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Introduction
Sharon Chisholm, Knowledge Exchange Specialist at the Centre for Housing 
Research and Honorary Research Fellow at the School of Geography & 
Geosciences, University of St. Andrews, and David Waite, PhD Researcher at 
the Centre for Housing Research at the University of St. Andrews

The place of cities and the role of infrastructure
There is a growing realisation that the effective management of places – in particular, the spatial 
patterns of government investments – has key roles in shaping national outcomes in relation to 
competitiveness, cohesion and sustainability. Neighbourhoods, cities, city-regions and broader 
spatial scales all reflect and shape national patterns of development. From the perspective of 
economic policies, they provide a meeting place for various enterprises and are often the pace 
setters and determinants of regional activities and therefore a nation’s wealth.  

Typically discussions of urban economic development policies focus on what cities can do to 
improve the quality and variety of human capital within places, and the capacity of firms to 
innovate, and indeed imitate, effectively. Across the OECD countries, however, the past decade 
has seen a growing recognition of how locally fixed systems such as planning, land markets, 
housing and infrastructure provision can influence growth and development. This volume, 
unusually, touches upon using infrastructure investment to shape better places. 

Given this, infrastructure is more than a story about how we repair and upgrade our cities. 
Rather, it concerns the multiple connections between experts, communities and policy makers, 
on the one side, and effects on investments such as housing, roads, transit and business forma-
tion on the other. It is about the developing links between cities, towns, rural communities and 
regions. It is also about delivering infrastructure by strengthening relationships and finding new 
pathways to collaboration.  

While many readers are well aware of the potential outcomes that investing in cities offer, the 
authors in this book describe their real experience to support this idea, revealing who the key 
players are, the role of planning, pivotal interventions during a project, what challenges are 
particularly difficult and how we might think about places as we look ahead. It is a challenging 
time to do this, however. Indeed, the shocks brought about by the latest economic recession 
have left no OECD country unscathed. We stand at a time where a large number of households 
face constrained employment prospects, where young people are particularly affected by higher 
unemployment and reduced housing security, where others are locked into a housing system 
where asset values have stagnated or declined, and too many live in communities facing sharp 
cutbacks to public services and job prospects. 
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So nations face the triple challenges of continuing to close the manifest gaps in infrastructure 
provision that became apparent over the past decade, investing to accommodate growth 
with as many productivity gains and as few sustainability downsides as possible, and at 
the same time reconfiguring investment in regions, cities and neighbourhoods facing 
problems of decline. Meanwhile, ruptures in economic cycles present a chance to rethink 
established ways of doing things and potentially capture new investments. As places that 
must constantly adapt to changing social and economic conditions, such opportunities 
and challenges are strongly apparent in urban areas. This book, in attempting to tease out 
pathways forward, thus comes at a crucial moment.

The possibility that cities, large and small, when supported by effective governance 
arrangements, can play a strong role in determining national prosperity and well-being 
forms the context for this book. We were also influenced by growing concerns in the UK 
that place policies might move off the national agenda. Debates circulate about the future 
of place investments in a context of shrinking public purses, while competitive pressures 
mount from emerging markets. As a consequence, an informed debate on the opportunities 
that can emerge from infrastructure and place investments will be useful in supporting the 
evolution of our national economies.

Our focus on “places” includes towns, cities and urban regions. While the term “places” 
could clearly be extended to include a range of other geographies, this book takes a 
predominantly urban focus, given the particular characteristics of such spaces – notably 
the co-location of workers, firms and infrastructure hubs – which, when supported by 
carefully targeted infrastructure investments, can support innovation, allow new economic 
ideas to percolate, and help to realise more environmentally sustainable communities. With 
these potential futures in mind, and at a time where the centrality of cities within policy 
and academic conversations is gaining greater attention, we aim to contribute to and 
advance the dialogue on how and in what forms place policy can be developed.

As practitioners, policy managers and academics, the authors in this volume offer a wide 
range of views on how infrastructure can be planned and delivered effectively. The authors 
negotiate the critical bridge between academia, public policy and practice and have a 
careful view towards the complexities that arise when looking to achieve multiple social, 
economic, cultural and environmental objectives. Place management and development is a 
complex area and does not lend itself to best-practice guides.

The volume: variety of perspectives and places
A key tactic of this project has been to bring together key players who think about and consider 
cities in very different ways. However, while fostering collaboration among a diversity of
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players, cultures, background and viewpoints, we have also engaged authors who think 
through place policy in ways that will elevate the fortunes and resilience of communi-
ties as well as the national economy generally. In this respect, we see in all the papers 
a strong motivation to generate a workable vision for how places and people might 
prosper.

In this volume you will find a range of insights including:
 
•	 concrete examples from across the OECD, with Australian, Canadian, French, Dutch, 

New Zealand and UK experiences;
•	 trigger points and priorities that influenced how the city conversation evolved – for 

example, from urban blight to the management of rapid population growth; 
•	 tools and concepts that can provide useful insights and policy innovations, especially 

in areas of planning, geography, social inclusion and economics; 
•	 reflections on lessons learned from major infrastructure strategies; and
•	 governance strategies that fit in diverse places.

As a collection of papers, moreover, differing starting points – “thematic” and “spatial” 
– can be gleaned from the volume. First, Bradford, Howe, Grimes and Maclennan focus 
attention on the architecture of policy arrangements and governmental strategies 
that affect place building. Detail about the nature of governmental co-operation, 
the schemes used to operationalise place building policy, and the particular tools 
and legislative measures being deployed give a bird’s eye account of the political 
and bureaucratic manoeuvring involved in the advancement of place policy. Moving 
from this thematic stance, the papers by Ballantyne, Spiller, Priemus and Schaefer 
are oriented more towards the spatial arena of place building. The two latter authors 
take the city region as the key point of focus, while for Ballantyne a particular 
community within Toronto provides the anchor for the paper.

The chapters may also be considered in terms of regional groupings, with the four 
prominent groupings being Australasia, Canada, Europe and the UK. What can be said 
about the varying pressures, mechanisms and historical trajectories that influence 
place policy? Starting with Australasia, it is clear from Howe’s, Spiller’s and Grimes’ 
work that rapid population increases, changing economies and the consequent need 
to develop policy management tools to cope with growth pressure are principal 
issues. For Canada, issues of federal-provincial governance tension, the diversity of 
places and the competitiveness ethos required in contemporary spatial policy come 
to the fore, in both Bradford’s and Ballantyne’s work. 
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In the European context, the particular planning techniques and transit policies that 
have played such a prominent role in place building are apparent. In this respect, 
Priemus and Schaefer both emphasise the significance of new infrastructure, and 
how physical developments intersect with economic and social systems for the 
effective functioning of city regions. Finally, Maclennan provides a careful overview 
of place planning in the UK to date, pointing to moments where traction has been 
lost and gained as well as to challenges that are emerging with the “new localism” 
approach.

The diversity of views put forward does not prevent one, however, from drawing out 
a range of common points. These include:

•	 the importance of a collaborative engagement with stakeholders in city-region 
planning initiatives;

•	 linking infrastructure projects so that efficiencies are achieved and 
neighbourhood disruption is minimised;

•	 linking places with well-conceived transit plans;
•	 the difficulties associated with the distribution and devolution of funding 

tools and mandates, especially when outcomes are important to connecting 
areas;

•	 the need for political buy-in to forward place policy – in other words “strong 
leadership”; and

•	 the centrality of housing within urban development, both as an asset base for 
households and as having vital linkages to the effective functioning of labour 
markets, among other things.

The latter point is of particular interest to the Centre for Housing Research at the 
University of St Andrews. Housing is an investment in better places, in reduced health 
costs, in a better start for children. In its role as place investment, how housing 
is provided and who it is provided for can have a large impact on the well-being 
of residents and the competitiveness of place. Infrastructure projects provide an 
opportunity to join several systems together, such as housing and transit, and, at the 
same time, increase the combined outcomes of doing them individually.

Housing as a system is based on a complex arrangement of physical and non-physical 
attributes. Creative solutions on both the supply and demand sides are required, from 
different tenure types to planning incentives, fiscal and monetary policies and even 
different physical forms. When done well, housing plays a critical role in supporting 
inclusion outcomes and should offer its inhabitants a reasonable degree of security.
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Security of housing – knowing that you have some control over staying in your 
housing as long as you want – is place building.

While some nations have had a significant housing programme funded by their 
national government, housing has always been susceptible to cuts. Indeed, it appears 
that programmes that simply meet one goal of government will not survive well 
over the longer term. Housing investment must, therefore, be shown to support 
investment in a competitive economy and in better places, including in the areas 
of job-related mobility, reduced health costs, and carbon reductions. If we see an 
investment in housing as only shelter, we miss the greater outcomes that can be 
gleaned and we run the risk of limiting fiscal supports for housing to home-owners. 

Moving away from housing, to look at the wider city context, a look through 
infrastructure plans in the UK, Europe, Australia, New Zealand and Canada reminds 
us of many facets of city building. Not only do effective infrastructure plans require 
a clear statement on how differing modes of investment play out in places, but 
they also give a sense of potential benefits, investment opportunities, time frames, 
affordability and differing delivery mechanisms. 

As economies and societies evolve, however, so must the infrastructure plans that 
seek to guide investment. A multitude of players are necessary for the effective 
generation and implementation of infrastructure strategies. Indeed, the fact that 
optimal city outcomes may require collaboration across government agencies with 
active private and not-for-profit sector engagement, rather than simply through silo 
arrangements, is a point keenly developed by a number of authors in this volume.

Investing in better systems
These essays illustrate the need to look at cities as functioning systems. While there is 
a tendency in aspects of the urban literature to think of cities in terms of a checklist 
of generic success factors, the contributions to this book reveal an approach that is 
more iterative and responsive to the paths and structures that exist in the places that 
they are engaged with.

In writing about investing in better places, the dominant role of access to and control 
of land emerges. From a governance perspective, how land is utilised for development 
(densification, access to transit lines, job distances and fostering environmentally 
friendly developments) can significantly increase quality of life and reduce the cost 
of providing services. Government agencies (local and central) should be encouraged 
to consider the value of their land assets to themselves. In other words they may be
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advised to do an economic audit of how their long-term costs are affected by land 
use and infrastructure policies. 

In summary, cities are crucial engines that will help to determine national-level 
standards of living. As a result, they have to be developed around big ideas, allowing 
cities to act as drivers not only of the metropolitan area, but also of their wider 
regional contexts. Building place-making cultures supports enlivening the vast 
networks that are needed, the collaborations that will be built, and the cross-sectoral 
understandings of the shared goals. Government officials, the private sector, non-
profits, academics and planners all have a part to play, and it will not be done well 
without them.  

Central governments must consider ways to support city-regions in order to enhance 
national prosperity. Passive programmes that shift funding to cities to assist with 
their budgetary costs without any required outcomes are often not enough, and 
will indeed miss opportunities. There needs to be active central involvement that 
builds a collective vision across governments and communities, along with a shared 
understanding of what works best and how investments are linked together. Such 
a collective vision and understanding must be tracked over time to determine its 
success. An urban ministry at the national level is one way to provide this focus, but 
no doubt there are other models and it is apparent that some cities have acted on 
their own with success. 

The chapters in this book shed light on the complexities and challenges, but also the 
opportunities, that place makers confront. It is our hope and belief that this volume 
will open useful discussions around the importance and efficacy of investment in 
place infrastructure and the challenges that participants in this field face. 
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governance challenges for
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Australian cities in transition – governance challenges for 
investing in better places

This chapter addresses the complexity of governance issues and urban place making in the 
context of Australia’s federal system of government. These issues, which have assumed 
renewed importance as governments recognise population and environmental challenges, 
are explored in relation to the history of government intervention in the post-war period. 
Consideration is given to the implications of the co-ordinating role of the Council of 
Australian Government organisations in relation to contemporary strategies for urban 
change.

An important challenge for “investing in better places” is that of developing a better 
understanding of how major sectoral investments in infrastructure can be reflected in 
spatial development plans and delivered projects. This is a crucial issue for Australian urban 
development, as major coastal capital cities are confronted with the largest investment in 
infrastructure development in the post-war years, in response to population projections 
which predict massive population increases, especially for Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane and 
Perth. 

Australian capital cities, built on a 19th-century urban/suburban model, must now look to a 
more efficient use of land, infrastructure and resources to meet population expansion and 
to address a changing economic and social base and the manifest economically, socially 
and environmentally unsustainable nature of Australia’s sprawling, low-density coastal 
cities. In this chapter it will be argued that the fundamental challenge to achieving urban 
change is the issue of governance, especially with the complicated division of powers in 
Australia’s federal system. 

New interest in cities
In the post-war period Australian cities aspired to become modern industrial cities, 
balancing trade accounts by substituting and subsidising domestic manufacture for 
imported manufactured goods. It was only in the last decades of the 20th century that the 
Australian economy was released from reliance on protection and exposed to the rigours of 
international competition, especially in the Asia-Pacific region, to be able to maintain living 
standards and continue to expand the Australian economy. Increasingly Australia’s cities 
formed the basis of the new economy, as former inner-city industrial areas were reinvented 
as the core focus of a knowledge or information economy. 

Australian cities then are in rapid social and economic transition, although the revolution 
in working patterns, gender relations and housing choices has not been fully recognised
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in urban planning.1 The focus during this period of restructuring the Australian economy 
was on macroeconomics, deregulation of the financial system and reform of the workplace 
through multi-skilling and reforming work practices. Although there were major impacts on 
regions, including some urban regions, there was little interest from economists and national 
policy makers regarding the spatial impacts of change, and when there was interest it was 
purely remedial in nature. It is now recognised that an increasing percentage of GDP (economic 
output) is focused on cities, and that cities are fundamental to Australia’s economy.

The significance of recognising the importance of cities in generating economic growth 
has recently been analysed by Josef Konvitz, former head of the Territorial Division of the 
OECD. Konvitz suggests that recognising the importance of cities in generating economic 
growth is problematic for our understanding of the aetiology of urban growth in a very 
different economic environment, and questions whether the model for urban growth 
which characterised the industrial era in the 20th century is suitable for the knowledge 
economy in the 21st century.

If cities are indeed the engines of the economy, then we need to admit that knowledge of 
the workings of urban economies is nowhere near as good as that of national economies; a 
macroeconomist may understand that in a city with an above-average level of productivity 
something positive is going on, but just what that is remains a bit of a mystery, a black box.2  
Konvitz also draws attention to the limitations of land use planning, where there is often a 
limited understanding of the dynamics of urban change.

The competitiveness of cities has recently drawn the interest of economists and the 
Australian government, which had neglected urban policy during the Howard years. In a 
speech last year Dr Ken Henry, secretary of the Treasury, outlined the issues:

It would be prudent to ask whether there is a productivity dividend to be gained from a 
more efficient distribution of Australia’s population, and further whether there might be an 
accompanying urban amenity dividend to be realised through improved organisation, and 
possibly higher densities of Australian cities. … Getting it right with cities and infrastructure 
has significant potential, not just from a pure economic perspective, but also from a social 
and environmental sustainability perspective. Getting it wrong is likely to be very costly 
socially and environmentally. It is easy to observe some undesirable outcomes already 
manifest in Australian cities, with inadequate infrastructure and chronic congestion.3

1 See: Howe, B Weighing Up Australian Values (University of NSW Press, 2007)
2 Konvitz, J “The Great Contraction”, paper delivered at “People, Places, Engagement and Change”, a research cluster 
seminar at the Adam Smith Research Foundation, University of Glasgow, on 5 November 2010
3 Address by Dr Ken Henry, “The Economics of Infrastructure in a Globalised World” at the Lowey Institute in Sydney on 
March 2010
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In this seminal statement, Henry also identified spatial and intergenerational perspectives 
that have long been neglected by Australian public-sector economists – a recognition 
that cities need long-term investment to ensure the future not only of this generation of 
Australians, but also of future generations.

This recognition of the need to improve the productivity, sustainability and liveability of our 
cities is reflected in the publication of background and research papers by the Department 
of Transport & Infrastructure, aimed at developing a national urban policy.4

The recent appointment of a minister for population also reflects uncertainty about the 
net economic benefit of migration to the present economy, as “population growth through 
immigration can magnify existing policy problems and amplify pressures on unpriced 
entities such as the environment and urban and social amenity”.5

Governance and cities
In responding to these challenges, Australian cities face a major issue of governance. As the 
contributions to this book recognise, the co-ordination of urban infrastructure and social 
development is crucial but historically difficult to achieve. This co-ordination is especially 
difficult in Australia’s federal system of government, where responsibility for urban and 
regional development is the divided responsibility of Commonwealth, state, territory and 
local governments. 

Throughout 2010 there was growing interest in Australia among policy makers both within 
and outside government about possible change strategies for Australian cities. The cities 
summit Enhancing Liveability, sponsored by the Australian Davos Connection (ADC), 
recognised that the problems facing Australian cities were shared by other cities around the 
world and that these countries would need to craft their own solutions to the challenges 
posed by rapid population growth, demographic shifts (especially ageing) and the raft of 
issues associated with climate change. It was argued that making strategic choices, as 
well as implementing changes that might often need to be sustained over decades, were 
essentially a matter of governance. 

The key issues confronting Australian cities, as defined by the ADC cities summit, are similar 
to the issues identified by government ministers the previous year. The problem is not 
so much a matter of getting agreement on good planning principles and processes but 
rather the challenge of winning popular support for the difficult policy choices, given that

4 Department of Infrastructure & Transport Our Cities: Building a Productive, Sustainable & Livable Future, discussion 
paper (2010)
5 Productivity Commission Population & Migration, research paper (December 2010)



T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E

13

“Australia’s system of government is not especially conducive to providing the kind 
of leadership that will deal successfully with resolving so vexed a problem as our 
future city development”.6

The current problems of managing rapid population and economic growth are 
endemic in Australian history. Following the Second World War, the commitment 
to rapid population growth partly sustained by very high rates of migration was 
managed through “post-war reconstruction”, essentially an accelerated programme 
of urban expansion. During the 1960s the inadequate provision of infrastructure as 
the demands for physical services (roads, water, sewerage) exceeded supply led to 
the creation of a National Cities Commission, soon followed by a new and powerful 
Department of Urban & Regional Development (DURD) to direct Commonwealth 
efforts, especially in the outer suburbs of Australian cities. 

It was also argued that there were limits to optimal city size and that alongside 
growth in metropolitan areas, efforts should be made to expand some of Australia’s 
larger inland cities.7 DURD did not survive, mainly because the programme was not 
well regarded by the states, which saw it as very interventionist and not respectful 
of the federation and long-established state responsibilities. 

During the 1980s the Australian economy underwent significant restructuring, that 
had impacts on cities both in metropolitan and regional areas. There was a demand 
from the states for capital funds to assist in the process of restructuring, and the 
Building Better Cities programmme (BBC) was introduced as the means of providing 
that assistance. It was argued that there were significant efficiencies to be gained 
in the investment of infrastructure capital if a broader approach were developed, 
through “defined area strategies”, in which the focus was on the realisation of 
outcomes. 

The BBC programme required co-operation across governments as well as within 
governments. It was an experimental programme, demonstrating the value of 
the investment of capital in an area strategy as opposed to a project-by-project 
approach. There were 27 area strategies around Australia. For example, the regional 
city of Newcastle needed to find a new raison d’être following an earthquake and 
the closure of the BHP steelworks. The Honeysuckle area strategy enabled Newcastle 

6 Australian Davos Connection Enhancing Liveability, Forum Cities report (May 2010)
7 Department of Urban & Regional Development Urban Land: Problems & Policies (Australian Government 
Publishing Service, 1974)
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to shift its focus to a very different vision, based more on an information and service 
economy.8 

For a modest Commonwealth expenditure of approximately $A800 million, the BBC 
was able to generate $A5 billion and demonstrate a different approach to federal-
state relations, focused more on partnerships to achieve outcomes in line with 
shared objectives. It was built on the aspirations of the states, and recognising state 
and territory planning priorities while breaking new ground. This was recognised in 
a Commonwealth Auditor General’s evaluation of the BBC programme, especially 
the linking of on-going funding to achieving benchmark performance targets. 
The evaluation also recorded that the BBC programme had an excellent record in 
achieving cross-departmental co-operation.9  

Building Better Cities was important in helping officials to focus on outcomes for 
an area rather than focusing on a single functional element. From the point of view 
of governance, it demonstrated the importance of an on-site management team, 
preferably with statutory power in achieving area strategies. The programme was 
essentially a demonstration of what could be achieved in place management when 
there was co-operation between three spheres of government as well as the private 
sector. The certainty generated by these partnerships meant that total expenditure 
generated by the programme was many times greater than the Commonwealth 
contribution.

