typically, the funds for repurchasing the security from the lender are acquired by selling the security to someone else. Thus, on the settlement day, the original lender to the investment bank is paid off and hands over the security, which is immediately passed on to the new buyer in exchange for cash. This kind of repo funding operation presupposes an asset-price boom. It has accounted for 43 per cent of leverage growth amongst Wall Street banks [in recent years]…Repos have also been the largest form of debt on investment banks’ balance sheets in 2007–08. (Gowan op. cit. 12)

Repurchase agreements created capital from debt. They also obscured the lines of accountability between borrower and lender.  This was even more so with cdos, which bundled together dozens or hundreds of loans of variable quality.  These loans increased banks’ leverage—their capacity to trade on the money market—by minimising their equity commitments.  They also brought high returns to investors.  But the loans were risky: they were trading debt derived from housing, credit card and car loan markets.  And coming from ‘hundreds of thousands of unidentifiable sources, whose credit-worthiness and cash-flow capacity was not known…they were totally opaque to those who bought them’. (Ibid, )

George Soros has described how quickly this house of cards collapsed.  The immediate cause of the current financial crisis, Soros wrote in December 2008, lay in the US

housing bubble or more exactly in the excesses of the subprime mortgage market. The longer a double-digit rise in house prices lasted, the more lax the lending practices became. In the end, people could borrow 100 percent of inflated house prices with no money down. Insiders referred to subprime loans as ninja loans—no income, no job, no questions asked.

The excesses became evident after house prices peaked in 2006 and subprime mortgage lenders began declaring bankruptcy around March 2007. The problems reached crisis proportions in August 2007. The Federal Reserve and other financial authorities had believed that the subprime crisis was an isolated phenomenon that might cause losses of around $100 billion. Instead, the crisis spread with amazing rapidity to other markets. Some highly leveraged hedge funds collapsed and some lightly regulated financial institutions, notably the largest mortgage originator in the US, Countrywide Financial, had to be acquired by other institutions in order to survive.

Confidence in the creditworthiness of many financial institutions was shaken and interbank lending was disrupted. In quick succession, a variety of esoteric credit markets—ranging from collateralized debt obligations (CDOs) to auction-rated municipal bonds—broke down one after another. After periods of relative calm and partial recovery, crisis episodes recurred in January 2008, precipitated by a rogue trader at Société Générale; in March, associated with the demise of Bear Stearns; and then in July, when IndyMac Bank, the largest savings bank in the Los Angeles area, went into receivership, becoming the fourth-largest bank failure in US history. The deepest fall of all came in September, caused by the disorderly bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers in which holders of commercial paper—for example, short-term, unsecured promissory notes—issued by Lehman lost their money.

Then the inconceivable occurred: the financial system actually melted down. A large money market fund that had invested in commercial paper issued by Lehman Brothers "broke the buck," i.e., its asset value fell below the dollar amount deposited, breaking an implicit promise that deposits in such funds are totally safe and liquid. This started a run on money market funds and the funds stopped buying commercial paper. Since they were the largest buyers, the commercial paper market ceased to function. The issuers of commercial paper were forced to draw down their credit lines, bringing interbank lending to a standstill. Credit spreads—i.e., the risk premium over and above the riskless rate of interest—widened to unprecedented levels and eventually the stock market was also overwhelmed by panic. All this happened in the space of a week.  (Soros 2008)

The collapse of Lehman Brothers signaled ‘the disappearance of the investment bank model, producing a drive to consolidate a universal bank model in which the trading activities of investment banks would occur within and be protected by the depository universal banks’.  Governments would underwrite this arrangement. Between April and October 2008 the US and British central banks pumped $5 trillion of credit—14 per cent of global GDP—into the financial system.  (Gowan op. cit.) 