Getting capital city planning right – the COAG reform council
These past responses and present realities in relation to governance and place 
underpin a major governance initiative in which I am involved. The Council of 
Australian Governments (COAG) was established to enable the three spheres of 
government in Australia to advance issues of national importance. The underlying 
philosophy of COAG is not dissimilar to the “open method of co-ordination” (OMC) 
in the European Community, which was introduced to make complex negotiations 
between member states more transparent as well as to demonstrate policy outcomes 
to member states. COAG has sought to place a similar emphasis on transparency and 
national outcomes, in contrast with the more usual adversarial and inward-looking 
discussions between jurisdictions. 

8 Neilson, L “The Building Better Cities Programme 1991–1996: A Nation-building Initiative of the 
Commonwealth Government” in Butcher, J (ed) Australia Under Construction: Nation-building past, present and 
future (ANU EPress with the Australia and New Zealand School of Government, 2008)
9 Australian National Audit Office Building Better Cities: Department of Transport & Regional Development Audit 
Report No 9 (1996-97)
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This process has been assisted by the creation of an independent body, the COAG 
Reform Council, to drive the COAG reform agenda for strengthening public
accountability of the performance of governments through independent and 
evidence-based monitoring, assessment and reporting. COAG has an agenda to 
facilitate national policy covering a range of issues, from national water and energy 
policies, health and education reforms, to progressing indigenous issues.

In December 2009, COAG considered the state of urban planning in Australia and 
concluded that it should also be added to the COAG agenda. This was a significant 
step, in that it recognised that the performance of cities was an important issue of 
national policy, especially as a large share of capital investment for infrastructure 
in cities is provided by Commonwealth grants to the states, territories and local 
governments. The inclusion of urban planning in the COAG agenda recognised the 
national interest in achieving a sense of shared objectives between and within 
spheres of government to effectively manage cities and urban development. 

The December 2009 COAG meeting affirmed that the overall objective for Australian 
capital cities and their associated regions was “to ensure Australian cities are globally 
competitive, productive, sustainable, liveable and socially inclusive and are well placed to 
meet future challenges and growth”.10 At this meeting states and territories also agreed 
on nine criteria that helped to define best-practice planning and governance in Australian 
cities. They included an emphasis on integration of planning systems, especially in land 
use and transport, and the need to spell out commitments across time. 

The interests of the Commonwealth were included in a reference to nationally 
significant economic infrastructure such as transport corridors and international 
gateways. Nationally significant policy issues were identified, which included 
population growth and demographic shifts, productivity and global competitiveness, 
as well as climate change mitigation and adaptation. The practical implications of the 
agreement have been reflected in various attributes that might help to effectively 
realise metropolitan reform in Australia, including more efficient land release 
programmes, strengthening networks between metropolitan cities and regional 
centres, and encouraging world-class urban design.

The COAG Reform Council will advise COAG ministers in December 2011 as to whether 
state and territory planning systems are consistent with the COAG agreed criteria. 
The Commonwealth government has assured COAG that agreed criteria will inform

10 Council of Australian Governments’ Meeting, Brisbane, 7 December 2009, Communiqué. (6), p20 (COAG, 2009)
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priorities for capital expenditure on infrastructure in the following decade.

This convoluted process reflects the realties of a federal system of government in which 
there are divided powers and responsibilities between the Commonwealth and the states, 
where the states are sovereign governments and where the Commonwealth has been ceded 
only limited powers. However, the Commonwealth is dominant fiscally as well as having 
the overall responsibility for managing the Australian economy. It is Commonwealth policy 
that largely shapes the rate of population growth, as well as the distribution of population 
through the capital funds provided to states and territories especially for roads, rail and 
ports; yet, for the most part, the Commonwealth has left the planning and management of 
cities to the states, territories and local government. 

However, the importance of cities in the modern economy is driving the Commonwealth 
to more awareness of the spatial implications of policies as well as to working more co-
operatively with the states in achieving integrated policies around transport and land use. 
The sustainability of Australian cities also demands attention to planning capital investment 
with future generations in the foreground of our policy imagination. 

The Commonwealth, together with the states, has a major interest in extending this 
performance-based approach to cities, where so much of our national wealth is generated. 
Cities absorb a large share of the national budget and it is therefore vital that our capital 
investments contribute to increased efficiency. It may be that there is a substantial 
infrastructure deficit in Australia at the same time as population pressures are being 
experienced in cities. These issues will be more difficult to address if we are not able to 
create co-ordinated mechanisms for planning investment across our capital cities.

Building strategies for change
During the past year, as chair of an Expert Advisory Committee advising the COAG Reform 
Council, I have had the opportunity to visit most states and territories and to form some 
impressions of the various strategies devised by the states as they seek responses to the 
enormous pressures generated especially by very rapid population growth. There is of 
course recognition of the importance of employment and economic growth, and all the 
states and territories recognise the growing impact of climate change and the need to 
include sustainable development as a key objective.

Three key strategies emerge as policy priorities in Australian capital cities: urban 
consolidation, transit-oriented development and the maintenance of linkages or networks 
with regional cities beyond the metropolitan area. Each of these strategies has problematic 
features from the point of view of governance.
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Urban consolidation
In Australia, the regeneration of central activity districts and their surrounding suburbs has 
followed the reinvention of the old industrial suburbs as core areas in the new economy. 
Originally dense in population, these suburbs tend to have a wide range of services, making 
them attractive for those prepared to live and often work in mixed-use suburbs. Demand 
for space makes land expensive and is an incentive to build taller buildings. Design issues 
are important, not least because historical precincts carry with them important heritage 
values. 

Successful regeneration projects in Australia (such as Ultimo Pyrmont in Sydney and Fortitude 
Valley in Brisbane) followed extensive community consultations and were supported by 
statutory authorities able to control overall design standards. However, without statutory 
authorities, achieving well-designed yet dense development is a challenge for state and 
local government land use planning. 

Local government often lacks expertise, while the co-ordination of various state 
government departments, especially planning, transport and community development, 
makes the achievement of metropolitan consolidation strategies difficult and apparently 
piecemeal. Creating mandates for change in complex inner urban environments requires, 
above all else, approaches to governance that emphasise transparency and are designed 
to build trust. The onus is very much on the proponent to demonstrate net community 
benefits. Engagement is not just about government informing the public; rather, it is about 
genuinely being part of policy making, decision making and implementation processes.

Transit-oriented developments 
The advantages of transit-oriented developments (TODs) are that they reduce car 
dependence, which is an unavoidable aspect of Australia’s highly dispersed suburban cities. 
TODs should save governments substantial money through reduced infrastructure and 
transport costs, as well as providing environment and health benefits.11  

On the other hand, it is difficult to achieve the required linking of transport and land use 
planning. Contracting arrangements need to be able to provide land use and transport 
links between government agencies and the private sector. It is important in investing in 
transport infrastructure to leverage the benefits that might be achieved. 

A new paradigm for Australian cities should recognise the need not only to direct future 
development to activity centres around rail infrastructure (which most are planning) but

11 Newman, P, Bachels, M, McMahon, B, Scheurer, J and Mqhum, M Delivering TODS: Transit-Orientated Development 
Zoning, Contracting, Engagement & Governance (Curtin University of Technology, 2010)
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also to respond to the enormous development potential of the road-based public transport 
corridors development areas created by bus and tram movements.

A study jointly commissioned by the Victorian Department of Transport and the City of 
Melbourne12 estimates that Melbourne’s activity centres, without any further extension of 
urban growth boundaries, might result in reasonable accommodation for 840,000 people. 
The study proposes four- to eight-storey medium-density developments along tram and 
bus corridors, accommodating 2.4 million people. Along with a further 1.4 million who 
might be accommodated in existing activity centres, an additional 3.8 million people 
might therefore be accommodated without any need to expand Melbourne’s urban growth 
boundary. This form of development could save $300 million per thousand houses, as 
compared with servicing additional houses on the fringe. Linked to this proposal is the 
creation of more locally based infrastructure and less reliance on trunk systems.

It is crucial to the success of transit-oriented development that there be agreed objectives 
in place, such as that of substituting public transport for current usage patterns of private 
cars, with the public benefits that would follow. The power of TODs is that they can be 
built in close co-operation with the private sector so that the transit system can not 
only be made to work better but also help to pay for itself. This will require governance 
arrangements that enable a shared responsibility for place as defined by the transit corridor.

Capital cities and regions
An important initiative in the state of Victoria has been to improve the rail links between 
Melbourne and a number of regional centres within 100 kilometres of the capital city. 
Passenger numbers increased by 18% on all these lines in the past 12 months. The result of 
this initiative has been a substantial improvement in the use of rail for movement between 
these cities and Melbourne. Similar transport investments might work to offer a choice in 
residential location between fringe areas and regional cities. Discussions such as this turn 
in part on assessing the costs associated with extending an existing city further, as opposed 
to supporting alternatives such as regional cities. 

This model is complicated by the tendency of Australian cities to form conurbations of 
continuous urban development. These conurbations generally follow the coast, so that a 
very large share of the population lives within a few kilometres of the sea. For example, 
just one region – the South East Queensland corridor – covers 22,890 square kilometres, 
stretching 240 kilometres from Noosa in the north to the Queensland/New South Wales    

12 Transforming Australian Cities for a More Financially Viable & Sustainable Future (City of Melbourne  and Victorian 
Department of Transport, May 2009, updated March 2010)
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border in the south and 160 kilometres to the west of the city of Toowoomba.13

The pressures of population on our capital cities are now so great that the Australian 
government has initiated an inquiry into the sustainability of the current rate of population 
growth, including the impact on settlement patterns. This inquiry will consider whether 
settlement patterns might be encouraged that relieve the pressure on some capital cities 
by improving transport systems or communications technology to enable more inland 
settlement.

The Sustainable Population Strategy will work to identify how government policy settings 
can support the significant growth that is already occurring in some locations in Australia. 
Economic literature and experience with regional policies since the 1970s indicates that a 
strategy that supports existing growth areas, rather than nominating or prescribing new 
growth areas, will be most effective. This can be achieved by ensuring that growth areas are 
adequately served by economic and social infrastructure, and that environmental assets are 
protected and costs managed.14 

Clearly, patterns of settlement cannot be changed quickly, which reinforces the importance 
of long-term strategic thinking and appropriate governance arrangements. 

Conclusion
Australian cities have always been subject to growth pressure. These pressures are likely 
to intensify if current population trends continue in future decades. In the past, the easy 
option was simply to open up more land for urban development. However, if a high quality 
of life for most people is to be sustained, we will need to ensure that we are building better 
places. Australia’s post-war cities were built on the assumption of cheap petrol and open 
space. Building smarter cities will demand being less profligate with both energy and space, 
and developing new paradigms of urban development. 

Uncertainties around the price of oil have already signalled a strong return to public 
transport, at least for commuter journeys. A commitment in Australia to universal access 
to broadband suggests some reduction in the tyranny of distance. There is talk of major 
investments in new technologies, such as high-speed rail. Clearly the 21st century will 
demand far-sighted infrastructure decisions. The major challenge will be to create more 
effective systems of governance that include not only different levels of government but 
also building partnerships between government, business and civil society.

13 Connecting SEQ 2031: An Integrated Regional Transport Plan for South East Queensland (Queensland Government, 2010)
14 Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population & Communities A Sustainable Population Strategy for 
Australia (Australian Government, 2010)
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Public policy in Canada – bringing place in?

In recent years there has been growing awareness that today’s major public policy 
challenges play out in local spaces. As Meric Gertler aptly observes, “a central 
paradox of our age is that, as economic processes move increasingly to a global scale 
of operation, the centrality of the local is not diminished but is in fact enhanced”.1  

Geographers studying innovation in the knowledge-based economy now emphasise 
the importance of localised knowledge clusters for national economic success. 
Analysts of social inclusion and infrastructure planners encounter the multiple 
barriers faced by individuals and families living in distressed neighbourhoods. 
Meanwhile, rural areas and smaller centres confront another set of risks altogether, 
managing industrial change with few assets and declining populations. Common 
to all these perspectives is appreciation of how local territorial contexts – the 
geographic form and social nature of places – shape people’s life chances.

For governments these dynamics frame a novel set of challenges. Their policy 
interventions must work from the ground up to generate solutions rooted in the 
concerns of local communities, attuned to the specific needs and capacities of 
residents. But what policy frameworks and institutional arrangements will enable 
such multi-level collaboration to happen? The conceptual and practical challenges 
remain daunting for national governments everywhere, as they rethink and retool for 
an era of more intensive global-local interaction.

The purpose of this article is to highlight innovations in policy thought and 
governing practices across OECD countries, and specifically, to bring Canada into the 
international conversation. It has been widely observed that Canada lacks a robust 
tradition of place-based policy making. Indeed, a recent high-level policy report to 
the prime minister concluded that “governments in Canada have lost their sense of 
place in policy-making” and that “Canada needs to catch up with other countries on 
the issue of place”.2  

In fact, Canada’s comparative inattention to place-based thinking and approaches 
poses a series of intriguing questions. Why would Canada, a country with a vast 
geography of diverse spaces and unique local challenges, be a laggard in bringing 
place perspectives into national policy? What have been the costs in terms of 

1 Gertler, M “Urban Economy and Society in Canada: Flows of People, Capital and Ideas” in Isuma 2 (3) (2001)
2 External Advisory Committee on Cities and Communities From Restless Communities to Resilient Places, final 
report (Infrastructure Canada, 2006)
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foregone opportunity or missed potential in Canada’s failure to embrace place-
sensitive frameworks? Is there evidence that governments in the Canadian federation 
are now bringing place in?

Taking up these questions, we offer both a retrospective interpretation of the spotty 
Canadian engagement with place-based policy, and a forward-looking vision of a different 
future. The presentation is organised in three parts. We begin by highlighting the place-
based policy movement across the OECD, exploring the rationale and ideas informing the 
new governance paradigm. Next we bring the Canadian case into focus, surveying the 
historical and contemporary factors that have limited the impact of place-based policy, 
and identifying negative consequences for citizens, communities and governments alike. 
We close on a more optimistic note, describing recent policy initiatives that demonstrate a 
growing appreciation of how “place matters”. 

Putting place on the policy agenda
The “new localism” is a term that now resonates across a multidisciplinary literature 
analysing how globalisation’s most important flows – of people, investment and ideas – 
intersect in cities around the world.3 Three central claims are advanced. First, to deliver on 
major public policy outcomes such as economic innovation, social inclusion and ecological 
sustainability, national governments must engage local actor networks. Joining up is 
necessary because “wicked problems” – problems that are entrenched, interconnected and 
localised – require holistic interventions addressing multifaceted causality and capturing 
spillovers across sectors and governments. Second, features of the local milieu constitute 
“neighbourhood effects” that shape individual life chances “over and above non-spatial 
explanatory social categories such as gender and class, and specific disadvantages such 
as unemployment or ill health”.4 With both the origins of problems and the wellsprings of 
opportunity context-dependent, the new localism’s third claim comes into focus: effective 
public policy merges the professional technical knowledge of governments with the tacit, 
experiential knowhow of residents living daily with the challenges, and street-level service 
providers organising opportunities.

Research substantiating these three claims has supplied the analytical foundation for design 
and delivery of place-based policies across the OECD. Particular implementation pathways 
have varied in accordance with national policy traditions and institutional frameworks. In 
the UK, for example, the project has been driven by central government, mandating and 

3 Bradford, N Place-based Public Policy: Towards a New Urban & Community Agenda for Canada, CPRN research report 
F/51 (2005)
4 Atkinson, R and Kintrea, K “Disentangling Area Effects: Evidence from Deprived and Non-Deprived Neighbourhoods” in 
Urban Studies 38 (11) (2001), p2277
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orchestrating a complex web of governance networks at neighbourhood and metropolitan
scales. The US exemplifies an alternative strategy. There the push has come from below, 
as myriad community organisations and institutional intermediaries have long worked in 
inner cities.

Acknowledging such variation, the place-based policy movement coalesces around several 
key themes. The European Union’s Barca report provides the best synthesis. “Place-based 
policy”, it says, “is a long-term strategy aimed at tackling persistent underutilisation of 
potential and reducing persistent social exclusion in specific places”.5 The purpose is not to 
redistribute wealth from have to have-not regions, but rather to break inefficiencies and 
exclusion traps through provision of integrated policies that trigger institutional change 
by leveraging local assets.6 The animating policy vision moves from government control to 
collaborative governance. Rather than acting alone or declaring jurisdictional ownership, 
governments work with one another and through civil society networks. Public policy 
resources and governing tools – recognition, authority and money – come together in 
customised packages responding to conditions on the ground and attuned to community 
needs and capacities. 

Over the past two decades, these ideas underpin a growing cross-national policy consensus 
that place-based interventions can improve national productivity, expand opportunity 
and protect environments. At the same time, such interventions have not been viewed as 
a policy panacea. For example, despite a trend towards increased clustering of the poor 
in particular neighbourhoods, most at-risk individuals do not live in areas with a high 
proportion of disadvantaged people. It follows that universally available policies, such as 
for income security or healthcare, remain the indispensable foundation of well-being and 
prosperity. Place-based policies work best when they complement and enhance general 
policy and sectoral programming. 

Most important is recognition of the synergy between these components: spatially 
targeted interventions are policy laboratories, generating fresh insights into how sectoral 
or universal policies work or do not work on the ground.7 With appropriate feedback loops, 
the macro-level policy focus is spatially informed, suggesting where and how programme 
mandates and service rules ought to be amended. Designed and delivered in isolation from 
one another, however, neither place-based nor generally available policies (or sectoral 
programmes) will reach their full potential. An OECD report nicely summarises the dynamic: 

5 Barca, F An Agenda for a Reformed Cohesion Policy: A Place-based Approach to Meeting European Union Challenges & 
Expectations, independent report prepared at the request of Danuta Hubner, Commissioner for Regional Policy (2009)
6 Ibid
7 Bradford, op cit 
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National policies are increasingly important, not only to provide better framework 
conditions for local initiatives, but also and especially to take better account of the 
many sectoral and macroeconomic policies which have a territorial impact.8 

Canada and place-based policy: ‘no there there’
The idea of “place” in Canadian politics and policy raises a conundrum. As countless 
studies of the national political culture reveal, Canadians exhibit a strong sense of 
place and local community in their attitudes and orientations to civic life. That such 
territorialised identities arise is hardly surprising in a vast continental country with 
a relatively small population that is both dispersed across thousands of hinterland 
rural communities and highly concentrated in some 20 city-regions scattered along 
the world’s longest undefended border with the US. Canada’s complex human 
geography contains much variation in the aspirations of local inhabitants from one 
type of place to another. Its highly differentiated physical geography, with a great 
range of ecological spaces, natural resources and built environments, has equally 
shaped distinctive local and regional “imaginaries”. 

While this diversity of local cultures and spatial identities has always acquired clear 
political expression in Canada, it has not translated into a coherent and strategic 
place-based policy tradition. Governments at all levels have never demonstrated 
clear understanding of the geography of innovation and inclusion, of how the 
quality of places – with their density and proximity – constitutes the foundation for 
national success, or, in turn, that leveraging local assets requires spatially sensitive 
upper-level policy. 

While Canadian public policy has incubated several promising experiments, notably 
in the 1970s with federal programmes for neighbourhood improvement, waterfront 
revitalisation and affordable housing, these departures are not only exceptional but 
also of the one-off variety. Launched without the flanking policy and administrative 
supports to scale up the best practices, these initiatives remain a cycle of pilots and 
demonstrations. Charles Lindblom’s classic description of “disjointed incrementalism” 
comes to mind, with its depiction of unplanned policy adjustments and marginal 
adaptations to the status quo uninformed by any larger, coherent vision.9 In 
Canada, place has informed policy through politics in just such a disjointed fashion: 
investment flows territorially on narrow, short-term criteria related more to the pork 
barrel than to the policy argument. 

8 OECD Urban Renaissance: Glasgow: Lessons for Innovation & Implementation (2002)
9 Lindblom, C “The Science of ‘Muddling Through’’’ in Public Administration Review no 19 (1959)
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How might we account for this disjuncture between localised community identities 
and a territorial political culture, on the one hand, and the relative absence of a 
robust place-based policy tradition, on the other hand? From the large literature 
that probes the nexus between Canadian politics and policy, five dynamics seem 
most germane: 

Competitive and two-level federalism
Canadian federalism has long featured an intergovernmental ethos of “rights, order, 
and control”.10 The system runs on competition and conflict between federal and 
provincial governments (and often among provinces themselves) over resources, 
responsibilities, visibility and credit. Place-based policy has been lost in the scuffle. 
Without collaboration, the policy spillovers, programme synergies and sectoral 
externalities that all manifest themselves locally are not exploited. Moreover, the 
game is only two-level, as municipalities and community organisations have no seat 
at the table. Regrettably, most efforts to reform or rationalise intergovernmental 
relations seek to disentangle the players and revert back to watertight compartments. 
As Janice Stein summarises, in today’s global-local age such a “neat division of 
powers and alignment of responsibilities” is the “wrong paradigm”.11 What is needed 
is “networked federalism” where intermingling and interconnections allow creativity 
to flourish.

National unity politics and one-size-fits-all policy
Federalism’s seemingly endless competition expresses a larger national unity “grand 
bargain” that celebrates a “one-size-fits-all” logic of interprovincial equality, valuing 
uniformity more than particularity. National policy debates are often bounded by 
claims for reallocating money across territory, deflecting attention from a more 
focused and constructive question set: what distinguishes any given place, what 
constitutes its key assets, and how might policy optimally help it win the future? The 
ethos of equalisation, whatever its national unity merits, has meant that the spatial 
dimension of social welfare and regional development has not included criteria for 
community innovation or capacity building. In this case, place-based policy is lost 
in a polarised political debate about whether “locational investments” should be left 
to the discipline of the market or to the dependency-inducing hand of government. 

Centralised government machinery
Canada’s version of Westminster policy machinery centralises authority and 

10 Gross Stein, J Canada by Mondrian: Networked Federalism in an Era of Globalisation (Conference Board of 
Canada, 2006)
11 Ibid
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structures accountability vertically.12 Both federal and provincial governments 
organise their affairs through strong departmentalism, whereby policy goals and 
programme outputs are internally defined without much reference to either their 
wider impacts or local connections. Top-down design and delivery lacks the “wiring 
diagrams” across departments and between governments that bring local actors 
together rather than push them apart. 

The result is a national policy system that is sectorally strong but locally weak – 
producing housing but not necessarily strong neighbourhoods, or supporting 
firms but not necessarily knowledge clusters. Further, the vertical accountability 
of departmentalism nurtures risk aversion. Mandates to local actors are highly 
prescriptive, and micro-auditing constrains rather than enables problem solving. In 
recent years these tendencies have been amplified by sensationalist media stories 
of financial improprieties. Here, place-based policy is lost in mistrust: politicians 
campaign against policy innovation, and senior officials have few incentives to let 
go and work collaboratively with local partners.

No place policy focal point
Unlike countries such as the UK or the US, Canadian public policy has evolved without 
any powerful “whole of government” focal point for place-based policy thinking 
and action. There has been no pan-Canadian equivalent of the US Housing & Urban 
Development Department or the recent British combination of the Social Exclusion 
Unit and the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister. Canadian macroeconomic and 
social policy has been dominated by finance and Treasury officials operating aspatial 
econometric models and income supports. Little analytical attention is paid to 
how local variation shapes the impact of such universal frameworks, or how local 
knowledge might usefully guide adaptations in subsequent policy rounds.13

Data gaps
Given the institutional-political history described in the above points, it is not 
surprising that Canadian decision making lacks a robust data set for place-
based approaches. Official statistical agencies work at the census tract or census 
metropolitan area, scales that correspond with administrative structures but miss 
crucial spaces of functional interaction and community attachment such as the 
city region, intermunicipal rural region or urban neighbourhood. Further, the data 
gaps lead to weak evaluations because relevant baseline information is difficult to 

12 Public Policy Forum Collaborative Governance & Changing Federal Roles, PPF and PRI outcomes report (2008)
13 Task Force on Modernising Income Security for Working-Age Adults Time for a Fair Deal (Toronto City Summit 
Alliance/St Christopher House, 2006)
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gather and time-series analysis of impacts hard to conduct. While Canada has an 
internationally recognised national statistical agency, it has lacked the network of 
research institutions such as the British Joseph Rowntree Foundation or American 
Anne E. Casey Foundation that provide more targeted analysis and finegrained 
evaluation. Here place-based policy evolves in the shadows, with no systematic 
capacity either to learn key lessons or to feed them into the mainstream.

A summary of concerns 
In sum, Canada’s various policy legacies have not been conducive to place-based 
thinking and approaches. Recently, close observers have started to relate evidence 
of flagging policy performance to the absence of spatially aware governance.14 The 
concerns cross major national goals:

Economic innovation
Canada’s productivity record has been less than stellar for many years. A key 
obstacle is private-sector research and development, and especially the capacity 
to commercialise technical breakthroughs. At the same time, a growing body of 
Canadian research on “innovation systems” emphasises the critical importance of 
localised knowledge clusters that enable inter-firm learning, attract creative talent, 
and bridge laboratories and markets.15 Canada’s leading sectors would benefit from 
such clustering effects and from the place-based development policy that helps 
bring them about.

Socio-cultural inclusion
Canadian cities have historically not experienced the kind of spatially concentrated 
poverty evident in American and some European cities. However, in recent years 
a number of studies have reported a growing population of ethnic-minority 
groups living in the same poor neighbourhoods in Canada’s largest cities.16 Such 
concentrations represent a daunting challenge in Canada, as the country’s future 
growth depends entirely on immigration. Effective integration of newcomers into 
Canadian housing and labour markets is a critical national priority, and equally one 
that can be met only through collaboration among the three levels of government 
and settlement service provider organisations on the front lines with the cultural 
awareness to bridge divides. 

14 External Advisory Committee, op cit; Gertler, op cit
15 Wolfe, DA 21st Century Cities in Canada: The Geography of Innovation (Conference Board of Canada, 2009)
16 Walks, RA and Bourne, LS “Ghettos in Canada’s Cities? Racial Segregation, Ethnic Enclaves and Poverty Concentration in 
Canadian Urban Areas” in Canadian Geographer (50) 3 (2006) 
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Ecological sustainability
Canada has a patchwork quilt of activity in relation to sustainability. At the local 
level, there is an impressive range of grass-roots environmental stewardship ranging 
from urban ecological footprint networks to watershed alliances and greenbelt 
coalitions. At the provincial level, spatial land use plans are beginning to tackle 
sprawling growth and brownfield conversions. The federal government’s record has 
wobbled from feeble implementation of Kyoto targets to leadership in selected areas 
such as ocean management and lake basins. The place-based framework would help 
integrate this diffuse activity, clarifying the optimal division of policy labour while 
specifying the respective contributions in tackling shared problems.

Civic engagement
Like other OECD democracies, Canada has experienced declining levels of civic 
engagement in public affairs. Voter turnout is slipping and opinion polls track a 
worrying cynicism about politics and policy. A broader benefit of place-based decision 
making is the explicit outreach to ordinary citizens, community organisations, 
municipal leaders and private businesses. Common to all these players is a direct 
interest in the places where they live and work, and substantive ideas about what 
might help and how. Such bottom-up dialogue is integral to the place-based 
approach, and while it is not easy to practice, it opens a non-partisan route beyond 
the “democratic deficit”. 

It is fair to conclude that Canadian policy making is at a moment of transition. 
Opportunities to move policy thought and action along a place-based trajectory are 
emerging. What are the possibilities for systemic change?

Moving forward: bringing place in?
Beginning in the late 1990s, Canadian governments, community organisations 
and foundations began to experiment with various initiatives aimed at better 
integrating sectoral and universal measures through place-based frameworks. The 
activity has been diffuse and partial in its roll-out, yet it is appropriate to take stock 
and ask whether these departures signal a broader form of policy innovation. Here 
comparative public policy researchers such as Peter A Hall propose that such policy 
transformations occur only when new ideas or concepts challenge conventional 
thinking in a way that shifts political interests and repurposes institutions.17 To what 
extent is place-based policy acquiring resonance in the realm of Canadian policy 
ideas, interests and institutions? 

17 Hall, PA The Political Power of Economic Ideas: Keynesianism Across Nations (Princeton University Press, 1989)
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Ideas and data
Recently a spate of high-level policy reports have made the case for place in Canada.18 At 
the federal level, the prime minister’s External Advisory Committee on Cities & Communities 
offered a new vision of the federation, calling on all governments to adopt place-based 
approaches through a “double devolution” of authority and capacity from upper-level 
governments to municipalities and communities. Along the same lines, the Senate of 
Canada issued two reports on poverty reduction and population health that called for 
interesting blends of place-based and rights-based approaches. 

At the provincial level, similar concepts are resonating. Explicitly drawing on British examples, 
the Ontario report on the roots of youth violence recommended a “neighbourhood capacity 
and empowerment focus” implemented through a neighbourhood strategic partnership 
headed by a Cabinet Committee on Social Inclusion.19  

In civil society, the Caledon Institute of Social Policy has worked for more than a decade 
on a pan-Canadian 16-city “Vibrant Communities” action-research project, testing the 
principles of place-based policy. Its findings have further empowered local community 
organisations such as the United Way to partner with municipalities on “comprehensive 
community initiatives” focused on marginalised neighbourhoods.

This work on ideas and concepts has been reinforced by breakthroughs in data at the 
relevant geographic scales.20 Several examples are illustrative. At the national level, with the 
support of Statistics Canada, the Canadian Council on Social Development has pioneered a 
community social data strategy, making widely available poverty profiles and building local 
capacity to apply data. The Federation of Canadian Municipalities since 1999 has published 
quality-of-life reports across 23 cities and communities. Recently, these two data initiatives 
have combined efforts to produce “a functioning pan-Canadian network of planners and 
policy makers who share practices and build collective knowledge”.21  

At the provincial level, the government of Newfoundland and Labrador in 1999 introduced 
its Community Accounts, which provides data for 400 communities and is designed to show 
“how social and economic forces interact with natural resources and our environment to

18 External Advisory Committee, op cit; McMurtry, R and Curling, A The Review of the Roots of Youth Violence (Queen’s 
Printer for Ontario, 2008); Standing Senate Committee on Social Affairs, Science & Technology In From the Margins: A Call 
to Action on Poverty, Housing & Homelessness, report of the subcommittee on cities chaired by Art Eggleton (2009)
19 Standing Senate Committee on Social Affairs, Science & Technology, op cit
20 Cook, D Donec Prohibiti, Procidite: Building a Knowledge Infrastructure to Support Place-Based Policy (Policy Research 
Initiative, 2010)
21 Ibid  
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determine our individual and collective well-being”.22 The Community Accounts has won 
international recognition for innovative knowledge management and evidence-based 
policy making.

Finally, it is important to note that university researchers have made their own 
contributions to shifting the terms of policy debate.23 Economic geographers have mapped 
cluster synergies in the Canadian economy, and population health experts have identified 
neighbourhood effects in large cities. Scholars of intergovernmental relations have 
undertaken cross-national study of mechanisms and frameworks that enable place-based 
collaboration in federal settings.

In sum, Canada is building its own knowledge infrastructure for place-based policy. But as 
scholars of policy innovation emphasise, new ideas must connect with powerful interests if 
they are to be institutionalised.

Interests and institutions
In fact, the new thinking has influenced important policy actors. Most notably, in 2004, 
the federal Liberal government of Paul Martin announced an ambitious New Deal for Cities 
and Communities (NDCC). While somewhat amorphous in design, the NDCC, through a 
new departmental structure and activist minister, provided an overarching framework for 
advancing place-based thinking and approaches. 

Federal action moved along several tracks simultaneously, all of them expanding 
intergovernmental relations beyond the traditional two-level game to include local 
voices. First, federal dollars were transferred to municipalities to address a longstanding 
“infrastructure deficit”. The transfer mechanism embodied place-based principles, 
with federal monies conditional on local actors producing an Integrated Community 
Sustainability Plan. 

Second, a host of pilot projects were launched in cities and communities, each featuring 
multi-level collaborative governance. Ranging from aboriginal economic development 
to homelessness and neighbourhood revitalisation, these action-research initiatives built 
local policy capacity and encouraged institutional experimentation. Third, the federal 
government invested heavily in knowledge outreach, supporting community-driven 
studies of topics such as urban social infrastructure and sustainable transportation. The

22 Hollet, A The Newfoundland & Labrador System of Community Accounts’ (Government of Newfoundland & Labrador, 
2008)
23 Dunn, J, Bradford, N, Evans, J Place-Based Policy Approaches: Practical Lessons & Applications, report submitted to 
Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (2010)
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government’s in-house think tank, the Policy Research Initiative, emerged as an intellectual 
focal point for this work.

The federal government has not been alone in its activism. There is growing evidence of 
provincial attention to place. Several provinces launched poverty-reduction strategies 
paying close attention to spatial dynamics and working with and through multisectoral 
local networks to attack the social, economic and physical dimensions of exclusion. Quebec 
has been an international leader in development of a holistic, place-based approach to 
the social economy, working through representative policy intermediaries at various 
geographic scales.24 Most provinces also have implemented more locally sensitive spatial 
planning frameworks in the form of green-belt and smart-growth legislation that better 
integrate land use, economic growth and ecological protection. 

Finally, at the municipal level, signs of change are also evident. In Toronto, for example, major 
public housing redevelopments are demonstrating a new sensitivity to neighbourhood 
vitality and community connections, working closely with residents through sophisticated 
grass-roots planning. In Calgary, the municipality partnered with business leaders and 
community foundations to tackle homelessness and develop a place-based approach to 
urban social inclusion.25

Thus, over the past decade new ideas and data have influenced Canadian policy communities 
at all levels of government to explore more place-sensitive strategies. Importantly, most of 
the momentum has been maintained across the federal government change from Liberal 
to Conservative power. Stephen Harper arrived in office as prime minister with a doctrine 
of “open federalism” that celebrated jurisdictional tidiness and watertight compartments. 
However, the practice has been more continuity than break with trends since the late 1990s. 
Key elements of the New Deal for Cities and Communities were made permanent, and the 
onset of the Great Recession found the Conservative government deeply involved at the 
community level in municipal infrastructure. New institutions have emerged conducive to 
place-based policy, including a federal development agency targeting Southern Ontario, 
and the formation of tri-level local immigration partnership councils mandated to integrate 
federal and provincial supports for newcomers at municipal and neighbourhood scales.

Conclusion
This article has explored Canada’s engagement with place-based policy approaches. 
Observing the historical paucity of such strategies, a number of explanations have been

24 Mendell, M and Neamtan, N “The Social Economy in Quebec: Towards a New Political Economy” in Mook, L, Quarter, J 
and Ryan, S (eds) Researching the Social Economy (University of Toronto Press, 2010)
25 Maxwell, J Strategies for Social Justice: Place, People & Policy (Community Foundations of Canada, 2006)
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only for the gaps and disjunctures. At the same time, recent dynamics have been 
described that portend a new era involving a quite robust spatial framework across 
major policy fields. It remains unclear whether these developments will produce a 
new policy paradigm. In a complex federation, each individual government initiative 
depends for its success on alignment with policies and programmes at other levels. 
Much rests with the quality of political leadership in institutionalising creativity 
in the realm of ideas and practice in a national policy framework. In a vast and 
diverse country such as Canada, place-based policy touches deep-seated values of 
autonomy, inclusion and community. There is a pan-Canadian coalition yet to be 
mobilised in support of this vision and these policies. 
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Effective place-making policies under stronger financial 
constraints

Place-based policies through a decentralisation process 
France has a long tradition of place-based policies, usually initiated by the central 
government in a centralised country. Through national plans from 1945 to 1975, 
such policies made it possible to rebuild economic and urban structures. Since 1981, 
a comprehensive decentralisation policy has created regions and partly transferred 
central government powers to local authorities on three levels: regions, counties 
(départements) and municipalities. 

For the past 30 years, a host of development programmes have been launched through 
contracts signed between the central government and the regions. Over the last 10 
years, specialised agencies have taken charge of some strategic issues previously 
dealt with by government ministries. These agencies include local authorities or 
stakeholders in the decision-making processes, and the importance of their role has 
been growing. 

This paper covers place-based policies in various fields: housing, urban planning, 
transport and economic development, as well as the transformation of relationships 
between the state and local players. The role of European place-making policies is 
not mentioned, as it is rather a vast subject; nevertheless EU mechanisms may have 
favoured certain trends towards greater decentralisation. 

Are urban policies necessarily territorial development policies? 
In the early 1970s, urban regeneration policies were focused mainly on ageing 
downtown neighbourhoods and social housing sectors on urban outskirts. Launched 
in 1977, the Housing and Social Life (HVS) programme1 was dedicated to the 
refurbishment of rental social housing, in the wake of 25 years of focusing mainly 
on new building construction. Its motto was “less concrete, more management”. 

In the early 1990s, the Neighbourhood Social Development (DSQ) programme2  

endeavoured to combine housing improvements with a range of social action plans. 

In 1991, an urban development ministry was established. Urban development policy 
then resulted from a combination of the decentralisation of powers (initiatives taken 
by municipalities and inter-municipal authorities) and the underlying logic of the

1 Habitat et vie sociale
2 Développement social des quartiers 



T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E

37

central government’s territorial development policy (putting special prefects in 
charge of urban development matters, underlining the state’s commitment). The 
1991 blueprint law on urban planning (Loi d’Orientation de la Ville) stressed the need 
for better social and professional inclusion of the inhabitants of 700 urban areas 
classified as “deprived” sensitive urban zones (ZUS).3 In 1989, urban development 
contracts were signed between central and local government authorities for 
organising and financing “large-scale urban projects” (GPVs)4, a framework for vast 
urban regeneration projects. 

In 2003, the national urban regeneration agency, ANRU,5 was made responsible for 
implementing a large-scale programme aimed at reducing unequal opportunities all 
over France, through an active urban regeneration policy. Organised as a one-stop 
shop for all local government authorities’ financing needs through subsidies and off-
market loans, it aimed to deeply modify the urban forms in deprived neighbourhoods 
through demolitions, urban restructuring and massive new building development, 
in order to change the urban fabric within a period of less than 10 years. Previous 
reports and social data showed that gaps still existed, with such neighbourhoods 
lagging behind the rest of the town, which in turn suggested that the two previous 
programmes had been undersized. The urban riots in 2005 were a reminder to 
everyone of the urgency and importance of re-integrating such neighbourhoods into 
the town. 

An on-going criticism of urban regeneration projects is that they attach too much 
importance to the physical transformation of neighbourhoods (at the expense of 
social or economic change). Is the focus too asset-oriented, at the expense of a more 
social approach? 

Another national agency, ACSé6 (the national agency for social cohesion and equal 
opportunities), has been signing “urban social inclusion partnership contracts” 
(CUCS)7 with local partners, with a €500 million annual budget for the 2007-2013 
period. 

ANRU, which is responsible for heavy investments, has a total budget for subsidies 
of €12 billion over 10 years and is investing a total of €40 billion, funded by equity

 
3 Zones urbaines sensibles 
4 Grands projets de ville
5 Agence nationale de renouvellement urbain 
6 Agence pour la cohésion et l’égalité des chances 
7 Contrats urbains de cohésion sociale
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financing from landlords and long-term loans. Initially planned to last from 2004 to 
2011, ANRU will continue to operate until 2018.

To face the economic challenges, around 100 free urban zones (ZFUs)8 have been 
set up, which benefit from tax exemptions until 2011. This measure, which has been 
criticised as providing a windfall for subsidy-hunters, seems to have had a positive 
impact by helping to mitigate the effects of the economic crisis and to reconnect 
deprived areas with other parts of the town. Given that employees may come from 
all parts of town, this provides a useful new outcome in these areas. 