Despite these efforts the global financial system continued to unravel.  By late February 2009 ‘large swathes of the British and Irish banking industries [were] part or wholly state owned, with US mortgage providers Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae on government life support, Citigroup part nationalized and speculation surrounding Bank of America’, the biggest US bank.  (Weekend Australian Business, 28 February 2009, 38).  In the same week the Governor of the British central bank said it was impossible to tell either what was on the balance sheets of major banks, or how much capital would be needed to shore up the banking system. (SMH Weekend Business 28 February 2009, 5)  

These events occurred as global write-downs and credit losses since mid-2007 passed $US 1.1 trillion, and the market capitalization of the banking industry fell 63 per cent. The Nobel-prize winning American economist Paul Krugman said that the global financial system was populated by ‘zombie banks’ hoarding capital while hiding  potential ‘incalculable losses’.  Late in 2008 the Australian government guaranteed all bank deposits.  Soon after, facing the likelihood that foreign banks would soon repatriate their funds, the Australian government set up a $4 billion ‘Ruddbank’ to shore up the commercial property market (Weekend Australian Business, 28 February 2009, 38)

By this time the crisis had spread to the real economy. In Australia the resources industry began to shed jobs.  In February 2009 the Australian Reserve bank predicted the country’s unemployment rate would almost double to 7 per cent within a year.  British unemployment reached 2 million in late 2008 and was expected to reach 3 million in 2010.  In January 2009 667,000 Americans applied for unemployment relief. By early March 2009 4.4 million Americans had become unemployed, half of them in the previous four months.  (www.ft.com/cms/s/0/57f7b5d6-f649-11d; 

www.ft.com/cms/s/0/7b7374fa-f4b9-11d)

At the time of writing (May 2009) the duration and outcomes of the crisis were uncertain.  But it was clear that the crisis was an acute episode in a longer-running movement in developed economies from industrial to post-industrial or knowledge-based production.

Post-industrial spatial fixes: mega-city, entrepreneurial city

Richard Florida argues that the US housing bubble was the last gasp of the Fordist spatial fix.  ‘The bubble encouraged massive, unsustainable growth in places where land was cheap’ and real estate speculation dominant. ‘It encouraged low-density sprawl, which is ill-fitted to a creative post-industrial economy.’  It also encouraged a stationary population tied down by mortgages.  

The current economic crisis, Florida continues, provides an opportunity to remove home ownership from its central place in the US economy.  The government should encourage renting and discourage home ownership by removing incentives—tax breaks, low interest rates—that support mass home ownership.  This would encourage people to move from declining cities to ‘the mega-regions that already power the economy, and the smaller talent-attracting innovations inside them—places like Silicon Valley, Boulder, Austin and the North Carolina research triangle’. 

Citing a Canadian urbanist, Chris Kennedy, Florida argues that ‘only wholesale structural changes, from major upgrades in infrastructure to new housing patterns to big shifts in consumption, allow places to recover from severe economic crises and resume rapid expansion’.  He is heartened by President Obama’s intention to radically increase infrastructure spending: “Done right, such spending could position the US for the next round of growth.’  He continues:

If there is one constant in the history of capitalist development, it is the ever-more-intensive use of space. Today, we need to begin making smarter use of both our urban spaces and the suburban rings that surround them—packing in more people, more affordably, while at the same time improving their quality of life. That means liberal zoning and building codes within cities to allow more residential development, more mixed-use development in suburbs and cities alike, the in-filling of suburban cores near rail links, new investment in rail, and congestion pricing for travel on our roads. Not everyone wants to live in city centers, and the suburbs are not about to disappear. But we can do a much better job of connecting suburbs to cities and to each other, and allowing regions to grow bigger and denser without losing their velocity.
We also must recognize, Florida says, that in a capitalist society governments cannot stop the decline of some places.  But they can help faltering cities to better manage their decline ‘and to sustain better lives for the people who stay in them’.  ‘Places like Pittsburgh have shown that a city can stay vibrant as it shrinks, by redeveloping its core to attract young professionals and creative types, and by cultivating high-growth services and industries’.

In a market economy, cities compete with one another for industries and workers.  In this environment, cities both look for a competitive edge and market themselves.  Many medium-sized cities that have lost industries like steel and shipbuilding try to find a new niche in one of more of knowledge industries, tourism, entertainment, events and conferences, and real estate development.  Local government and business form partnerships to sell the city as an attractive place to live and work or visit.  (Thorn 2006 68-69)

Developing a positive image of the city is central to this ‘entrepreneurial city’ strategy.  Cities previously reliant on heavy industry try to ‘rebrand’ themselves as pleasant and safe places.  City elites strive to suppress things like street crime or graffiti that might mar the image.  Attractive public spaces—parks, squares, waterside walks, cycle paths, cultural centres, sports facilities—are created and marketed.  (Ibid)