Urban policies fostered by the collaboration of government and local authorities 
The management of these urban policies relies on many forms of negotiation 
processes. Large-scale urban development projects (GPVs) are undertaken by the local 
authorities (municipalities and/or intermunicipal groupings) acting as lead partners, 
in co-operation with local stakeholders (social or private landlords, non-profit 
associations and economic partners). The ANRU agency co-ordinates the proposed 
projects, influences their content and selects those to be implemented, subjecting 
them to periodic reviews. The ANRU board includes representatives of the central 
and local government authorities, social housing landlords, housing professionals 
and financial partners, including from public-sector institutions and dedicated funds 
(responsible for collecting employers’ contributions for the funding of housing for 
their employees). A contract is drawn up for each programme and is signed by ANRU 
and its local partners. The dream of a successful social mix aims to give people in 
such neighbourhoods “the desire to stay, and the means to leave”.

Such place-based policies, focused on certain neighbourhoods, raise the question of 
the link between the areas concerned and the rest of the town, in terms both of the 
boundaries of the priority areas and of the very definition of priority zoning. Should 
this be dispersed or concentrated? 

The review of geographical priorities is always a controversial issue. There is a broad 
range of challenges and issues facing the 700 sensitive urban zones (ZUSs), of which 
200 are classified as high-priority areas. How are their boundaries defined and how 
should the criteria for this “positive red-lining” evolve? Should the actions (and 
subsidies) be highly targeted or more scattered? Some areas in the Paris region have 
social tension indicators markedly higher than the national average. Should action 
be focused on a small number of spots, at the risk of allowing areas of intermediate 

8 Zones franches urbaines
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level to decline? Social and physical changes in urban areas are slow to take effect 
and it is difficult to assess the success or failure of action taken only over short 
periods. This leads to frequent misunderstandings between urban planners/specialists 
(or political partners) and journalists who rush to visit and report that “one year 
later, nothing has changed in the city”.

These programmes are combined with priority educational zones (ZEPs)9 and with 
enhanced educational programmes, both in-school and out-of-school. Although 
such educational policies are place-based, most of them are funded by the national 
budget, and are currently suffering from the on-going fiscal restraint. 

The most important feature of ANRU’s urban regeneration programme has been the 
involvement and commitment of local government authorities. The role played by 
locally elected officials, which is particularly decisive at the project selection stage, 
explains to some extent a number of the encouraging results.

Assessment and monitoring help ensure the consistency of urban development 
policy 
The progress of the urban regeneration programme is assessed by the ANRU 
monitoring committee, by the national observatory of sensitive areas (ONZUS)10  and 
through regular reviews by the national parliament. 

All these reports give evidence of flagging performance, while pointing to a number 
of partial (or local) success stories. In these sensitive areas, unemployment rates 
and educational performance indices remain worse than in other parts of the same 
town. ONZUS endeavours to depict the reality experienced by the inhabitants and 
professionals and has provided statistical data since 2004. A major paradox lies in 
the fact that such sensitive areas provide a large quantity of low-cost housing (social 
rented or private). Therefore they logically attract low-income households, thereby 
cancelling out the impact of the remedial action taken (at least from the statistical 
point of view). To create a more balanced supply of social housing throughout the 
town takes time, and it is always more expensive to build new constructions than to 
maintain old ones (which have no outstanding debt).

Altogether, the target of “reducing the local unemployment rate by one third” has 
yet to be reached.

9 Zones d’éducation prioritaire
10 Observatoire national des zones urbaines sensibles
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Educational success rates may have improved, but to a lesser extent than in other 
parts of the country. Housing renewal has progressed faster in terms of demolitions 
than in terms of reconstructions. The average crime rates and “the sense of insecurity” 
appear to be on the decline, but remain a concern in the light of contrasting figures. 
Some well-known neighbourhoods in municipalities close to Paris are the source of 
most of the fears and tend to degrade the average index. In many places throughout 
France, the local crime rate is of no significant concern, compared with certain 
areas in the Paris region. It is therefore still rather difficult to assess whether public 
policies have increased social inclusion or whether they have merely limited the 
spread of exclusion. 

Decentralisation or recentralisation? A new deal for national and local 
government 
Local tax reform for local government services and the balance of power between 
the three levels of local authorities is under way. It would be unfair to state that such 
reforms represent a step backwards in the decentralisation process, which is now well 
beyond the point of no return. The requirements for both improved performance and 
reduced spending by central government also apply to local government authorities. 
Reforms will take effect from 2011 to 2015, which will change the structure of 
local taxation (the basis for place-based policies). They will give more power to 
intermunicipal authorities and aim to change the respective responsibilities of the 
counties (départements) and regions. The existing balance of power and financing 
responsibilities will also change and the impact on urban development and spatial 
planning policies is currently a matter of intense debate. 

Also under debate are the uncertainties regarding the organisation of the Paris 
metropolitan region, notably in terms of the relationships between Paris and its 
neighbouring municipalities. Attention is focused on infrastructure, as this is 
key to overall urban development and urban growth or renewal. Aside from the 
political stakes in the run-up to the 2012 presidential elections, the organisation of 
international architectural competitions and a broad public debate on the regional 
masterplan show that local partners and central government are moving towards a 
better understanding. However, urban policies are not embedded only in transport 
infrastructure schemes, and such topics as urban development, land management, 
housing and capital expenditure planning. The role of local authorities and their 
organisation should form a key part of the debate. 

Decentralisation has opened up the path to many local authority initiatives. They 
have extensively renewed their teams, who are now qualified at similar levels to
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central government civil servants. Intermunicipal co-operation is being set up 
throughout the country with the establishment of over 2,600 intermunicipal co-
operation public corporations (EPCIs).11 However, this level of management has 
added a fourth tier of government to the three existing municipal, county and 
regional levels. Today’s debate focuses on the likelihood that two levels (municipal 
and national) might subsequently grow weaker, and in some cases the national 
authoritymight act merely as a technical management tool within the regions. 

Urban policies must now be organised by shuttling between issues at the lower, 
neighbourhood level and the wider, metropolitan level. Thus, place-based or 
territorial development policies need to be continually adjusted to suit the most 
relevant scale of action. 

Urban public transport: a place-based and locally developed policy success 
story 
Following decentralisation, in most regions public transport has been modernised. 
Triggered by a national transport tax (paid by companies with more than nine 
employees), many projects were planned as part of local urban transport masterplans 
(PDUs).12 In addition to the in-depth renewal of bus services, the reappearance 
of trams has been the most striking outcome. This has occurred as part of urban 
development planning aimed at upgrading town or city centres and at improving 
transport links with neighbourhoods on the outskirts of suburban areas. 

Initially funded by government grants, public transport policy is now basically 
financed locally through long-term soft loans. This type of policy has its limitations 
in cases where the new tram-lines are the least profitable. Another question arises 
when the core area of a town is being upgraded: will this be detrimental to the social 
mix? A comprehensive urban development policy must also include a housing policy. 
Place-based policies focused on one aspect of development might have the same 
drawbacks as national territorial programming. Nevertheless, mobility plans have 
helped to improve public transport links and, in most cases, eased mobility of all 
social shifts throughout the town. 

Competitiveness clusters: a place-based economic policy 
The dynamics of local economies received a boost in 1998 by initiatives promoting 
“local productive systems” – the grouping of companies involved in the same field 

11 Etablissement public de coopération intercommunale
12 Plan de déplacements urbains
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of activity. In 2002, these groupings became clusters known as “competitiveness 
clusters”. They are defined as joint, theme-based initiatives in a given geographic 
area. A cluster brings together enterprises, research centres and educational/training 
institutions, in order to spur growth and jobs in the areas where they are located. 
Such clusters generally focus on industrial activities and aim to achieve international 
or national leadership in their fields. 

Partnerships are put in place to share R&D projects within an innovative environment. 
State aid is provided for organising the governance structures (a €50 million budget 
over 2009-2011) while larger amounts are spent on R&D (€1.5 billion, two-thirds 
of which comes out of the state budget). Actions are assessed by an observatory. 
If assessment is negative, the “competitiveness cluster” label may be withdrawn 
and the cluster reorganised. Such problems arise especially in the case of small-
scale clusters, located far from large R&D or educational/training centres, in spite 
of their strategic importance (for instance, a cluster focused on childhood research). 
A cluster’s member companies may compete with other companies nationally and 
internationally (for instance, clusters on sport and leisure products), which might 
oblige them to join much wider networks than those originally planned. Hence it 
becomes important to define the adequate territory and to redefine the meaning of 
“local” in the industrial field. 

Competitiveness clusters combine a local approach, while enjoying central and local 
government backing, in a bid to enhance industrial activities through local synergies, 
in terms of both determination and know-how. Are such initiatives really place-
based? The link with local employment development is not easy to establish, as such 
projects are based on new relationships between industry, R&D and education, and 
hence tend to bear their fruit in the medium to long term. 

National strategic urban developments (OINs)13: where national and local 
urban policies meet 
In the 1970s, new towns were created on the initiative of central government. These 
have since become local authorities, as have others, carrying the same rights and 
duties. Large-scale urban programmes still exist, with government aid and partial 
government control. Such urban programmes are steered by urban development 
corporations (EPAs),14 where powers are shared between central government, local 
authorities and various local partners. 

13 Opération d’intérêt national
14 Etablissement public d’aménagement
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Their purpose is to provide a unique development authority on complex sites or in a 
specific field:

•	 redevelopment of industrial sites, ports or airports (brownfield and urbanised);
•	 development of fast-growing areas or future growing areas (urbanised 

greenfield). 

Among 11 UDCs, Marseille and Bordeaux are of particular interest. 

In Bordeaux, local authorities are keen to play a central role in the Bordeaux-Paris 
two-hour high-speed train (TGV) line (as did Lyon and Lille, 30 and 15 years ago 
respectively). With the aim of going further than just refurbishing a railway station, 
local authorities want to develop a large urban area to bring Bordeaux into the top 
league of European metropolitan centres.

The EPA’s board includes Bordeaux and two municipalities, its district, its region, 
central government, the port authority and the railway authority (SNCF/RFF): the 
tasks involve land development (7.70 square kilometres), project management and 
attracting investors. The central government is committed to pay one-third of the 
agency’s expenses from 2010 to 2024. 

The project must be consistent, produce diversified housing, a multimodal transport 
hub, a business centre and cultural facilities, and must be developed sustainably. 
Indeed, quite an ambitious agenda for the coming 15 years. However, the focus 
should favour an allocation of the appropriate space or land for more down-to-
earth activities, rather than funding lavish cultural and business construction or 
reconstruction. It will be necessary to maintain a well-balanced social mix across 
the whole area.

Launched 15 years ago, Marseille’s Euro-méditerranée has successfully endured local 
and national political change. At its outset, the project’s aim was to help Marseille 
develop as a commercial port, in the wake of its role as a “colonial merchant counter”. 
However, the project turned out to be far more ambitious, aiming to turn Marseille 
into a modern international metropolitan city, creating “wealth and employment, 
with quality-of-life housing and attracting private investors”. Much more than a 
sun-baked transhipment pier, but a value-added economic hub.

The first and foremost challenge was how to open up the city centre seaward, while 
maintaining a thriving port, all alongside a key partner and majority landowner in
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the port authority, as well as the railway company.

Many traditional ports have been forced to rethink and adapt towards post-industrial 
activities, while ensuring their core activities’ competitiveness and maintaining the 
social groups associated with such activities. Such programmes require investment 
and need to seduce investors. In Marseille, the EPA is facing a very complex urban and 
industrial fabric, all within varying legal frameworks, and hence must demonstrate 
an underlying logic for its actions. The idea is to turn a patchwork quilt into true 
urban fabric.

Central government subsidies initially amounted to half of the budget, and now 
amount to one-third. Over a 20-year period, €1 billion of public money (from central 
government funds, local authorities and partners) should generate €2.5 billion of 
private investment – a respectable level of leverage by public programme standards. 
Central government involvement is perceived as a guarantee for private investors. 
Although public authorities (both government and local) can no longer organise a 
programme alone, they can oversee it and tend to its launch conditions and, once 
launched, see that local authorities take the helm. 

On these various fronts, the EPA brings consistency to the project. While dealing 
with the on-going negotiation and bargaining process, each partner should make 
the programme its priority before getting on with its own specific tasks and 
considerations. Processes may be fragmented, but provided that regular feedback 
is exchanged between stakeholders, this will ensure a comprehensive finished urban 
project that is in line with expectations.

Conclusion
Although place-making policies remain important, it is not easy to foresee if they 
will play a greater part in public policies: fiscal restraint has put serious constraints 
on state and local authority budgets. Will the search for better efficiency and greater 
speed, with reduced human and financial resources, in turn, not reduce the time and 
effort dedicated to negotiations and dialogue between stakeholders, notably as far 
as urban policies are concerned? 

In urban regeneration, there is competition to reap the positive economic and 
social benefits of enhanced competitiveness, better transport policies, housing 
refurbishments and deeper social inclusion, at a time when negative socioeconomic 
outcomes, measured with various barometers, are on the increase. One remaining 
positive point is the greater attention now paid to careful assessment and auditing,
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which was unusual 30 years ago. This makes way for improved monitoring of place-
orientated policies, allowing these to better withstand political changes (at national 
and/or local level) and in some cases, to adapt to economic constraints. 
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Building better places – opportunities for Canadian cities

Weston is a community in what is now considered Toronto’s inner suburb. Incorporated 
as a village in 1881, and then as a town in 1914, it was an important place of 
manufacturing from the late 19th century to the mid 1960s. Canada’s largest and 
most famous bicycle factory, CCM, was once located here. Today, Weston is primarily 
a dormitory town, with employment provided through service industries and retail 
businesses. The main shopping street, a mixture of small businesses, neighbourhood 
amenities and vacant retail space, gives the appearance of a place in transition. 
Victorian homes are the primary housing stock east of the north-south railway 
corridor. Apartment towers and condominiums flank the Humber River to the west 
and south. 

The Weston-Mount Denis1  community was identified in 2006 as one of 13 “priority 
neighbourhoods”2 for the City of Toronto. These neighbourhoods have the greatest 
lack of services and facilities to meet the needs of residents – in other words, one 
could describe these neighbourhoods as being relatively more deprived, and in need 
of significant investment, largely in the form of social and physical infrastructure. 
There is a lack of “place” in Weston. 

Public and privately owned rental housing have changed the demography of Weston. 
Increasingly a settlement neighbourhood, it suffers from a lack of public investment 
in social infrastructure and has lost its attraction for private business and new 
residential development. While a significant portion of household incomes are above 
the city average, overall the neighbourhood lags in income, has a higher proportion 
of unemployed residents, lower post-secondary graduation attainment and a higher 
proportion of ethnic-minority residents than the city as a whole. There is in many 
respects a lack of social capital.

Like many other neighbourhoods in Canadian cities, Weston is a place in need of 
investment. The recognition of this is an example of the increasing realisation 
among Canadian cities that place matters, and that the quality of place and its 
impact on communities is directly linked to the prosperity of the city and its global 
competitiveness. The future of Weston is that of the larger metropolitan area. 

1 Weston-Mount Denis is the formal City of Toronto Neighbourhood name for this area and encompasses Weston 
Village. 
2 Toronto, 2006
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As stated by the United Way of Toronto: “The future of our cities relies on the 
investments we make today to ensure that they are welcoming and safe places to 
live.”3 It is widely accepted that increasingly, the success of cities is related to who 
is attracted to them, either as immigrants or retained native talent. And people are 
attracted by the characteristics of place and the quality of neighbourhood.4 The 
ability to make infrastructure investment in communities like Weston, to the benefit 
of those living and working there, has an impact on the economic success of Toronto, 
the region and ultimately Canada.

Cities, infrastructure, place and prosperity
In Canada, the federal and provincial governments have largely been the policy and 
financial intermediaries between the forces of a global economy and cities as key 
building blocks of a competitive economy. The idea of place, place-based analysis 
and investment have only recently found a footing in federal policy. The 2005 federal 
Budget included measures to support cities (and smaller municipalities) and promised 
to build on the ideas promoted by the prime minister’s external advisory committee 
on cities and communities. These actions were reinforced by the naming of a minister 
of state responsible for infrastructure and communities. The link between economic 
performance and the economic and social health of cities was solidified. 

These initiatives came on the heels of work completed by the Toronto Dominion Bank 
and the Federation of Canadian Municipalities, pointing to the need for significant 
infrastructure investments in order to improve competitiveness and productivity. 
The federal initiatives also built on the growing body of research and innovation in 
the Canadian community sector using place-based approaches to address issues of 
income disparity, economic development and social cohesion.5

Municipalities in Canada, and large cities in particular, have focused on infrastructure 
largely as a deficit and not given much consideration to leveraging their existing 
assets to better or different purpose. The Canadian Federation of Municipalities has 
for a decade called for bridging the “infrastructure deficit”, estimated in 2007 at 
over $123 billion.6 A compelling case has been made for the need for investment 
in hard infrastructure (transportation networks, transit systems, water and waste 
water facilities7) as well as spending on social infrastructure (housing, community

3 United Way, 2005
4 Bradford, 2004
5 Tamarack Institute Evaluating Vibrant Communities 2002-2010 (Vibrant Communities Campaign, 2010)
6 Mirza, S The Coming Collapse of Canada’s Infrastructure (Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 2007)
7 FCM, 2007
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and recreation facilities, parks, and more recently arts and culture facilities8). Both 
physical and social infrastructure have come to be seen as an important part of place 
making, and investment in infrastructure as important to the economic and social 
viability of neighbourhoods.

Cities face severe financial challenges in making investment choices. Progressive 
downloading of responsibilities from federal and provincial governments increasingly 
restricts investment choice. Communities feel the effect in terms of lessened quality 
of life, spatial and racial segregation, and declining social capital.9 The changing 
fiscal context has also given rise to creativity and locally based policy making that is 
having a positive effect in many Canadian cities.

Moving people and making connection
For the past two years, Weston residents have been engaged in planning for the 
impact of a new rail line through their community. Originally designed as a direct 
rapid link between downtown Toronto and the airport, after much argument over 
the need for communities along the line to gain some measure of benefit from 
the rail link, Weston will be one of two stops along the 20 kilometre line. It will 
provide the neighbourhood with a vital connection to jobs, both in the industrial 
airport zone and in the central core. The new rail link will turn a 90-minute bus and 
subway commute for workers and students into a 16-minute comfort ride to the 
downtown area. Residents will have access to the growing pool of jobs in the outer 
suburban region. And it brings vital social connectedness for the neighbourhood and 
the broader community. Leveraging this type of infrastructure investment to the 
benefit of communities and place building is increasingly part of city objectives.10

Key to the successful future of Canadian cities is the investment in transit 
infrastructure and efficient sustainable transportation systems.11 The more obvious 
outcomes of effective transit systems are the efficient movement of people and 
goods. Congestion in Canadian cities is estimated by a 2006 federal study at $2.3 
billion to $3.7 billion in 2002 dollars.12 And for larger cities such as Toronto and 
Calgary, these costs are rising rapidly.13

8 Federation of Canadian Municipalities Quality of Life in Canadian Communities: Trends & Issues in Affordable Housing 
& Homelessness (2008)
9 Walks, A and Bourne, L “Ghettos in Canada’s Cities? Racial Segregation, Ethnic Enclaves & Poverty Concentration in 
Canadian Urban Areas” in The Canadian Geographer, 22 September 2006
10 FCM, 2010
11 FCM, 2006
12 Transport Canada The Cost of Urban Congestion in Canada (2006)
13 A 2009 Metrolinx (Toronto region transportation authority) study puts the figure for congestion in the Toronto and 
region conurbation at $6 billion.
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Equally important is the impact of effective transit on people and place, and the 
urban environment. Cost-benefit studies conducted to make the case for transit 
investment now routinely include the quantification of the social and health benefits, 
and more recently in some regions, the more empirical benefits on people and place.

In most Canadian cities there is a spatial mismatch between places that are affordable for 
low- and moderate-income households and places of education and employment. The time 
of travel is an impediment to access to the labour market, and the high cost of travel reduces 
the disposable income of these same households. Toronto, Vancouver and other cities have 
recognised this key link between the health of communities and social equity.14 The linkage 
of low-income communities with the ability of residents in these neighbourhoods to fully 
participate in the labour market has an impact on individual and household quality of life, 
as well as on the economic vitality of neighbourhoods.

Large Canadian cities have recognised the need for further investment in transit systems.15  
In addition to the economic benefits, cities argue that good transit connections encourage 
more sustainable commuter behaviours and increase compact urban form development, 
which in turn provides better physical neighbourhood environments that can support a 
broad range of local services. Investment in transit improves place. 

The Weston train link is four years away. But already there is a renewed interest and energy 
in the community. Hundreds of residents, of high and low income, have participated in 
discussions on the impact of the rail link and the changes to the physical infrastructure. 
The community is now turning its attention to leveraging these investments into renewed 
services and social infrastructure, and creating a vision of new development that will be 
attracted by the proximity, in time, to the central core. The infrastructure investments have 
leveraged physical improvement, social capital and the signs of a renewed private capital 
investment in the community.
 
Quality places to live
Weston is defined by its housing. Large Victorian houses on the west side of the 
neighbourhood sell for high prices and are in demand. But more defining are the large 
number of 1970s-built concrete slab high-rises, both public and private. Rents are relatively 
affordable, but the quality of units is poor, and the access to neighbourhood services 
limited, affecting the lives of the highly visible, and largely immigrant, minority community. 
In Weston as in most Canadian cities, affordability and quality of housing is a critical issue.

14 Casello, J The Economic Impact of Transit Investment: A National Survey (Canadian Urban Transit Association, 2010)
15 FCM, 2007
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Housing and housing affordability are at the forefront of the agendas of most 
Canadian cities.16 Canadian housing markets are generally ranked as moderately 
unaffordable,17 with many large urban markets (Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal) being 
severely unaffordable.18 The affordability crisis in Canadian cities is most acute for low-
income renters. In Toronto, more than 50% of low-income households pay over half 
of their income on housing. And the large majority of these households are renters.

Affordable housing in Canada has traditionally been defined in policy terms as an 
equity issue, and one which has been set in the context of income redistribution 
programmes. Delivery programmes and structures were established by senior orders 
of government, and the financial and policy commitment from cities was relatively 
minor. So it is not surprising that from the inception of public housing programmes 
in the 1960s, through the delivery of community-based housing funding starting 
in the mid 1970s and the ultimate end of social housing construction at a national 
scale in the 1990s, little attention has been paid to the impact of housing on 
neighbourhood, or to the local and regional economic arguments for making these 
social infrastructure investments.19

Cities have been passive recipients of insufficient federal and provincial funds which 
were largely administered by provincial agencies. These governments had little 
concern for the effect on place and the inclusion of funding criteria that would 
speak to local effect. Economic impacts were largely defined as macro-economic 
and sector-specific (employment, construction industry). Even with a change in 
social housing policy in the mid 1980s to funding community-based initiatives, 
and encouraging income integration within social housing developments, few 
neighbourhood or local criteria were used, and there was limited consultation with 
cities in funding decisions. As a result, municipal planning and neighbourhood 
backlash often hindered the delivery of these projects. 

The municipal role in housing and housing affordability is changing. Most cities are 
developing housing strategies and long-term plans.20 Cities in Canada have benefited

16 FCM, 2008, op cit 
17 Affordability is generally accepted as households paying more than 30% of their after-tax income on housing. 
Government measures also include suitability factors to determine those in deepest housing need.
18 Kotkin, J Seventh Annual Dempographia International Housing Affordability Survey (2011) (www.demographia.
com)
19 Maclennan, D Housing for the Toronto Economy, research paper 212 (Cities Centre, University of Toronto, 
2008)
20 The city of Toronto has recently developed a housing plan, as has the region of Greater Vancouver. The city of 
Calgary has developed a joint private-municipal plan. Housing and housing affordability statements are generally 
contained in official plans for the urban areas.
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from increased federal and provincial housing spending under recent economic 
stimulus programmes – close to $1.5 billion was earmarked for new housing and 
rehabilitation initiatives and allowed to tailor local housing plans, in addition to 
multi-year commitments ranging from $1.5 billion to $2 billion. Added to this is 
a surge in creativity in how housing investments can be made and how cities can 
contribute to this. Cities are using the leverage of reduced fees and taxes, planning 
permissions and their own real property assets to increase the availability of both 
rental and ownership affordable housing.

In Vancouver, the city has leveraged its own funds alongside federal infrastructure 
funding to acquire an existing stock of low-income single-room-occupancy 
hotels. Home to an extremely vulnerable population, these buildings were under 
threat of redevelopment as the downtown east neighbourhood comes under 
redevelopment pressures. Allowing residents the ability to stay, making modest 
physical improvements and bringing alongside social support services are changes 
that contribute to building a stronger neighbourhood, and one that continues to 
include low-income households.

The impact of housing investment can be seen at smaller scales as well. The investments 
made in the Crieghton/Gerrish neighbourhood in Halifax show the impact of small 
investment in affordable housing.21 Sustaining these investments beyond the current 
regime of federal and provincial spending will be the challenge for Canadian cities. 
With a host of competing demands, capital-intense infrastructure such as housing 
is at risk in the priority for spending. Groups in Weston Village trying to secure city 
lands and a small amount of bridge capital funding to initiate affordable housing 
projects are competing with the demand for transit and hard infrastructure demands. 
While a compelling case for the economic and social impacts of this spending can be 
made, these are not arguments which have yet gained municipal primacy in Canada. 

The complete neighbourhood
A group of Weston residents is working with Artscape, a Toronto organisation whose 
mission is to create and sustain multi-tenant spaces for the arts and culture sector. 
Artscape leverages investment and employment into communities through the arts. 
The group has successfully transformed a portfolio of underused buildings across 
Toronto into dynamic community assets using a variety of private, city and other 
government investment, giving new vigour to neighbourhoods. The Weston residents

 
21 Creighton/Gerrish Development Association Creighton/Gerrish Affordable Housing & Neighbourhood Renewal 
– Halifax (Affordability & Choice Today, programme funded by Canada Mortgage and Housing, 2003)
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engaged in this project recognise that the need for investment in a neighbourhood
includes the arts and culture, and that their neighbourhood’s future is in part linked 
to the creative economy.

The concept of complete neighbourhoods is simple. These are liveable communities in 
which there are opportunities for work and recreation, and where the local economy 
is made more resilient by its diversity and connectedness to that of the larger city. 
Complete neighbourhoods are places that attract people and investment. 

The notion of complete neighbourhood is increasingly reflected in the large urban 
official plans – the guiding social, urban and economic planning tools. The concept 
recognises that quality of place is fundamental to individual and community success, 
and is directly linked to the economic success of the city.22

Ensuring a high quality of life for existing and future residents is about creating 
identifiable neighbourhoods that are walkable, appealing and provide the necessary 
services and amenities to support a shared sense of community. Complete 
neighbourhoods accommodate a diverse population, offer places to gather, and 
ensure schools and transit are within walking distance.23

There are a limited number of examples of place-based investment strategies in 
Canada. Regent Park in Toronto is the redevelopment from the ground up of 29 
hectares of public housing. In addition to the replacement of subsidised rental 
housing, the development includes 60%-ownership housing, other market-rental 
housing, commercial office space and retail space, as well as new community 
amenities. Public investment in community centres, adult learning facilities, small 
enterprise business incubation space, childcare and school refurbishment are all 
intended to transform what was once the lowest-income census tract in the country 
into a mixed-income, mixed-tenure vibrant neighbourhood. A similar effort is under 
way in Vancouver’s Little Mountain neighbourhood, and will likely be repeated in 
Saint John and Montreal. 

These examples of near total replacement of neighbourhood are costly and require 
the ability to access all of the community assets in order to leverage the massive 
changes contemplated. More typical for Canadian cities are targeted interventions 
aimed at catalysing change through infrastructure investment.

22 City of Toronto Prosperity & Opportunity in Toronto: Getting it Right, summary of proceedings from round 
table on economic competitiveness and social inclusion, City of Toronto and University of Toronto (2007)
23 City of Halifax 2006 Regional Plan (2006) (www.halifax.ca/regionalplanning) 
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For Canadian cities, the challenge in undertaking more comprehensive place building 
is the lack of a policy framework and the lack of connected funding and programme 
implementation. Priorities for arts and culture investment are rarely place-based, 
and these types of infrastructure are not readily seen as contributing to an overall 
neighbourhood effect. Labour market adjustment and job training programmes 
in Toronto bear little relationship to the particular needs of those low-income 
neighbourhood residents who are largely immigrant, and whose priorities are 
recognition of foreign credentials and language training. 

Canadian cities have recognised the need for joined-up thinking on comprehensive 
neighbourhood infrastructure. There is leverage to be gained in building social 
infrastructure in places to be served by transit, and to ensure that the quality of 
place attracts new residents and retains existing ones. The improvement of the 
quality of place is linked to overall city competitiveness and economic performance. 
The lag is in the joined-up delivery of infrastructure and programmes, at the level of 
the community and neighbourhood.

In Weston, the neighbourhood vision includes an arts and culture hub, a satellite 
campus of a local community college, the redevelopment and expansion of the 
farmers’ market, new open-market and affordable housing, and a revitalised main 
street that connect the residents to each other. The community also needs to 
be connected to the public spaces along the river, now hidden behind a wall of 
buildings, and households connected to the larger city through employment and 
shared experience. 

The Weston vision is slowly being realised. The identification in Toronto of the needs 
of this community, and the more comprehensive view of how spending on place is 
directly connected to the welfare of the whole of the city, are important changes in 
the approaches being taken by Canadian cities. 

Conclusion
The impact of investing in places such as Weston is visible. Already the land prices 
are rising and there is a renewed interest in commercial and business opportunity. 
Plans are being developed to reclaim large, unused commercial spaces for education 
purposes. The feasibility of developing the new rail station as a mixed commercial 
and residential development is being assessed. Planned investments have leveraged 
significant social capital in the community, bridging income and tenure groups. 
There is demonstrable effect from investing in place, and putting a place lens on the 
larger infrastructure investment being made. 
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Downloading of responsibility for supporting human capital and an increased interest 
in economic competitiveness has shifted the attention of municipal and business 
interests to the questions of how infrastructure spending, and social infrastructure, 
will assist in improving competitiveness and productivity,24 and within this context 
how the availability of transit, affordable housing and other neighbourhood 
investments can increase economic competitiveness and support social inclusion. 

Canadian cities are responding to these challenges, but have a large backlog in 
needed investment. The big question for Canadian cities is how to fund these social 
infrastructure investments and develop more effective delivery mechanisms to do it 
well. 
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Synergy between transport infrastructures and cities – towards 
better places

Transport infrastructures and cities are usually treated as separate topics in 
discussions on the spatial future of Europe. Recently the relationship between urban 
nodes and infrastructure networks has been explored in a string of publications 
on polynuclear urban regions. This paper will elaborate further on this theme. The 
central research question is: how can the synergy between transport infrastructure 
and cities be enhanced? In other words, how can transport infrastructures help to 
create better places in cities? Our point of departure will be the recent study by the 
CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis – The Netherlands of 20401  – 
which addresses the future of cities as nodes in global economic networks. 

Towards an urban Europe
In this study, ter Weel and colleagues develop four scenarios that can be used to think 
about the future of the Dutch economy in 2040. The study addresses the question 
of how we will earn our money in 2040 by looking at people and cities. Scenarios 
bundle historical developments, current facts and trends towards the future into 
consistent stories for the future. They assist policy makers in thinking through all 
possible outcomes of their decisions. It is our opinion that the scenarios are valid not 
only for the Netherlands, but also for Europe as a whole.

Computers change the way we work and the way we communicate. As a result, jobs 
are split up into different tasks. Increasingly, firms participate in complex global 
supply chains in which the many tasks required to manufacture a product are 
performed in different locations.

Cities are the places where people cluster, where start-ups flourish and face-to-face 
interactions increase productivity. As a result, cities are the places where productivity grows.

Four scenarios
Ter Weel and colleagues have developed four consistent stories dealing with two 
basic uncertainties: 

(i)    The future division of tasks among workers – will production occur anywhere in 
the world or more locally? 

(ii)   Will cities become larger or smaller?

1 ter Weel, B, van der Horst, A and Gelauff, G The Netherlands of 2040 (CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic 
Policy Analysis, 2010)
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Together, the two uncertainties lead to the four scenarios presented in figure 1. The 
horizontal axis presents the options for the division of tasks, the vertical axis shows 
the possibilities for city size.

Figure 1: Four scenarios for Dutch cities in 2040

Source: Ter Weel et al, 2010: p15

The CPB analysis distinguishes four types of cities: talent towns, cosmopolitan 
centres, egalitarian ecologies and metropolitan markets.2

Talent towns (TT) 
Talent towns represent a world with relatively small cities (100,000–200,000 
inhabitants) and specialised workers and firms. Communication technology enables 
specialist workers to co-operate in virtual teams, particularly in service industries. 
Firms employ specialists from all over the world. The wages of low-skilled workers 
suffer downward pressure due to global competition. The TT world faces the paradox

2 pp17-19

Figure 1: Four scenarios for Dutch cities in 2040
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of high demand for protection and redistribution, but limited supply. Substantial 
vulnerability and inequality together with low solidarity characterise TTs.

Cosmopolitan centres (CC)
Cosmopolitan centres are large cities (2 million to 8 million inhabitants) with global 
connections hosting specialised workers and firms. In such a city, many specialists 
from all over the world combine their efforts in design and production. Specialist 
workers substantially benefit from grouping together. Working on complex tasks in a 
common location, specialists disseminate knowledge, exchange ideas, share common 
facilities and establish a reputation. 

Income levels may differ substantially between centres, and between a particular 
centre and its hinterland. Substantial income inequality also exists within cities, 
because the large CCs attract a broad range of supporting tasks.

Egalitarian ecologies (EE)
Variety and dispersion characterise egalitarian ecologies. Economic activity spreads out 
over medium-sized cities (100,000–500,000 inhabitants) that host medium-sized firms. 
Due to in-house production and meagre inter-firm knowledge flows, firms benefit little 
from being located near each other. Cities also face the risk of stagnation. Workers 
and plants can become locked in, with limited opportunities inside the city, limited 
opportunities for learning from outside companies and limited outside options.

EE represents a world with little income growth and modest income differentials. 
Social relations may come under pressure from the considerable migration of low- 
and medium-skilled workers.

Metropolitan markets (MM)
Very large metropolises have more than 10 million inhabitants. Large factories, huge 
office buildings and sky-high apartment blocks characterise these cities. Economic 
activity is concentrated in dense areas, where economies of scale and scope are 
optimally exploited. The hinterland and smaller cities face bleak prospects, talented 
workers leave and sufficient production size may never be reached. Metropolitan 
markets are a world in which the winning cities take all.

Where the metropolis thrives, the hinterland lags behind. The metropolis attracts all 
the highly productive firms and higher-qualified people. Income inequality is large 
– both within the metropolis and between metropolis and hinterland. This may pose 
serious social problems.
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A critical observation
It is debatable whether the four city types in the CPB analysis are mutually exclusive. 
The economy develops in different directions, combining both a differentiation and 
generalisation of tasks. A scenario could be envisaged in which all four types appear 
at the same time, depending on the scale that one applies to polynuclear regions. 
One could consider cities – Delft, Leiden, The Hague and Rotterdam – on the scale 
of individual entities. One could consider the Randstad South Wing as a network 
city and the Randstad as an urban network. Finally, one could consider North West 
Europe as a mega-city region with the Randstad, the Flemish Diamond and the 
Rhine-Ruhr Area as components. 

This cross-scale approach does justice to the current urban pattern, which will 
undergo only limited change between now and 2040. Path dependency plays a 
dominant role.3

Divergence of transport networks and urban patterns in Europe
Providing access for road traffic to European cities has proved a difficult challenge. 
Since the 1960s ambitious demolition schemes were carried out in many European 
cities, designed – partly – to make room for car traffic. This trend met with opposition 
from many residents. It often badly damaged the spatial quality, the environmental 
quality and the pleasantness of the city, and problems of congestion shifted to the 
motorway slip roads. 

In a growing number of European cities, cars are now increasingly discouraged 
from entering cities. It is almost impossible to transfer from train to car (and vice 
versa) in town centres; instead, people are rerouted to much smaller park-and-ride 
stations in the suburbs, or even more outlying areas. In general there is a lack of 
interconnectivity between transport networks and urban patterns.4

Craig discusses the relationship between airports and cities: 

The so-called landside problems of the air transport system create massive and 
largely un-researched issues of […] how to connect the air transport system to other 
modes of transport. The airport can be regarded as essentially the location at which 
autos meet aircraft, and these “intermodal” connections are generally ignored. … We 

3 Louw, E and Meijers, EJ “CPB Onderschat Robuustheid Stedelijk Systeem” (CPB underestimates robustness of 
urban system) in ESB no 95 (29 October 2010)
4 Priemus, H and Konings, R “Light Rail in Urban Regions: What Dutch Policymakers Could Learn from Experiences 
in France, Germany and Japan” in Journal of Transport Geography no 9 (2001)
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also wonder when airports will begin to be recognised as the new city centres, as 
they become central places for more and more socio-economic activity.5

Amsterdam Schiphol has rapidly developed into such an airport city, with no residents 
but with a growing workforce and an enormous number of visitors every day.

Most European cities have poor interconnections between the various modes (air, 
car, rail, tram/metro/light rail). Their central areas are not very accessible for the 
modes with the highest share in the modal split: air and car. We must conclude that 
the synergy between the urban pattern and infrastructure networks in Europe has 
not improved in recent years.

Towards better integration of infrastructure networks and urban patterns
The development of the mononuclear city into the polynuclear urban region in 
Europe6 by definition means the development of more urban centres, more nodes 
connecting the urban pattern and the infrastructure networks. Not only is housing 
suburbanising, so is employment, with secondary urban centres (edge cities) 
developing.7 This American phenomenon fits very well into the European tradition of 
polynuclear urban regions. This tradition can lead to an increasing synergy between 
infrastructure networks and urban areas.

The high-speed rail network has recently been developed in Europe as part of the 
Trans-European Network (TEN), partly as an alternative to continental flights over 
relatively short distances. So far the high-speed rail network has many missing links. 
It is important for high-speed trains to stop in the centre of cities and at the major 
airports, so as to ensure interconnectivity between continental and intercontinental 
air routes and rail routes8 and to improve the integration between cities and 
infrastructure networks. 

Whether this will result in substantial substitution of air travel by rail travel (as was 
intended from the very start) is doubtful, as the low fares charged by price-cutters 
such as Easyjet and Ryanair have upset the original substitution calculations.

5 Craig, T “Air Traffic Congestion: Problems and Prospects” in Ausubel, JH and Herman, R (eds) Cities & Their Vital 
Systems: Infrastructure, Past, Present & Future (National Academy, 1988)
6 Batten, DF “Network Cities: Creative Urban Agglomerations for the 21st Century” in Urban Studies no 32 
(1995); Kloosterman, RC and Lambregts, B “Clustering of Economic Activities in Polycentric Urban Regions: The 
Case of the Randstad” in Urban Studies no 38 (2001); Meijers, E “Polycentric Urban Regions & the Quest for 
Synergy: Is a Network of Cities more than the Sum of the Parts?” in Urban Studies no 42 (2005)
7 Garreau, J Edge City: Life on the New Frontier (Doubleday, 1991)
8 Givoni, M and Banister, D “Role of the Railways in the Future of Air Transport” in Transportation Planning & 
Technology vol 30, no 1 (2007)
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The idea of the polynuclear urban region is a promising perspective when it comes 
to answering the question: how can the synergy between urban pattern and 
infrastructure networks be enhanced? In many cases the system will need to be 
redesigned at the regional level, creating or improving transfer points:

•	 between air and car or train; 
•	 between car (on trunk roads outside urban built-up areas) and rail/metro/tram/

light rail; and/or
•	 between rail and metro/tram/light rail.