These strategies have benefited cities across the world.  Goteborg, the second biggest city in Sweden, is a good example.  Analogous to Newcastle (a harbour and industrial city of half a million people), Goteborg declined as industries closed down in the 1970’s.   In 1990 local government and business formed a company, Goteborg and Co to promote the city (see www.goteborg.com) as an attractive destination for tourists, conferences and big events.  The marketing focused on Goteborg’s advantages as a small harbour city. The following qualities were emphasized:

· attractive and internationally competitive facilities  
· proximity, i.e. the city’s major event facilities are located in the heart of the compact, vibrant city centre within walking distance of hotels, restaurants, shopping,  and cultural and entertainments facilities  
· extensive competence in organising and arranging events  
· strong programmes for turning arena events into city events  
· unique and well developed co-operation between local authorities and companies 
· considerable interest in culture and sport among the city inhabitants 
· a clean, safe and beautiful city (Göteborg & Co 2005: 21 cited in Thorn. op. cit. 72)  

 This strategy brought Goteborg the World Athletic Championships in 1995 and the European Athletic Championships in 2006.  These were deliberately staged as whole-of-city events, a mixture of sport and culture attractive to all ages and classes.  The opening ceremony for the European Championship was staged in the city centre square that houses the city museum, theatre and concert hall. The stage for the opening was transparent so that TV cameras could capture the buildings around the square, reinforcing the idea of the festival as both sporting and cultural. (Ibid 73)

Catharina Thorn, a local academic, maintains that the Goteborg entrepreneurial city strategy changed the way the community saw the city. As the strategy was implemented, the public adopted the ‘economic interest’s’ attitude towards the city, and public debate about development issues was replaced by slogans about the ‘innovative city’.   (Ibid 71, 74-75)

As Thorn and others have argued, changing the image and the function of a city benefits some people and disadvantages others.  Urban renewal and gentrification attract attract the privileged and drive out the less privileged.  New York sociologist Sharon Zukin coined the phrase ‘pacification by cappuccino’ to describe this process.  While welcoming cultural diversity (ethnic restaurants, world music, etc), the ‘new middle class’ of knowledge workers who gentrify city precincts displace working class and underclass residents.  This occurs directly—through gated communities and security guards—but more frequently indirectly, as rents rise and the culture of a place changes.  Earlier inhabitants no longer feel comfortable in their neighbourhood and move elsewhere. (Zukin 1996)  I saw this process at work in inner Sydney in the 1970’s, 80’s and 90’s; I am seeing it again in inner Newcastle today as Macmansions demolish miners’ cottages, and coffee shops replace workers’ clubs.

Smart city

The entrepreneurial city strategy is likely to bring both temporary benefits and social inequity.  A city can only stage so many sports or cultural events.  The events city’s comparative disadvantages, including the novelty of competing cities, will soon assert themselves to prospective clients.  The economic benefits of developments will accrue to a small proportion of the city’s population. 

The entrepreneurial city strategy is at best a temporary solution to the decline of the Fordist economy and city.  It cannot generate new, sustainable post-industrial economic and urban arrangement.  

To attract people and production a city must be more than a pleasant place to stage events or to live in.  It must be a place where people can work and live over time.  The post-industrial city needs new industries and enterprises, and the latter require new technological, organizational and institutional arrangements.   

In our competitive global economy the most successful countries, cities and regions are those that have moved into knowledge-based industries like computer hardware and software (Silicon Valley, Ireland, Bangalore, Route 128 Massachusetts), electronics (Taiwan), mobile telephony (Finland), bioscience (Munich, Cambridge), pharmaceuticals (Ireland), product design (northern Italy), medical technology (southern France, Ireland), digital media, financial services (Singapore, Sydney).   

After researching innovative regions, Harvard researcher Michael Porter concluded that “the enduring competitive advantages in a global economy lie increasingly in local things—knowledge, relationships, motivation—that distant rivals cannot match” (cited in Green 2008, 21). 

Professor Roy Green, an Australian who has worked in Ireland and the UK, maintains that economic innovation has three dimensions—technological, organizational and institutional.  Australia, with its historic reliance on resource exports, has a smaller and less innovative manufacturing sector than many other OECD countries.  Disturbingly, as Table 2 below shows, Australia lags behind comparable countries in investing in knowledge—research and development, higher education and software.

Table 2: Investment in knowledge as a percentage of GDP 

(Green 2007, 44, 45)
	Country
	Percentage of GDP

	Sweden
	6.8

	Finland
	6.1

	Denmark
	5.5

	Canada
	4.7

	Australia
	4.1


As Green notes, government commitment to and investment in knowledge and skills development is essential to the growth of innovative economies.  Unfortunately, in Australia between 1996—2005 public expenditure in tertiary education fell.  Since coming to office in 2007 the Rudd government has begun to reverse this decline.  

The second element in Green’s innovation strategy is changing how enterprises are organised.   This means getting people to see their workplaces as open systems needing to connect with and learn from other innovative organizations.  A key move is to link foreign investors to the development of clusters and networks of local firms, thus giving the locals access to capital, knowledge and markets.  The government instrumentality Enterprise Ireland adopted this strategy in the 1980’s, helping Irish firms to enter the global information technology, medical technology and pharmaceutical markets.

Institutional development is the third element in Green’s innovation strategy.  Successful knowledge-based economies are supported by a coherent national innovation policy and web of institutions that help firms to make use of new technology, research findings, internal knowledge and expertise, and opportunities for collaboration with local and overseas enterprises.   One hopeful sign is  Enterprise Connect, set up by the Rudd government to help Australian enterprises “to become more innovative, efficient and competitive” (www.enterpriseconnect.gov.au). But as the following table shows, to be effective this new body will have to be located within a broader policy framework.  
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(Green 2007, 49)

It is too early to judge whether Australia will develop such a comprehensive approach to fostering innovation.   Previous governments, including Hawke/Keating Labor (1983—1996) and Howard Liberal/National signally failed to do so, instead continuing Australia’s historical tradition of dependence on agricultural and mineral exports. (Pearse 2007, 2009)

The right to the city
The economic future of our city is a vital issue.  But so too is the question of who decides on its future, and how.

The feelings of displacement that people often feel as their city changes raises questions about who owns and controls the city.  The British economic geographer David Harvey begins a recent paper by arguing that existing conceptions of human rights do not challenge dominant economic and political arrangements. In fact, he says, in cities one right—to private property and private profit—trumps all others.  This means that the right, say, of developers to reshape cities in their own interests goes largely unchallenged, while the right of citizens to have a say in the future of their cities is barely articulated. (Harvey 2008 23)

Harvey then sketches another approach to urban rights, which he calls ‘the right to the city’. This he says ‘is far more than the individual right to access urban resources’.  It is a common right: the right to collectively make and remake our cities.  And the sort of city we want depends on our values: the ‘kind of social ties, relationship to nature, lifestyles, technologies and aesthetics we desire’. (Ibid)

Harvey’s approach to urban rights encourages us to make connections between economics, politics and values.  It raises the sort of questions we began these sessions with: Why is Newcastle like it is? How well has it been governed? What might we learn from our city’s history?  What do we want our city to be like now and in the future?

Harvey’s approach to such questions is rooted in political economy.  ‘From their inception’, he argues, ‘cities have arisen through geographical and social concentration of surplus product’.  (Ibid 24)  

Before we go any further, we need to understand what Harvey means by ‘surplus product’.

Harvey’s analysis is an historical materialist one: it focuses on the way material factors, and especially economic and political ones, shape societies over time.  The core concept in historical materialism is production.  To exist, people must produce—they must work, using technology, to transform raw materials into products.  They must, of course, produce enough to continue to live.  But most societies do more than this: they also produce a surplus (more than they need to subsist), which then has to be used in some way.  As history has unfolded, societies have devised different ways of dealing with surplus production—feudalism, capitalism and socialism being the ones best known to us.

Let us now return to Harvey’s paper.  ‘Urbanisation’, he continues, ‘has always been…a class phenomenon, since surpluses are extracted from somewhere and from somebody, while the control over their disbursement typically lies in a few hands’.  (Ibid)  The way the surplus is extracted, and who extracts it, changes over time. Feudal lords extracted the surplus through tithes and rents.  Capitalists extract the surplus through wages and consumption. In early capitalism, the surplus is mainly extracted through low wages.  As labour becomes more organized and bargains more effectively, wages rise. So does consumption, as capitalists devise new ways of extracting the surplus (making profit)— computer games, proliferation of automobile makes and models, shopping malls (much more profitable than the old corner store or shopping strips).