Once this redesign has been carried out, the nodes – such as railway stations and 
airports – need to be highlighted and classified. It is also important to plot the 
metro/tram/light rail stops and to zoom in on the nodes where passengers can 
transfer from one mode to another. Special attention is being paid to the areas 
around railway stations where the high-speed train will stop:9 here major urban 
impacts are expected, as has previously been the case in Japan10  and France.11 

Apart from the transport function, the function mix in and around each node is 
significant, including housing, offices, hotels, restaurants, bars, educational and 
cultural facilities. When analysing the functioning of and prospects for high-speed-
train station areas, Bertolini12 distinguishes between node value (transport value) 
and place value (functional value).13 In this approach it is essential that the transport 
function and function mix of each node be “in balance” with each other. As a rule of 
thumb, the more passengers per day transfer and get on and off at a node, the more 
reason there is to provide a rich function mix. It is important that urban nodes be 
considered as interfaces between public infrastructure networks and urban functions, 
each with their own specific characteristics.14

9 Pol, PMJ A Renaissance of Stations, Railways & Cities: Economic Effects, Development Strategies & 
Organisational Issues of European High-Speed Train Stations, PhD thesis (DUP Science, 2002)
10 Amano, K, Toda, T and Nakagawa, D “The Rapid Transportation System & the Socioeconomic Restructuring of 
Japan” in Brotchie, J, Batty, M, Hall, P and Newton, P (eds) Cities of the 21st Century: New Technologies & Spatial 
Systems (Longman Cheshire, 1991)
11 Newman, P and Thornley, A “Euralille: ‘Boosterism’ at the Centre of Europe” in European Urban & Regional 
Studies vol 2, no 3 (1995)
12 “Nodes & Places: Complexities of Railway Station Redevelopment” in European Planning Studies vol 4, no 
3 (1996) and “Spatial Development Patterns & Public Transport: The Application of an Analytical Model in the 
Netherlands” in Planning Practice & Research vol 14, no 2 (1999)
13 Bertolini, L and Spit, T Cities on Rails: The Redevelopment of Railway Station Areas (Spon, 1998)
14 Graham, S and Marvin, S Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological Mobilities & the 
Urban Condition (Routledge, 2001) 
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Light rail networks in urban regions
Light rail surface and underground networks can be an important component 
contributing to the sustainable accessibility of urban regions. Light rail is a rail-
associated transport system that can be positioned in the triangle between train, 
tram and metro. The vehicles have ample pick-up and set-down points, rapid 
acceleration, short stopping times and adequate top speed.

Partly as a result of its exemplary public transport, the number of visitors to the 
central city in Strasbourg has increased.15 A synergy between urban vitalisation and 
the improvement of public transport in Strasbourg has brought about a cost recovery 
level for the tram of more than 100%. Both the liveability and economic attraction 
of the city centre have been strengthened. Public transport has priority here. Park-
and-ride areas have been laid out at some of the larger tram stops with bus stations. 

In Japan the public transport operators are the owners of the rail infrastructure 
and the stations. This situation came about together with a strong diversification 
of these companies. They are very active in the development of real estate along 
the lines of public transport and at stations as well as in the operation of transport 
services (train and feeder bus services). The companies develop new residential areas, 
apartment complexes, department stores, shopping centres and office locations. 

Public transport in Japan has a market share in the total number of passenger 
kilometres that is 2.5 to 3 times as great as in the Netherlands. Japanese public 
transport proves well able to recover most of its costs, including the cost of the 
infrastructure. The railway companies benefit from the increases in value of land 
around the railways.16 

Towards better places
In many cities a process has been under way for years in which the city centre becomes 
car-shy and car traffic is concentrated on the ring roads. This attitude enhances the 
attraction of central cities for cyclists, pedestrians and public transport. The more 
car use in the city is regulated, partly through physical measures and partly with the 
help of the price mechanism (congestion fee, paid parking), the more important it 
becomes for the central city to be readily accessible via public transport.17 

15 Priemus, H and Konings, JW “Public Transport in Urbanised Regions: The Missing Link in the Pursuit of the 
Economic Vitality of Cities” in Planning Practice & Research vol 15, no 3 (2000); also Priemus and Konings, op cit 
(2001)
16 Cervero, R The Transit Metropolis: A Global Inquiry (Island Press, 1998)
17 Mackett, RL and Edwards, M “The Impact of New Urban Public Transport Systems: Will the Expectations Be 
Met?” in Transportation Research A vol 32, no 4 (1998) 
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The endeavour to facilitate chain mobility implies a strategic location and an 
adequate capacity of transferia (places where passengers change mode), parking 
garages and bus stations and a redesign of public space. In this manner tourist 
and cultural facilities can be strengthened, and justice can be done to protected 
cityscapes and monuments.

In the central city, the customer must be able to choose and combine not only public 
transport, but also private transport (with a price-tag) and combinations of public 
and private transport in mobility chains.

In addition, there are still ample opportunities for travel information systems 
(navigation systems in cars, public transport information systems) to contribute to 
the smooth running of urban transport systems.

Cars will increasingly have to be parked on the periphery, at park-and-ride stations, 
from which high-quality public transport, taxis and selective (expensive) car drives 
take visitors to the town centre. More facilities will be added to these park-and-ride 
stations, such as filling stations, car washes, car repair facilities, florists, gift shops, 
cafes, and meeting rooms. In the London city centre the congestion charge has been 
introduced. The centre remains easily accessible, thanks partly to the underground 
system. Each city must have a high-quality, high-capacity, safe and secure public 
transport system.

Cities are ideal locations for developing better places geared to strengthening the 
economy. National and international companies prefer to run their operations from 
a city base. Many businesses communicate with their suppliers and customers via 
physical and virtual global networks. Better places will emerge if businesses in 
the cities can be easily accessed thanks to the proximity of airports, rail networks, 
motorways and ICT connections.

Socio-cultural, medical and educational services will be concentrated in the urban 
centres. Transport nodes will make it possible to switch modes: there will be railway 
stations (with car parking and bicycle storage) and transfer sites where people 
can park their cars and continue their journey by bus and/or metro. Ideally, these 
sites should be located at strategic places along city bypasses to serve drivers from 
outside the region. The city centre can then be reached by metro, light rail, bus and/
or bicycle. Parking will be expensive in central areas and a congestion charge can be 
introduced.
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Better places also have an ecological dimension: cities are not only integrated 
in transport and ICT networks but also in water and green networks, which give 
citizens the opportunity for open air recreation close to their homes, playgrounds 
for children, urban agriculture, and which stimulate biodiversity in urban areas. The 
increase of energy costs and the reduction of energy use in housing can, in addition, 
lead to a more compact way of living.

Finally, better places have also an important social dimension: they promote and 
facilitate social interaction and social cohesion. Housing preferences and housing 
environment preferences differ. On the one hand households in urban areas prefer 
central locations, close to restaurants, theatres, museums and bars. They will often 
accept apartments. For other households, in particular with children or where 
children are expected, the ideal home is more often the one-family house with 
private garden, in a quiet green, suburban environment not too far from city centres. 

Polynuclear urban areas can offer housing opportunities for both categories of 
households. Parking in inner-city housing will always be selective and expensive; 
parking in the suburb will be more abundant and less expensive.

For two-earner households in particular, the accessibility of jobs in a differentiated 
labour market is essential. Visser and Van Dam argue18 that the number of jobs 
that can be reached within half an hour of travelling is the variable that has the 
highest impact on house prices. Improvement of the urban traffic infrastructure for 
commuting can increase the value of residential properties. 

Here is a direct link between the quality of urban housing and the quality of urban 
infrastructure. For housing, a dedicated parking place for one or two cars will remain 
popular, including charging points for electric cars. But it will be expensive, and 
not everyone will give this the highest priority. Bike storage and a short distance 
to a public transport stop are also crucial. Traffic infrastructure must guarantee 
accessibility of high quality without reducing the quality of the housing environment 
by emissions of greenhouse gases, particulate matter or noise.

If we want to create better places in urban areas for both households and businesses, 
an isolated analysis of housing markets on the one hand, or mobility and traffic 
infrastructure on the other hand, does not make sense. In thinking about the future

 
18 Visser, P and van Dam, F De Prijs van een Plek (the price of a location) (Ruimtelijk Plan Bureau/NAï Uitgeverij, 
2006)
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dynamics of urban areas, these topics have to be integrated. Urban dynamics must be
analysed and planned along economic, social, cultural and also ecological lines. This 
is the challenge for urban researchers, urban planners and urban managers.
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Making multiple places into a place – infrastructure, 
governance and planning in Auckland

Auckland is a conglomerate of small villages sprawling over easy-sleazy country, 
each of them a terminus of ill-built shops.1  

Many elements must be considered when co-ordinating national with regional 
infrastructure policies. This chapter deals with infrastructure planning in New Zealand, 
with special attention paid to Auckland. It discusses challenges involved in planning 
investments that meld the Auckland region’s multiple places (“conglomerate of small 
villages”) into a single place: Auckland. At the national level, this chapter describes 
a change in infrastructure and place-making policies, from laissez faire to a regime 
that increasingly recognises the importance of infrastructure policy, governance and 
planning to achieve beneficial regional and national outcomes.

In 2010, the New Zealand government released its first National Infrastructure Plan 
(NIP).2 It recognised the importance of infrastructure for a well-running economy, for 
supporting the quality of life within communities and for connecting communities 
to each other and to the outside world. The plan noted that infrastructure problems 
were holding back New Zealand’s economic development and committed the 
government to build better infrastructure across the country.

While the plan covered the whole of New Zealand, substantive attention was paid 
to Auckland, New Zealand’s dominant city. With a 2009 population of 1.33 million, 
Auckland comprises 31% of the country’s population. It is also rapidly growing, 
having increased in population by 52% since 1991.

Prior to major local government reorganisation in 1989, what is now Auckland 
comprised 44 local authorities. After the 1989 reorganisation, Auckland comprised 
seven territorial local authorities3 plus the Auckland Regional Council, the latter 
having complementary functions to those of the territorial local authorities. 
Following a Royal Commission of Enquiry report into Auckland governance,4 
further reorganisation in 2010 resulted in a single unitary authority, the Auckland 
Council, which covers the entire region. The legislation that created the Auckland 

1 Extract from: Glover, D Hot Water Sailor (Reed, 1962)
2 New Zealand Government National Infrastructure Plan (2010). An updated plan is due for release in 2011.
3 Rodney District, North Shore City, Auckland City, Waitakere City, Manukau City, Papakura District and Franklin 
District
4 New Zealand Government Royal Commission on Auckland Governance (2009)
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Council required the council to develop a spatial plan to form a basis for the 
city’s future growth. In 2010, central government also reviewed existing resource 
management legislation with respect to infrastructure planning and urban issues. 
The recommendations from this work will influence the nature of spatial planning in 
Auckland and other regions. 

Here, I will discuss how these multiple workstreams are changing a hitherto laissez 
faire approach to spatial policy at the national level to one that acknowledges the 
importance of place making, with infrastructure investment decisions at its heart.

The National Infrastructure Plan
The NIP states that central government’s approach to infrastructure has three parts: 

(i)    a step change in the level of government investment; 
(ii)   improving decision-making and management of the government’s 

infrastructure assets; and 
(iii)	 improving the regulatory environment to facilitate the private sector’s 

investment in infrastructure.5

None of these parts has an explicit place-making role.6 Similarly, the plan set out 
five immediate infrastructure investment priorities, none of which has an obvious 
place-making focus.7

Furthermore, the plan contained little or no detail linking planned central government 
infrastructure investments into long-term regional plans that themselves looked to 
shape the paths of their communities. Indeed, in its review of the plans of the major 
central government infrastructure sectors, the NIP noted: “Few sectors currently 
have forecasts extending to ten years and none go beyond that period”.8 This short-
term focus – across all central government infrastructure providers – reveals the 
lack of long-term spatial vision that had characterised central government infras-
tructure investments for some decades.9 Instead, infrastructure investment had been

5 NIP, p3
6 Conceptually, the second part could include place-making elements, but no mention of such activities is 
included in the plan’s discussion of this part. 
7 The five are: broadband, electricity transmission, regulatory reform, roads of national significance and the 2011 
Rugby World Cup.
8 NIP, p28
9 See: Boshier, J “Infrastructure Investment: Supporting Better Decisions” in Policy Quarterly 6 (4) (2010), pp14-18; 
Selwood, S “Strategic Decision-Making Frameworks” in Policy Quarterly 6 (4) (2010), pp19-22 (Institute of Policy 
Studies, Victoria University of Wellington)
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undertaken largely on a within-sector, project-by-project basis, with little or no co-
ordination across sectors.

Looking forward, however, the NIP acknowledges the importance of integrating 
infrastructure investment with place-making activities. The plan states in its vision: 

Our cities and towns will offer a high standard of urban amenity, with infrastructure 
investment strongly integrated with land-use planning. Central government and our 
cities and regions will plan together for growth, recognising that strategic decisions 
about the location and timing of major, place-shaping infrastructure assets have 
implications for all.10

Reflecting this aspiration, the plan identifies four longer-term issues that government 
expects will be nationally important over the longer term: 

The first is enhancing transport linkages across the harbour in Auckland, the second 
is the relationship between infrastructure and land use planning in our cities, the 
third is the related issue of alignment between national infrastructure planning and 
regional and local planning, and the fourth is the need to undertake more work on 
transport pricing as a way of managing demand, getting the best modal choice, and 
creating resilience in our transport system.11

Of these four issues, one relates specifically to Auckland, two relate to place making 
in general, and one is a means to the end of improving links between infrastructure 
provision and place making. The fact that the second and third items are listed 
explicitly as longer-term issues highlights the current lack of attention paid at 
national level to the links between infrastructure provision and land use planning. 

The 2010 report to the minister of the environment from the Urban Technical 
Advisory Group (UTAG)12 highlighted this lack of co-ordination. It observed that 
insimilar (Anglo) jurisdictions outside New Zealand, central government’s role 
in spatial and regional planning is considerably greater than in New Zealand. 
New Zealand’s Resource Management Act (RMA) provides for a hierarchy in 
planning, through from national to regional to local. The UTAG report noted: 

10 NIP, p6
11 NIP, p21
12 Ministry for the Environment Report of the Minister for the Environment’s Urban Technical Advisory Group 
(July 2010)
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However as a result of central government’s disengagement from the process, the 
reality is that in New Zealand we have a virtually unfettered devolution of planning 
powers to a relatively low level.13 

It recommended greater involvement of central government in major regional 
planning exercises, particularly where its own infrastructure investments affect 
urban form and development. 

Auckland regional infrastructure issues
The NIP recognises the special growth challenges faced by Auckland and surrounding 
regions: 

Statistics New Zealand projections suggest that by 2031 New Zealand’s population 
will have increased by approximately 22%, to over five million people. Sixty-two 
per cent of that growth will have occurred in the Auckland region, which will have 
a population of almost two million. The growth triangle of Auckland, Waikato and 
Bay of Plenty will have experienced 34% growth overall … This growth will put 
enormous pressure on infrastructure and natural resources in these parts of the 
country.14  

Partly in response to these anticipated pressures, five of the seven “roads of national 
significance”, listed in the NIP, are situated within the Auckland/Waikato/Bay of Plenty 
regions. In addition, one of the NIP’s four longer-term issues is the construction 
of an additional harbour crossing for Auckland. Discussion of that project in the 
NIP states that “the new crossing will encourage and facilitate growth in line with 
the strategic land use objectives of the Auckland Regional Growth Strategy, provide 
a more resilient network, and link rapid transit networks on the North Shore and 
Auckland”.15 It is therefore seen as an integral part of making Auckland more cohesive 
as an entity.

The key process for integrating urban planning and infrastructure provision within 
Auckland, and between Auckland and neighbouring regions, is the Auckland Spatial 
Plan. The Royal Commission (RC) report, which resulted in the formation of the 
Auckland Council, characterised the existing situation as one of “failures in 
aligning the land use side of growth management with the funding and provision

13 UTAG report, para 53
14 NIP, p8
15 NIP, p22. The Auckland Regional Growth Strategy predates the formation of the Auckland Council, and will be 
superseded by an economic strategy associated with the Auckland Spatial Plan.
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of city-shaping infrastructure (motorways, regional arterial roads, the rapid transit 
network, regional water and wastewater networks, and open space networks)”.16

The purpose of the Auckland Spatial Plan is to:

… contribute to Auckland’s social, economic, environmental and cultural well-
being through a comprehensive and effective long term strategy for Auckland’s 
growth and development. It will contain broad-based objectives; propose a high 
level development strategy and support co-ordinated decision-making by Auckland 
Council and other parties involved with critical infrastructure, services and 
investment. It is also intended that the spatial plan provide a basis for aligning 
implementation, regulatory and funding plans of Auckland Council.17

As originally envisaged, however, the spatial plan “floated” within a broader planning 
framework that, among other things, involved planning documents prepared under 
three other acts.18 None of the acts took a clear hierarchical precedence over the 
others, each involved separate consultation procedures, and none of them was 
linked to the central government’s NIP. This lack of hierarchy – and hence lack 
of precedence for a broad strategic blueprint to guide Auckland’s development – 
reflected the existing central government tendency to eschew effective strategic 
planning approaches nationally and regionally. 

The interrelationships between various acts and planning documents is still being 
resolved. The UTAG recommended that the spatial plan should have clear priority 
over the others at the strategic level, with other plans cascading down from it in 
order to implement the strategic direction specified in the spatial plan. 

In keeping with the third “longer term issue” identified by the NIP, the UTAG report 
recommended that there be joint involvement of central and local government in 
preparing and adopting the spatial plan. In particular, it recommended that central 
government initiate the spatial planning process by specifying a set of objectives 
for Auckland through a government policy statement. It would then collaborate 
with Auckland Council in the preparation of the plan. While the spatial plan would 
formally be that of the Auckland Council, the UTAG report recommended that it 
not come into effect until central government confirmed that it considered that its

16 RC, vol 1, p527
17 UTAG report, para 130b
18 Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA), Local Government Act 2002 (LGA) and Land Transport Management 
Act 2003 (LTMA)
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objectives, set at the start of the process, were being met. The UTAG noted that this 
process was similar to that in similar jurisdictions (such as England, Queensland and 
Ontario) where a higher level of government assents to a spatial plan targeted at an 
important region.

There are two key reasons for requiring central government involvement in, and 
effectively its approval of, a spatial plan for a region that is fast growing and is 
economically important within the country. 

The first is that central government is inevitably a major player in investing in major 
infrastructure assets for the region. The UTAG report comments: 

… central government owns, and makes decisions about, a range of infrastructure 
assets which include vast networks of schools, hospitals, prisons, roads, railways and 
other transport facilities as well as electricity transmission lines. Central government, 
in fact, provides the bulk of public expenditure in urban areas across a range of 
portfolios. … Despite this major investment, central government traditionally has 
not set overall objectives for towns and cities …19

This situation can (and has) led to poorly co-ordinated infrastructure decisions, such 
as siting of schools in inappropriate places in order to save education-related costs. 

The second key reason for requiring central government involvement in a key region’s 
spatial plan is that the region’s decisions have material spillover effects on the rest 
of the country. In keeping with modern agglomeration findings internationally, 
research shows that Auckland is New Zealand’s most productive city. It not only has a 
higher share of high value-added sectors than other cities and regions, but individual 
sectors are also more productive within Auckland than in other centres.20 Auckland’s 
existing growth strategy, however, contains elements that may curtail growth. In 
particular, its urban growth boundary, the Metropolitan Urban Limit (MUL), has 
become increasingly binding over the past decade, and research shows that this 
has placed upward pressure on land prices within Auckland.21 While Statistics New 
Zealand projects Auckland’s population to be near 2 million in 2031 (potentially 
reinforcing agglomeration benefits), there has been strong local opposition to

19 UTAG report, para 45
20 Maré, D and Graham, D Agglomeration Elasticities in New Zealand, working paper 09-06 (Motu Economic & 
Public Policy Research, 2009)
21 Grimes, A and Liang, Y “Spatial Determinants of Land Prices: Does Auckland’s Metropolitan Urban Limit Have an 
Effect?” in Applied Spatial Analysis & Policy 2 (2009), pp23-45
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extending Auckland’s footprint.22

One effect of this policy has been to limit the effectiveness of some of central 
government’s largest investments in Auckland. For example, the city’s Northern 
Motorway, which has been extended northwards in several stages since 1995 
using central government funding, links the main urban area of Auckland’s North 
Shore with satellite urban areas to the north. The motorway now passes through 
a substantial area of rural land that is beyond the MUL and so cannot be built on, 
despite having an effective transport link to the rest of the city already in place.23  

Central government and local government objectives may therefore diverge. Central 
government may desire its economically most important city to maintain strong 
growth, so providing a positive impetus to the remainder of the national economy. 
By contrast, a spatial plan driven solely by local concerns may be more accepting 
of the status quo. In part, this reflects the fact that the city does not internalise all 
positive externalities of its growth while it does internalise all the negative effects 
(such as congestion). In part, it may also reflect local voters concentrating more on 
the welfare of existing residents than that of future residents who do not yet live 
in the city. With central government having a strong infrastructure investment role 
within the city, it will wish to ensure that its investment is having positive national 
effects, and will not wish to be limited solely to current local concerns. 