Capitalism constantly seeks new markets for its surplus. As it does this it periodically gets into trouble. As we have seen, by expanding credit to the affluent for stock market and property speculation and to the poor for unaffordable home mortgages, and then by trading this debt for further profit, the financial sector created the conditions for the current economic crisis.

How can this way of analyzing capitalism and its crises help us to understand urban development?  According to Harvey, ‘urbanization has played a particularly active role, alongside such phenomena as military expenditures, in absorbing the surplus product that capitalists perpetually produce in their search for profits’.  (Ibid 25)  He develops this assertion through some historical examples.

Remaking Paris
A European economic crisis in 1848 generated working class revolt and bourgeois repression and the reinstatement of a monarch, Louis-Napoleon. Louis repressed dissent and initiated a vast infrastructure program: railways, ports and harbours in France and the Suez canal and railways abroad.  Louis also appointed Baron Georges Haussman to remake Paris.  His motivation was both political and economic.

The people of Paris had made three revolutions in 59 years, so the people of Paris must be removed.  They were—some 200,000 of them, evicted to form new and more dire slums in Belleville, Menilmontant and other eastern quarters…Much of ‘[this urban renewal] was badly needed, almost philanthropic: sewers, gas mains, water supplies and new schools and several of the city’s parks [were built]… (Ibid 25)

But there was a dark side to this massive redevelopment.  

To facilitate traffic, to enrich the unsavory swarm of speculators that buzzed about the imperial throne, and to get the poor out of sight and out of mind, central Paris was nearly obliterated by a gargantuan program of slum clearance and road building—Boulevards Sebastopol, Saint-Germain, Saint- Michel, de l’Opera, Hausmann among many others…No accommodation was made for the 200,000 displaced poor…And Hausmann showed absolutely no consideration for Paris’s past; one of his most wanton crimes was the destruction of 80 per cent of the city’s past. (Facaros & Pauls 1993, 59-60, 89-90).

This ‘proto-Keynesian’ debt-financed urban renewal, by absorbing surplus capital and labour, helped to overcome France’s economic crisis.  It remade Paris as 

the city of light’, the great centre of consumption, tourism and pleasure; the cafés, department stores, fashion industry and grand expositions all changed urban living so that it could absorb vast surpluses through consumerism…The system worked well for some fifteen years…But then the overextended and speculative financial system and credit structures crashed in 1868.  Haussmann was dismissed; Napoleon III in desperation went to war against Bismarck’s Germany and lost. In the ensuing vacuum arose the Paris Commune, one of the greatest revolutionary episodes in capitalist urban history, wrought in part out of a nostalgia for the world that Haussmann had destroyed and the desire to take back the city on the part of those dispossessed by his works.  (Harvey op. cit. 25-26)

There are echoes here of our current situation. This is particularly apparent in the references to consumerism, financial speculation and dodgy credit structures. But nostalgia for an earlier city and distress at its passing are also present here in Newcastle as people complain about the moribund CBD, harbourside development and local politicians’ failure to envision and fight for a better city.

The post-war city

Let me recap on a major theme in our last session. Economic depression and the Second World War left people wanting a better world, including better cities. Within thirty years suburban utopia had morphed into a sprawling, car-dominated dystopia. Reacting to this, thinkers and practitioners devised what they hoped would be more human and sustainable ways of building cities.