The need for central government involvement in the preparation of Auckland’s spatial 
plan mirrors the need for the 2010 governance changes within Auckland. Prior to 2010, 
the region was subject to seven separate district plans plus one regional plan. This 
situation saw local authorities planning in ways that may have been locally optimal 
for their authority but globally suboptimal for the whole urban area. Each council 
planned for its own industrial, commercial and residential districts without overarching 
guidance on where each type of area should be situated across the whole region. 
Furthermore, at times, one or more local authorities challenged the regional council 
in court, especially where development objectives differed between the two levels of 
local government. Thus the tendency towards Auckland being a “conglomerate of small 
villages” remained, in a planning sense at least, until formation of the new council. 
Given that Auckland forms a third of New Zealand, similar issues arise in the need to 
co-ordinate Auckland’s development with that of the rest of New Zealand.

 
22 For instance, see discussion of public submissions and consequent recommendations in: Auckland Regional 
Council Decision Report of the Auckland Regional Council: ARC7 – Metropolitan Urban Limits, General Issues (2007)
23 Grimes, A and Liang, Y “Bridge to Somewhere: Valuing Auckland’s Northern Motorway Extensions” in Journal 
of Transport Economics & Policy 44 (3) (2010), pp287-315
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Future challenges
Even with the new governance and planning mechanisms in place, the new Auckland 
Council faces significant challenges in formulating its first spatial plan. A key 
challenge will be the trade-off between enabling city expansion beyond the current 
MUL boundaries and encouraging a more compact urban form. Traditionally, New 
Zealanders have preferred to raise families in suburban environments with detached 
houses.24 Furthermore, there has been a strong preference to remain in those houses 
until advanced age sets in, partly for status reasons and partly so as to be able to 
host extended family and friends. 

At the same time, much of Auckland is subject to vertical metropolitan limits (height 
restrictions) as well as horizontal limits. If Auckland is to grow to 2 million people, 
some relaxation of either or both the horizontal or vertical limits will be required. 
Central government will no doubt wish to enhance Auckland’s ability to increase 
its population, if only to ensure that New Zealand has one city that rivals the 
second-tier Australia cities (Brisbane, Perth, Adelaide) for attracting mobile firms 
and high-skilled labour. In setting its objectives for Auckland, and in its provision of 
place-shaping infrastructure, it will therefore seek to ensure that Auckland has the 
capacity for substantial growth.

A second challenge will be to decide who pays for the infrastructure required 
to enhance Auckland’s growth, and how it should be paid for. The benefits that 
Auckland’s growth has for the rest of New Zealand (through increased productivity) 
means that there is a case for central government (i.e. taxpayers outside Auckland) 
to contribute to major infrastructure investments in Auckland. Inevitably, however, 
central government contributions are limited and current and future residents of 
the city will have to bear a large proportion of the costs of expansion. This raises a 
choice between funding out of current revenues (i.e. from the existing population) 
or through raising debt (i.e. from the future population, who benefit from current 
investments). It also raises questions of the extent to which those who benefit most
should contribute through development contributions and/or through land value 
capture (i.e. betterment).25 These are, as yet, unresolved issues.

24 Preval, N, Chapman, R and Howden-Chapman, P “For Whom the City? Housing and Locational Preferences in 
New Zealand” in Howden-Chapman, P, Stewart, K and Chapman, R (eds) Sizing Up the City: Urban Form & Transport 
in New Zealand (Steele Roberts, 2010) 
25 On practical difficulties with development contributions, see: UTAG (especially paras 191-215). On issues of betterment, 
see: Coleman, A and Grimes, A “Betterment Taxes, Capital Gains and Benefit Cost Ratios” in Economics Letters 109 (1) 
(2010), pp54-56
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A third challenge, and one that takes us back to the opening quotation, is grounded 
in the social and ethnic composition of Auckland. The central business district 
and neighbouring areas, situated around a stunning harbour, are dominated by 
professional personnel and by people of mainly European and Asian ethnicities. By 
contrast, South Auckland, centred on the former Manukau City, has a large Polynesian 
(Maori and Pacific Island) population. 

If Auckland is to prosper, it requires investment by firms in high value-added 
sectors. This implies that modernisation of the harbour front and central business 
district (which is also the domicile of two major universities) is imperative in order 
to attract the required firms and workers in knowledge-intensive occupations. 
However, the amenity needs of all Auckland’s “conglomerate of small villages”, and 
their communities, must be addressed. One avenue for enhancing amenity values, 
and employment opportunities, for all communities is to improve transport linkages 
across the city. These linkages are currently poor relative to some other Australasian 
cities.26

The task of improving transport links within the city – and hence of breaking down 
barriers between the conglomerate villages – will require a comprehensive, strategic 
spatial plan to which both central and local government remain committed. If 
successful, Aucklanders may one day see themselves as belonging to a single “place”, 
Auckland, reflecting their single governance body, unified planning document and 
co-ordinated infrastructure and amenity investments.

26 Allen Consulting Group and Infometrics Benefits of Investing in New Zealand’s Road Infrastructure (New Zealand 
Automobile Association, 2004)
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Place making, inclusion and governance in the suburban city 
– a case study of Melbourne, Australia

The city of opportunity
The idea of “place making” is suggestive of affiliation and belonging. It is difficult to 
contemplate a genuinely successful metropolis that is riven by social division. Such a 
city may hold together for convenience but it is unlikely to realise the full productive 
potential of its people. Place making at the metropolitan level is therefore crucially 
dependent on inclusion and the creation of a city of opportunity.  

In an Australian policy context, the proposition that city structure conditions 
social mobility, notwithstanding the pace of economic growth or the redistributive 
infrastructure of the state, is hardly a new one. Gough Whitlam, a former prime 
minister, made this issue a central element of the Labor Party’s manifesto when it 
sought a return to power after more than two decades in the political wilderness 
back in 1972:

No amount of wealth redistribution through higher wages or lower taxes can really 
offset the inequalities imposed by the physical nature of the cities. Increasingly, a 
citizen’s real standard of living, the health of himself and his family, his children’s 
opportunities for education and self-improvement, his access to employment 
opportunities, his ability to enjoy the nation’s resources for recreation or culture, his 
ability to participate in the decisions and actions of the community are determined 
not by his income, not by the hours he works, but by where he lives.1

Without doubt, Whitlam was concerned about the inability of the Australian states 
and territories to keep pace with the then accelerating suburbanisation of the big 
cities, notably Sydney and Melbourne. His programme of special federal funding 
to the states so that they might properly sewer new suburbs on the metropolitan 
fringes was a major vote winner. However, in commenting on place and opportunity, 
it is likely that Whitlam was as much concerned about the emergence of a US-style 
“doughnut city” syndrome in Australia, where the middle class would flee the inner 
city, leaving marginalised communities and decaying infrastructure.

Ironically, history has unfolded in a dramatically different way for Australian cities. 
The spectre of social division holding back the productive potential of the metropolis  
is back, but this time it is far-flung suburban communities with the superficial

1 ALP election policy speech, November 1972



T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E

81

trappings of prosperity that are at risk of a debilitating exclusion. 

Meanwhile, the institutions of urban governance at state and territory level seem 
powerless to properly identify, let alone address, this looming challenge. Once again 
there is a need for inspired federal leadership on urban policy, but it needs to take 
a much more nuanced stance than the “sleeves rolled up, crash through or crash” 
attitude taken by the ill-fated Whitlam government.

The development of Melbourne as the suburban city recounts this story.

Suburban growth once delivered opportunity
For some 30 years following the Second World War, the way Australians managed 
to create the city of opportunity was through the car. It is easy to forget just what 
a machine for liberation the car was. It delivered an enormous boost to productivity 
as labour markets became so much more flexible. Even in the face of the centralised 
wage fixing, industry protection and union dominance of the time, skills were better 
matched to industry needs, and workers acquired new skills more rapidly, simply 
because of the mobility offered by the car.  

The accessibility contours of contemporary Melbourne underline the strategic role 
which the car played, and continues to play, in delivering opportunity. A car-borne 
worker setting out from say, Mt Waverley (the archetypal post-war suburb developed 
in the late 1960s) can reach up to 60% of the metropolitan area’s jobs within a 
30-minute drive. Were workers to be confined to public transport (as currently 
configured) in searching for and transacting their employment, metropolitan skills 
matching, and the innovation which flows from this, would be greatly diminished. A 
worker in the part of central Melbourne with the most public transport connections 
could reach barely 30% of the metro area’s jobs in a 45-minute ride.

This model of urban development and the distribution of opportunity worked well for 
as long as a number of preconditions held, including: that road space was relatively 
uncongested; that fuel was inexpensive; that quality jobs were well distributed 
through the suburbs; and that the danger of carbon emissions went unrecognised.

Low-density suburbanised growth propelled by the car helped to produce, and fed 
off, the long post-war boom. It generated very high levels of home ownership and 
a relatively even income distribution. As recently as the early 1990s it produced an 
urban structure which facilitated social mobility.  



As shown in figure 1, the metropolis featured a relatively flat house price gradient 
with increasing distance from the Melbourne central business district. Households 
buying in the then fringe growth suburbs could have reasonably expected to have 
a broader menu of housing locations open to them as they acquired some equity in 
their home. A household on average earnings could have afforded most (average-
priced) houses 10 kilometres from the CBD and beyond. Indeed, they could have 
acquired properties much closer to the CBD if they were prepared to buy in then 
unfashionable inner-city suburbs like Footscray.

Figure 1: Average house price versus distance from Melbourne CBD, 
1994/95

Source: SGS Economics & Planning

Low-density suburban growth doesn’t work anymore
This suburban model of metropolitan development began to unravel in Australia 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s. With globalisation and the unbundling of value 
chains, higher-order professional employment began to be sucked back into the inner 
urban regions, having previously been pulled to the suburbs with the suburbanisation 
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As shown in figure 1, the metropolis featured a relatively flat house price gradient 
with increasing distance from the Melbourne central business district. Households 
buying in the then fringe growth suburbs could have reasonably expected to have 
a broader menu of housing locations open to them as they acquired some equity in 
their home. A household on average earnings could have afforded most (average-
priced) houses 10 kilometres from the CBD and beyond. Indeed, they could have 
acquired properties much closer to the CBD if they were prepared to buy in then 
unfashionable inner-city suburbs like Footscray.
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a quarter of the metropolitan area’s “symbolic analyst”2 jobs are now located in 
the spatially tiny City of Melbourne at the heart of the metropolis. This proportion 
had grown significantly between 1996 and 2006. Consistent with this pattern, 
knowledge-intensive business service firms are also strongly concentrated within 
the Melbourne CBD and environs, with only modest clusters evident in the inner east, 
inner south and around Monash University.

With the sheer spread of the metropolitan area, now reaching over 110 kilometres 
from east to west, managing road congestion has climbed to a new order of difficulty. 
As reported in the Henry review of taxation,3 congestion costs on Melbourne’s road 
network reached a point of inflexion somewhere around 2001. This social burden is 
set to rise dramatically and inexorably if policy settings remain unchanged. State 
transport authorities now openly admit that dealing with these issues through more 
road construction is prohibitively expensive in terms of both financial and political 
capital. Demand management, including congestion pricing, has a strong economic 
warrant, but poses an obvious threat to the living standards of car-dependent 
suburban communities. Carbon pricing will inevitably add to this redistributive 
conundrum.

In any case, suburban growth area communities are increasingly excluded from 
the higher-order job opportunities, which are concentrating in the metropolitan 
centre. By way of example, figure 2 shows the major employment destinations of 
workers originating in the Pakenham Statistical Local Area (SLA). It is evident that, 
in the main, these workers find jobs locally or in and around Dandenong, some 35 
kilometres from the Melbourne CBD, and, to a lesser extent, around the industrial 
and commercial district centred on Monash University. Only a small minority of these 
workers are employed in the inner urban region, regardless of the availability of 
commuter train services to central Melbourne.

The limited pool of employment available to growth area residents is also observable 
in relative travel times to work. Based on ABS 2006 journey-to-work data and travel 
time matrices constructed by the Victorian Department of Transport, the median trip 
time for all metropolitan workers is around 22 minutes, while the equivalent figure 
for workers resident in growth areas is up to 50 minutes.

2 Robert Reich defined symbolic analysts to include people employed to solve conceptual problems. They include 
engineers, lawyers, designers and strategists of various sorts. See: Reich, R The Work of Nations: Preparing 
Ourselves for 21st-Century Capitalism (Vintage Books, 1991)
3 Henry Committee Australia’s Future Tax System (Australian Government, 2010)
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Figure 2: Job destination of Pakenham workers, 2006

Source: SGS Economics & Planning

An analysis of jobs accessibility by sector casts further light on the relative exclusion 
of suburban communities from opportunity. Accessible employment counts by 
location can be taken as a proxy for access to services. For example, if a household 
enjoys convenient access to a large pool of education jobs, one may surmise that 
that household has a superior range of choices with respect to schools, universities 
and technical and trades training.  

2006 Major Destination of Workers
Cardinia - Pakenham SLA Origin by DZ
Total Trips = 10,860
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By this measure, inner-city residents clearly have the richest range of choices of 
tertiary education opportunities. Mt Waverley is at the epicentre of a secondary node 
of relatively rich tertiary education choices. Meanwhile, the metropolitan growth 
areas have around 4% (or less) of these choices.

In terms of accessing health services, proxied by travel time to health-sector 
jobs, city-centre and Monash corridor residents again enjoy superior choices, 
though the Box Hill/Doncaster corridor also emerges as a relatively advantaged 
area. Again, suburban growth area residents have vastly inferior access to such 
services.  

Unsurprisingly, access to retail services in growth areas is reasonable, as these 
services tend to follow resident population. But even in this sector, the superior 
choices open to inner-city and Monash corridor communities is clear. This includes 
better access to higher-order, specialised retail services that can only prosper in 
strategic, central locations.

Not only does this divergence in access to opportunity between growth area 
communities and inner and middle suburban communities represent a reversal of 
the inclusive pattern of suburbanised growth which characterised the early post-war 
period, there is the threat that it will become locked in by property market forces. 
The average house price gradient with respect to distance from the Melbourne CBD 
is rising rapidly, as can be seen in figure 3 and figure 4.  Even in the relatively short 
six years between 1994 and 2000, the radius (from the CBD) of the suburb affordable 
to a household on average earnings, estimated on best fit terms, drifted out from 
some 10 kilometres (see figure 1) to approximately 24 kilometres. There was still a 
smattering of suburbs within 10 kilometres of the CBD which were affordable to 
average income households, but their number was sharply down on 1994. By 2009, 
the best-fit radius had shifted further out to close to 40 kilometres, and there were 
no suburbs within 10 kilometres of the CBD that could be accessed by average-
income households.

This suggests that the stocks of affordable housing being generated in growth area 
communities no longer provide the “platform for opportunity” that they once did. 
Unless households can gain access to equity from other sources, their purchase of 
dwellings in growth areas is likely to confine them to these districts. In-board social 
mobility is now very difficult.
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Figure 3: House price gradients, 2000/2001

Source: SGS Economics & Planning

Figure 4: House price gradients, 2009/2010

Source: SGS Economics & Planning
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Metropolitan Melbourne may then be drifting towards a seriously divided city, which 
cannot lay credible claim to sustainability and superior liveability. Yet the pressure 
for continued low-density urban expansion is relentless, fuelled by a compelling, 
bipartisan agenda to improve housing affordability for ordinary households.

Regrettably, trying to solve the affordability problem by cutting up more land on the 
urban fringe may be like trying to fix a flagging economy by printing more money. 
Ultimately, this approach may devalue the whole metropolis and compromise its 
capacity for sustainable prosperity.

Consolidated polycentric urban development
So what to do? Perhaps the first step is to accept that long-term suburbanisation 
has reinforced an inherent tendency in the metropolis to fragment into a series of 
sub-cities. This, in turn, is suggestive of strategies to build greater self-containment 
within suburban communities with respect to employment, education, healthcare 
and cultural and recreational services, so that metropolitan Melbourne is seen to 
operate as a federation of (quasi) peer cities, rather than a super-dominant core 
supported by client communities in the suburbs saddled with inferior choices and 
life prospects.

Labour market dynamics in Melbourne already signal a clear subregional city 
structure. Using a method developed by the UK Office for National Statistics,4 
whereby labour submarkets can be defined by reference to a self-containment 
threshold and a minimum intra-market employment threshold, six labour market 
regions can be distinguished in metropolitan Melbourne (figure 5).

This analysis reveals a strong “urban core” economy, which includes the inner city 
plus the middle eastern suburbs stretching from Doncaster to Glen Waverley, the 
inner southern suburbs (to Sandringham and Bentleigh) and the Essendon corridor. 
Surrounding this core, clear submarkets can be defined for: the West (defined broadly 
by the Calder Hwy and Port Phillip Bay); North (from the Calder to the Yarra and 
Hurstbridge); Outer East (centred on the Maroondah Hwy heading north-east); South 
East (running from the eastern shores of Port Phillip to include the Casey-Cardinia 
growth corridor); and the Mornington Peninsula. 

Whilst metropolitan labour catchments are suggestive of a network city structure in 
Melbourne, it is important that each of these sub-metropolitan cities should have the 

4 Bond, S and Coombes, N 2001-Based Travel-to-Work Areas Methodology (Office for National Statistics, 2007) (www.
statistics.gov.uk/geography/.../2001_TTWA_Methodology.pdf)
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benefit of a commercial, administrative, civic and cultural hub or “heart”. There are 
several reasons for this. Firstly, citizen affiliation with a dominant city centre is likely 
to build community identity and a sense of belonging. That citizens see themselves 
as part of a separate town, albeit linked to central Melbourne, is a valuable social 
benefit in its own right. This is revealed, for example, in the fierce pride with which 
residents of regional centres like Bendigo, Ballarat and Geelong view the symbols and 
artifacts of their distinctive identities, often domiciled in their city CBDs.

Figure 5: ‘Self-contained’ labour market regions – Melbourne, 2006

Source: SGS Economics & Planning
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Secondly, identifying a pinnacle to the network of central places serving a 
particular sub-metropolitan city, and supporting these strategic centres with 
transport investments, makes it possible to improve access to specialised, higher-
order, services for households. A good example of the forgone benefits to suburban 
communities when such central place strategies are overlooked or downplayed 
relates to investment in universities. Outside of central Melbourne, where the 
historical and centripetal forces of specialisation are clearly at work, universities 
have tended to make their capital investments in isolation from each other, based on 
institution-specific agendas. As a result, campuses are scattered across communities 
in a manner which may make sense to individual institutions but which denies the 
wider community the advantages of critical mass in particular locations. Forgone 
critical mass, in turn, means a diminished potential to support further specialised 
investment. The same logic can be expected to apply to other household-related 
services, such as health and retailing.

A dominant centre for a self-defined sub-metropolitan city is also critical from the 
point of view of business development and industry innovation, because such CBD 
environments are necessary to foster a critical mass of the knowledge-intensive 
business services (KIBSs) referred to earlier.  