David Harvey suggests that popular revolt played a role in the transition from the planned city to the sustainable city.  Urban riots in the US, the 1968 French student and worker revolt, resident action to preserve neighbourhoods around the world, the development of counter-cultural urban lifestyles—all these were assertions of a popular right to the city.  These developments combined with a major critique of urban planning and design to generate the new urbanist ideas that we discussed in the previous session. Critics like Jane Jacobs in the US and the European architect Leon Krier attacked what Krier called the ‘symbolic poverty of current architecture and townscape’ resulting from mono-functional zoning.  By dividing cities into single-use zones—commercial, residential, recreational, retail—Krier, Jacobs and others argued, planners suppressed the very variety and liveliness that made urban life worthwhile.  Such criticisms informs the thinking of the New Urbanists, who seek to redesign city precincts as places where people feel they belong (Harvey 2008 op.cit. 26-27; Harvey 1989  67ff; Jacobs 1961/1992; Scruton 2008; Session 2 this series)

The global city  
In 1950 there were 86 cities in the world of one million people or more; in 2006 there were 400; in 2008 there were more than 100 such cities in China alone. (Davis 2006, 1; Harvey 2008, 29) Urbanisation is now truly global; for the first time in history, more than half the world’s population lives in cities. Cities have to be built and maintained; once more urbanisation is a major absorber of surplus capital and labour. 

In the era of globalization, the popular right to the city is challenged in diverse ways. Throughout the developing world, developers, aided by governments, continually drive working people from their homes, often brutally.  In Harare a few years ago, in Beijing before the Olympic Games (Solomon 2003 5-14), in Cambodia as I write (Dateline SBS 1 March 2009) the dwellings of the poor are bulldozed so the wealthy may be housed.  In the ugliest of ironies Dharvi, the Mumbai neighbourhood celebrated in this year’s Academy Award winning Slumdog Millionaire is being demolished piece by piece to make way for 14-15)luxury apartments. In these situations the right of working people to the city is brutally crushed. As Harvey points out, this is capital ‘accumulation by dispossession’, the mirror-image of capital absorption through urban redevelopment. 

For the affluent anywhere in the world, Harvey points out, quality of urban life has become a commodity they can buy.  Guarded gated communities, air-conditioned cars, private schools, luxurious recreational facilities—the wealthy can buy all these, while the poor subsist in far-flung suburbs, or in third world ‘illegal settlements where water is only available at public fountains, no sanitation exists, electricity is pirated by a privileged few, the roads become mud streams when it rains, and where house-sharing is the norm’. (Balbo 1993, cited in Harvey 2008 op.cit. 32)

In countries like Australia, the popular right to the city is undermined in more subtle but still powerful ways.  A nexus of developers and politicians facilitates the construction of ever more sumptuous shopping malls, commercial centres, entertainment facilities and denser residential developments. We see this nexus at work in Newcastle, where a few prominent developers work with compliant local councils to undertake problematic projects, despite often fierce public opposition.  Even upper class neighbourhoods are not immune from these pressures: witness the multistory apartment blocks strung along the Pacific Highway on Sydney’s North Shore
, despite the determined opposition of the affluent and well-connected local community.  

Harvey evokes Zukin’s phrase ‘pacification by cappuccino’ to evoke the most subtle saboteur of the right to the city, the selling of urban lifestyle.  As Harvey puts it:

The postmodernist penchant for encouraging the formation of market niches—in both consumer habits and cultural forms—surrounds the contemporary urban experience with an aura of freedom of choice, provided you have the money. Shopping malls, multiplexes and box stores [retail chains] proliferate, as do fast-food and artisanal market-places…Even the incoherent, bland and monotonous suburban tract development that continues to dominate in many areas now gets its antidote in a ‘new urbanism’ movement that touts the sale of community and boutique lifestyles to fulfill urban dreams. This is a world in which the neoliberal ethic of intense possessive individualism, and its cognate of political withdrawal from collective forms of action, becomes the template for human socialization.  (Harvey 2008 op.cit. 31-32)

As Harvey points out, in the fragmented, pacified city ‘ideals of urban identity, citizenship and belonging—already threatened by the spreading malaise of the neo-liberal ethic—become much harder to sustain…[and] even the idea that might function as a collective body politic…appears implausible’.  

Whose city?

In a 2007 essay Jonathan Raban—English writer, now Seattle resident—ruminates on the recent history of his adopted city in a way we might find useful as we consider our city’s future.   Moving to Seattle in 1990, Raban found a city whose essential history was still evident. The industries—timber, fishing, shipbuilding, maritime trade—that made Seattle the capital of the north-western United States were still operating.  ‘Squint’, Raban writes, ‘and you could almost see Seattle as it was in the 1850’s’.  

For more than a hundred years Seattle had a symbiotic relationship with the vast hinterland that produced the commodities on which the city prospered.  Connections with Seattle reached a thousand miles east through Washington state and into Montana and South Dakota.

There was in 1990 a rootedness to Seattle, Raban writes, perhaps attributable to the Scandinavian, Lutheran character of many of its settlers; and certainly present in the city’s solid downtown ‘hotels, clubs, department stores and theatres …designed like palaces in the reign of the emperor Hadrian’.  There was a logical continuity to the city then that was even apparent in a giant company like Boeing, whose first planes were built by its founder William, president of his family-owned timber company. The company’s first ‘stick and stringer’ planes, built by shipwrights in a Seattle yacht yard, ‘were like featherweight avian boats’.  Today examples of these planes hang in Seattle’s Museum of Flight.

But then things changed. Bill Gates, born in Seattle, moved back there in 1979 with his new firm Microsoft and its 28 employees.  Over the next two decades Microsoft grew into the world’s biggest software company.  Its rise ‘had an intense magnetic force, drawing into its field dozens of small software outfits’.  Departing Microsoft executives ‘set up their own Seattle-based enterprises, such as Rob Glaser’s RealNetworks...Other businesses, such as Expedia.com, were spun off from Microsoft but stayed in the area’.  Seattle ‘became the perfect site for Internet-related start-ups, from Amazon in 1994 to Zillow in 2006’. 

The booming job market attracted thousands of ‘college-educated  migrants… most from the east coast and California’.  This in turn spawned ‘a riot of new construction’, and a new culture.  ‘Pastel-coloured condo blocks, mountain bike shops, Starbucks [another Seattle start-up] on every corner, kayak schools and assembly-required furniture showrooms sprang suddenly into being’. The 

young workforce, androgynously dressed in cargo pants and T-shirts, topped by Velcro-fastened outdoor gear from Eddie Bauer and REI, looked like a culture in the making. Their air of perpetual studentdom was reinforced by the way Microsoft called its headquarters "the campus," and they worked eccentric, student hours, "pulling all-nighters," which explained their seemingly permanent attachment to paper cups of espresso coffee. Caffeine was their acceptable vice, as cigarettes and Martinis had been to earlier generations, and a symbol of their sleepless labors at the keyboard.

This new economy and culture overlaid—and was in some tensions with—an older and still influential one.  The port of Seattle was busier than ever with Pacific trade; the Alaskan fishing fleet headquartered there as well.  Boeing’s workforce was almost double that of Microsoft’s (60,000 to 35,000).  In two short decades Seattle had shed its identity as a regional city, bound to its hinterland and had 

become a post-regional city, paying far closer attention to the hourly fluctuations of the Nasdaq and Nikkei indices than it does to what's happening in its immediate vicinity. Increasingly divorced from the hinterland, it now seems to float more in virtual space than in the regional space which - until surprisingly recently - used to define and sustain it. For both the hinterlanders and many old-guard Seattleites, this uprooting has been a painful and incomprehensible process, alienating them from the city they'd long regarded as theirs by right of birth….

While to the dot-commers Seattle’s hinterland was ‘the environment’, a wilderness to be treasured and preserved for recreation, the hinterland was in economic and social decline. 

As soon as one leaves the suburbs of Seattle, incomes fall precipitately, as if off a cliff. An air of quiet - too quiet - distress pervades once-prosperous timber towns such as Forks, on the Olympic Peninsula, whose best hope now is to divert tourists, meaning Seattleites, on their way to hike in the rainforest that Forks used to cut down with chainsaws. An underpatronized cafe in Forks isn't a bad place from which to contemplate the host of cultural luxuries to which Seattle has recently treated itself - the new opera house, the just-reopened and greatly expanded art museum, the dazzling public library designed by Rem Koolhaas, the new downtown sculpture park, the state-of-the-art symphony hall, new baseball and football stadiums, the botched fantasia of Frank Gehry's Experience Music Project - or to reflect on Seattle's latest political controversy, which was about whether to replace the aging and earthquake-vulnerable Alaskan Way Viaduct with a $3.4bn tunnel.

As people on the make snub and discard those who've helped them on the way up, so do cities, and Seattle, disentangling itself from its roots over the past 20 years, has made many enemies, but seems unconcerned - and no wonder. Its stake in the expanding commerce of the virtual world is big and growing bigger. As the nearest port in the continental U.S. to Tokyo, Shanghai, and Hong Kong, it looks to the rise of China with more equanimity than any other American city (and, for the same reason, it views the nuclear ambitions of Pyongyang with more apprehension). Cyberspace and Asia beckon. 

The tensions between the old and the new exploded at the World Trade Organisation conference in Seattle in November 1999.

It was the delirious top of the boom, with the Nasdaq set to break 4,000 by Christmas, and venture capital growing on trees. At the "Battle of Seattle," the headlines and pictures were overly concerned with black-masked "Oregon anarchists," smashing the windows of chain stores and looting them; but what I saw was an enormous, mostly local, all-age crowd of men and women - welders, machinists, dockers, store clerks, fishermen, timber-industry workers, students, marching together under the aegis of the union federation AFL-CIO, in a peaceful and sometimes witty demonstration. "Globalization" was the catchword of the moment, but the real target was much closer to home.

These were the people whom the boom had left behind. The demonstrators were protesting Seattle's leaping rents and house prices; the unfathomable workings of the "new economy," in which companies were valued not on their ability to make money but their capacity to spend it at a hell-for-leather burn rate; the marginalization of once-prized manual skills; the takeover of the city by alien, baby-faced stock-option millionaires.

Earlier in the year, a fleet of primrose-yellow vans had appeared in the streets wearing the livery of the newest extravagantly bankrolled start-up, MyLackey.com. The lackeys, capped and braided like bell-boys, ran errands and did chores. The company name, however facetiously meant, was incendiary, suggesting as it did a gleeful return to an upstairs-downstairs master-and-servant society - which was exactly what the WTO demonstrators feared, for they knew all too well on which side of the baize door they were expected to belong.

On the morning of Nov. 29, when I was driving my then seven-year-old daughter to school over a high freeway overpass, she was excited to see a banner strung from the boom of a mammoth crane, and held in place by men dangling gymnastically from ropes, a hundred feet above the ground. One waved to her as we passed by at eye-level. The boom was aligned due north and south, and the banner showed two enormous arrows. The southward arrow pointed downtown, and said "WTO"; the northward one said "DEMOCRACY." Where had democracy fled? To the - relatively - blue-collar city of Everett, Wash.? To Canada? To the arctic wastes? It was impossible to tell.

Even in Seattle, the archetypal post-industrial/post-modern/cyber city, there is a struggle going on between old and new, humanity and money, memory and forgetting.  This struggle goes on in all the word’s cities, in an era of major economic change and environmental crisis, and at a moment of economic crisis.    

Keeping in mind this economic and environmental context, as well as what we have learned in these sessions about 

· Newcastle’s urban history

· Urban planning and design

· Newcastle’s green spaces  

and considering the choice Newcastle faces, between on the one hand submitting to Sydney’s urban sprawl, and on the other retaining its distinctivenees while designing a liveable, sustainable, post-industrial city 

and remembering Harvey’s notion of the right to the city and Raban’s reflections on change in Seattle, let’s now return to questions with which we began this series of talks: 

· What sort of city do we want? 

· How might we get it?

What do you think? 

Watch this space for more on all this… 
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� A system of mass production and consumption, ‘Fordism’  was named after the founder of assembly-line production and was also known as ‘welfare capitalism’. It  was dominant in western industrialised countries from the mid 1940’s until the mid 1970’s. Fordism delivered economic growth, high wages, high levels of consumption and social security to most people in these countries.


� In 2002, Ku-ring-gai Council, under pressure from the NSW Government, agreed to introduce three-storey, medium-density housing into the area. Following several years of protests, the council yielded, acknowledging that the area was not well suited to such developments. Within months of that decision, in 2006, the Government chose to override the decision, seizing planning control from the council and, following a dispute in the Land and Environment Court, which the council lost, rezoning the area for five-storey development..  Ku-ring-gai Mayor Elaine Malicki said this week that the council had the apartment projects forced on the area through the Government's strategy to create 400,000 new homes in Sydney over 25 years. She said Ku-ring-gai Council had to come up with 10,000 new dwellings, 4000 of which had already been constructed, and now the Government was trying to make the council build more than the initial quota. (Weekend Australian 7-8 March 2009, 5)
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