As is well summed up by Camacho and Rodriguez, these services are critical to the 
innovation process in post-industrial economies:

They are innovative in their own right, but unlike high-innovative manufacturing 
activities, they also facilitate innovation in other industries … They function as 
holders of proprietary “quasi-generic” knowledge, from interactions with customers 
and the scientific community, and operate as an interface between such knowledge 
and its tacit counterpart, located in the daily practices of the firm … In short, what 
the recent theories about service innovation put forward is that KIBS are ever more 
knowledge-intensive and more innovative.  Moreover, as a consequence of the 
inherent co-production that takes place in their provision, KIBS act as “bridges” for 
innovation and knowledge in their client firms, and, in general, as key agents within 
the innovation systems.5  

Importantly, KIBSs transact this strategic role through trust-based relationships in 
which physical proximity to clients is an important advantage. This has been borne

5 Camacho, JA and Rodriguez, M “Embodied Knowledge Flows and Services: An Analysis for Six European 
Countries”, paper presented to the International Geographical Union Annual Residential Conference on “Service 
Worlds: Employment, Organisation, Technologies” in Birmingham (2004), p5
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out by surveys of advanced business services in Melbourne.6  

There is therefore a strong distance-decay aspect to the innovation promotion role of 
KIBSs. It is likely that existing and newly generated businesses in the outer reaches of 
the sub-metropolitan cities beyond the urban core in figure 5 will be at a significant 
competitive disadvantage in this regard, compared with otherwise similar businesses 
located closer to the Melbourne CBD. This does not bode well for a spontaneous 
market correction of the divided-city syndrome discussed above. The capacity of the 
outer urban regions to generate higher-order jobs will be hamstrung as they will not 
be wired into the innovation circuits currently dominated by the central city.

CBD settings provide supportive environments for the formation and growth of 
KIBSs because they facilitate ready access to complementary services (KIBSs often 
work in partnership with other specialist advisers). Importantly, these settings also 
offer the rich diversity of entertainment and cultural opportunities (“cafe culture”, 
for want of a better term) required to attract and retain high-calibre analysts and 
creative thinkers.7  

Restructuring Melbourne
The imperative to recast metropolitan Melbourne into a federation of peer cities 
with strong interlinked CBDs has been recognised in planning policy. It featured 
prominently in the Melbourne @ 5 million policy statement issued by the Victorian 
state government in December 2008. However, that Labor state government fell 
at the November 2010 elections and the new Liberal (conservative) government 
has promised to prepare a fresh strategy to manage the growth of metropolitan 
Melbourne.

In any event, getting the right written plan for a polycentric Melbourne is one 
thing; actually reshaping the city is another. There is a trilogy of factors that need 
to be carefully engineered to place urban development on a different trajectory, 
and creation of a plan and its land use licensing provisions is but the first, and in 
many ways, the easiest step (figure 13).  Pricing policies relating to road use and the 
recovery of infrastructure augmentation costs need to be aligned to the preferred 
pattern of settlement. The power of large-scale transport projects, such as inter-
urban highways and new high-speed mass transit, which literally sculpt the city, 
needs to be directed to achievement of this preferred urban form rather than merely

6 Spiller, op cit
7 Florida, R Competing in the Age of Talent: Quality of Place and the New Economy (RK Mellon Foundation/Heinz 
Endowments/Sustainable Pittsburg, 2000)
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satisfying narrow congestion busting objectives. Land market programmes, including 
site consolidation and value capture, are likely to have a vital part to play as well. 

Figure 6: Metropolitan strategy implementation trilogy

Urban governance
Among these big challenges, perhaps the biggest is the question of governance. 
Current institutional arrangements in Melbourne give little cause for optimism.  

Since the demise some 28 years ago of the Melbourne & Metropolitan Board of Works 
(a quasi-independent regional planning and infrastructure authority) the city has 
had no democratic forum to resolve urban management issues at the metropolitan
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level.8 Collective decision making by local councils in the implementation of state-
designed planning policy has proven unworkable, simply because the mandate of 
these councils is local representation.  

For its part, the state government has struggled to consistently implement 
metropolitan strategy, for a mix of reasons to do with role confusion and poisonous 
local politics. The state government’s constituency is the whole of Victoria; it is 
inherently compromised in making decisions in the best interests of Melbourne as 
opposed to the state as a whole. When it has sought to impose its will on recalcitrant 
councils, for example, through ministerial “call-ins” of high-profile development 
applications, it has generally confronted a backlash from local activist groups, the 
wider political fall-out from which has proven difficult to manage. Under these 
conditions, metropolitan strategic planning has become fertile ground for party 
political debate, and the metropolis faces the prospect of its third metropolitan plan 
in 10 years. 

As is discussed by others in this publication, an appropriate governance approach 
for metropolitan Melbourne needs to respect the principles of subsidiarity. As well 
as devolving decision making to the greatest extent possible, these principles relate, 
first, to a clear and unfettered authority to act within each sphere of government’s 
area of competence, and, second, to fiscal independence: that is, access to an 
independent tax base on which to act on self-directed priorities.

Following these principles a division of planning and urban management 
responsibilities across the different spheres of governance might be proposed as 
follows:9

National:
•	 Strengthening connections within Australia’s system of cities 
•	 Facilitating national specialisations in Australia’s system of cities
•	 Determination of urban performance targets

State:
•	 Maintenance of state-wide land use and development regulation system 
•	 Maintenance of administrative and judicial review processes 

8 The MMBW was accountable to both a state minister and a forum comprising elected members from each of 
the municipalities then making up the metropolis.
9 See Gleeson, BJ, Dodson, J and Spiller, M Metropolitan Governance for the Australian City: The Case for Reform 
(Issues Paper 12, Urban Research Program, Griffith University, 2010)
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•	 Oversight of planning institutions 
•	 Development planning and development determinations for sites or 

projects of state-wide significance

Regional/metropolitan:
•	 Determination of urban growth boundaries
•	 Designation of major activity centres
•	 Facilitation of development in these centres
•	 Designation and management of major transportation corridors
•	 Identification and development of key employment nodes
•	 Formulation of land release schedules in growth areas
•	 Protection of environmental assets of regional significance
•	 Maintenance of efficient land supply for housing

Local:
•	 Neighbourhood structure planning 
•	 Regulation of housing development and redevelopment within applicable 

state and regional guidelines 
•	 Regulation of development in all lower-order activity centres

This calls for the constitution of some form of metropolitan governance – with a 
democratic mandate – to bring Melbourne into line with many leading metropolises 
around the world. This sphere would work alongside, not instead of local government, 
according to the division of responsibilities outlined.

The role of the federal government
Governance reforms of such monumental proportions are unlikely to be addressed in 
the absence of Commonwealth leadership on urban policy. Although not out of the 
question, a state government is most unlikely to voluntarily give up or share power 
over the metropolis in favour of a new sphere of regional governance.

The Commonwealth could galvanise far-reaching national reforms in this area, in the 
same way as it successfully transformed the country through national competition 
policy in the decade from the mid 1980s: by giving the states a share of the 
productivity dividend from the reforms. It is worth noting that achievement of a 
more compact, less divided and more environmentally sustainable Melbourne is likely 
to deliver a sizeable value-added dividend, which has been conservatively estimated 
at 3% of GDP. Broadly speaking, this would generate an increase in the national tax 
take of around $2 billion per year on current numbers, two-thirds of which would 
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flow to the Commonwealth. This represents a substantial stream of future receipts, 
which could be used to induce the Victorian government to take some hard decisions.

The Commonwealth has tentatively moved in this direction by requiring the state 
jurisdictions to meet a set of good planning practice principles if they are to 
avoid “mark-downs” when priorities for federal transport and other spending are 
determined. This shows signs of descending into a perfunctory inter-governmental 
process which will yield more red tape than urban change. A more wholehearted 
embrace of subsidiarity principles is called for, in which the states are entrusted with 
an untied boost to their discretionary revenues in return for far-reaching governance 
reform in the cities.

The author is indebted to several researchers and analysts in SGS who prepared the 
various maps and charts which appear in this article.  In particular, the contributions 
of Julian Szafraniec and Yasmin Fisher are acknowledged.
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Investing in better places – reshaping British approaches

The inevitability of place policy
Places in Britain change every day, as millions of households and firms consume, 
invest and move. However, the emergent economic and social geographies of change 
may become apparent only at broader scales and over longer time periods. Myriad 
private actions – often with significant spillover effects within and beyond the 
localities where they occur – shape places and the outcomes of quality, variety and 
prosperity associated with them. Some of these outcomes, or the processes that 
shape them, come to be regarded by the public as problematic and in need of policy 
action. Governments, local and national, are required to think why, where and how 
they will regulate, manage and invest to change place outcomes for the better. 

That requirement for government “place” action does not come from a statist view of 
the world, nor any inherent propensity to redistribute from rich to poor places or to 
control individuals. It arises, rather, from the behaviour of individuals and firms who 
exist in a real world of places and accessibilities, with the choices and constraints 
that these geographies impose at the core of their economic and social behaviours. 
It is only those dizzied by the over-consumption of reductionist theory, who imagine 
the economy exists on the head of a pin or who have a Hayekian aversion to collective 
action of any kind, who argue place policy has no role in modern policy making. 

Equally, however, it is only those who are blind to the opportunity costs of 
resources used in place-based policies, or who regard government interventions 
as lastingly efficient, who will advocate specific place policies in the abstract. 
Effective governments do not face a dichotomous choice of people versus place, or 
local versus non-local views of how we live, but rather recognise that choices are 
influenced by the global and the local and that interventions will usually be a blend 
of place and non-place actions; and the mix of place and non-place policies may 
vary geographically and over time. We therefore have to make a more considered 
case in Britain of what place policy is and what purpose it serves.

How can we invest in better places and secure better place outcomes more effectively? 
The next section considers how place policies and their meaning evolved in Britain from 
1988 to 2008. Section three assesses major recent policy changes that pose the question of 
whether policy is now at a cliff-edge rather than a crossroads. Section four then considers 
why place policies are needed in the emerging economic and social contexts of the UK as 
well as new local governance intentions. The final section of the paper sets out 10 principles 
that will foster better, and needed, government investment in places in the decade ahead.
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Two decades on the yellow brick road1 

Until the last quarter-century, “place” interventions in the UK were sharply separated 
into policy and research silos. Regional economic policies were largely disconnected 
from city policy issues; spatial planning was rarely linked to economic policy; and 
concentrations of poverty were often addressed, but rarely resolved, by housing and 
social welfare policies without reference to local economic strategies.2 Arguably, 
place and policy disconnections still exist within some of these main areas of policy 
making; for instance, housing policy in the UK still struggles to make its urban 
economic development case, and urban economic development policy often ignores 
aspects of planning, housing and infrastructure in its core conceptions for change. 
However, it can be argued that from the early years of the Major government, through 
the Blair and Brown administrations, there was a growing belief in the relevance of 
place policies for Britain. 

At the end of the 1970s, with a growing scepticism about the efficacy of redistributive 
regional policies, the beginnings of a new interest in city policy3 were established. 
Housing policy remained, in most places, resolutely focused on building homes rather 
than shaping communities and neighbourhoods. The 1980s saw UK cities lose much 
of their traditional manufacturing base; so-called inner-city problems expanded 
in depth and coverage, and concentrations of deep, multiple deprivation became 
apparent in cities and towns in the South as well as the North.4 Ethnic separations 
and concentrations became a much more obvious and problematic aspect of British 
places.

The policy positions of the Thatcher governments, perhaps with the exception of a 
very different renewal approach in Scotland, prevented a constructive approach to 
dealing with emergent place problems. The 1980s stand as a period when the power 
of party ideologies, actually often running counter to the place understandings of 
many MPs (who often do have an integrated place perspective in the way they are 
required to work), precluded dealing with Britain’s poorest places and made the 
problems worse.

1 This summary only gives the briefest sense of how the scope of place policy changed over the decade.
2 Maclennan, D Changing Places, Engaging People, report for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2000) (www.jrf.
org.uk/publications/changing-places-engaging-people)
3 Manifested, for instance, in the existence of the Glasgow Eastern Areas Renewal project and the rather 
different urban development corporations in English cities, including London’s Docklands
4 Turok, I and Edge, N The Jobs Gap in Britain’s Cities: Employment Loss & Labour Market Consequences, report 
for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1999) (www.jrf.org.uk/publications/jobs-gap-britains-cities)
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Beginnings under John Major
Although new perspectives on place policies in Britain are often widely claimed 
as Labour ideas, it is clear that many of the approaches expanded and intensified 
after 1997 had begun to emerge in the Major governments. At the city level, the 
City Challenge and City Pride programmes reflected the role of Michael Heseltine in 
championing a new dynamic for cities, and with support from enterprise zones and 
emerging economic development agencies gave impetus to remaking the economic 
base for Britain’s cities. New Life for Urban Scotland, championed by Malcolm Rifkind 
and Michael Ancrum, also reflected a sophisticated and integrated approach to 
tackling the worst places within Scotland. PEP, Estate Action and Housing Action 
Trusts became more local vehicles for estate renewal in England. 

Decentralisation of place-making policy implementation to regional government 
offices and the large single regeneration budget programme reflected Conservative 
attempts to ensure more strategic, integrated and partnership approaches to city 
and neighbourhood renewal in England. As the present Conservative-led coalition 
leans towards a potential ending of place policies it would do well to reflect on 
when, where and why they evolved in the first place.

The Labour place programme
The Labour decade of promoting place policies, essentially from 1998 to 2008, built 
upon Conservative efforts. Though some detailed instruments were scrapped, others 
were created and a new language of change emerged.5 The explicit recognition of the 
need to tackle some social inclusion issues in ways that connected people and place 
issues6 led to the national Strategy for Neighbourhoods for England, and a suite of 
local renewal policies ensued, including the New Deal for Communities. 

The emphasis was always on the need to better integrate local service delivery and 
to engage local communities in decision taking and neighbourhood management. 
Arguably, that community emphasis has been swept aside as the present push for a 
new localism means new municipalism. Ironically, the community emphasis of the 
1990s arose, in part, because central governments believed that some municipalities, 
which were unable to deliver effective strategic change, were part of the problem 
rather than the route to solutions.7 We return to these issues below.

5 Social Exclusion Unit A New Commitment to Neighbourhood Renewal (2001) (www.neighbourhood.statistics.
gov.uk/HTMLDocs/images/NationalStrategyReport_tcm97-51090.pdf)
6 The Social Exclusion Unit never argued for a place-only approach to disadvantage, but for the recognition that 
place mattered in addressing some problems and service delivery.
7 For instance, the poor-quality housing modernisation programmes on municipal housing estates, where tenants 
were uninvolved in decision taking and not a single addition to human capital was being made.
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At the city scale, the Urban Summit process, led by the deputy prime minister, put 
a new emphasis on city-level issues. This was reflected in concerns to ensure that 
training, business development and innovation became part of the economic agenda, 
and this was reinforced by the formation of the Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) 
and the requirement that they had regard to spatial patterns of disadvantage as well as 
opportunities within their regions. Programmes of housing renewal in reshaping city 
prosperity saw significant government roles for the Housing Corporation and English 
Partnerships, which eventually led to their amalgamation as the Homes & Communities 
Agency. Sitting above all of these individual agencies and initiatives, in England, 
the government also had a framework of targets that embraced regional economic 
performance, metropolitan growth and progress on neighbourhood renewal.

The present situation
These agencies, and indeed many councils, have left a positive, lasting impact on 
places within England over the past decade. The number of households living in poor 
homes, without jobs and in poor areas fell persistently for most of the past decade 
(which was dominated, of course, by the long economic boom). By 2007 it was often 
difficult to recall how bleak and difficult many estates had been 20 years earlier. 

But there has remained a sense that place problems are not being resolved.8 In 
growth contexts, planning as opposed to programme spending has had key roles 
in shaping place development. There have been concerns, particularly in southern 
Britain, that the planning system – comprising loose visionary spatial development 
plans, more specific metropolitan land use plans and regional spatial strategies – is 
not accommodating growth efficiently; and, since the Barker planning review,9 that 
approaches to planning and the emergence of proposals to promote both community 
and national infrastructure strategies have fallen well behind processes of change. 
The various agencies also moved the resolution of growth management conflicts up 
from local to wider regional levels, to address growing nimbyism, and the reversal of 
that shift lies at the core of the new politics of place policy in Britain.

By 2009 there were already signs within government that, after a decade of 
commitment, placed renewal policy needed to be rethought. In part this was because 
of the failure to deal with growth issues effectively. Growth management issues 
arose from a persistent failure to have place policies based upon well-planned and 

8 Cheshire, P Segregated Neighbourhoods & Mixed Communities, report for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2007) 
(eprints.lse.ac.uk/19446/1/Segregated_neighbourhoods_and_mixed_communities_-_a_critical_analysis.pdf)
9 Barker, K Review of Land Use Planning, report for HM Treasury (2006) (www.communities.gov.uk/documents/
planningandbuilding/pdf/154265.pdf)
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-financed infrastructure strategies, and this has long been a weakness in UK policy. 
But unease about place policy impacts also arose because there were evident places 
of persistent poverty where many individuals seemed to be immune from, and even 
hostile towards, any attempts at place renewal. Paradoxically, in such places the 
problem may not be the design of place policy vehicles but the failure to develop the 
extra level of intensive people policy required for change.

What was meant by “place policy” also altered over the decade, and it is important 
to be clear on what we mean by and expect from place policies. Thinking about 
place, or community, in investment decisions has a long history in the UK. It is 
clear, for instance, that the great philanthropist investors in place such as Rowntree, 
Cadbury and Leverhulme all had an integrated view of the different amenities and 
services that were required to shape good places and, in turn, thriving communities. 
They had a more total sense of place, and the linked mix of participation, services, 
community infrastructure and wider infrastructure that places needed to thrive, 
than had subsequent state planning and provision agents in the UK. 

The welfare state’s rush to places, delivered through councils in the UK, squeezed out 
community and ushered in national and municipal departmental silos to plan and 
provide rather than taking holistic investment approaches to city and neighbourhood 
change. 

In consequence, place policy came to be seen not as the growth of local institutions 
and capacities that make places resilient, but rather as the redistribution of 
income or services to poorer places. Place policy became focused on decline and 
disadvantage rather than development. It became about output numbers, such as 
homes modernised, free school meals delivered or people trained and educated. 
Place policy came to be seen as being simply about service redistribution. Economic 
ministries saw it as displacement, and opined that the movement of resources from 
productive places to poorer areas simply lessened overall well-being. Even by the 
end of the 1990s the mindset in economic ministries in Whitehall (and their regional 
equivalents) was that investment in poorer places was simply redistribution and 
displacement, with negative national growth consequences.

New thinking
A different story for policy emerged between 1998 and 2008, one which drew more 
on development economics, endogenous growth theory and Amartya Sen’s notion of 
capabilities. This view, in brief, argues that spatial concentrations of adverse outcomes 
(poverty, worklessness) in the present period are likely to shape worse outcomes for
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the next period – that is, negative neighbourhood effects are likely to be important 
in poorer places. In short, there will be long-term savings on state policies related 
to health, education, policing and unemployment, among other areas, if there are 
positive programmes to reduce poverty concentrations and poverty. 

The second part of the story was that actions had to be connected across policy 
areas. There had been demonstrably little point in housing modernisation when 
no local incomes improved, for example. As a consequence, a joined-up approach 
was required. Moreover, there was a belief that local communities had forms of 
social capital that would facilitate any injection of investment, and that renewal 
had participative and associational democracy benefits as well as delivering better 
community outcomes. 

This perspective takes the view that renewal and place policies can be creative: 
that they have long-term growth and productivity benefits and are not merely 
redistributive.10 Place policies, where development zones or designations exist, can 
reduce locational uncertainty for investors. They may, aside from the traditional 
regional policy arguments of reducing congestion costs in fast growth locations, lead 
to more effective provision and use of infrastructure. Additionally, labour market and 
infrastructure investments can facilitate the development of different, productivity-
enhancing agglomeration economies. Activities pursued can have positive, and 
sometimes negative, spillover effects on their immediate vicinities, including the 
motivational and commitment effects that may arise when some investment occurs 
where previously there had been none. 

Spillovers and the reduction of market failures, and not just redistribution, lie at the 
heart of arguments for place policy. Economic ministries have to take them seriously, 
and equally place advocates have to go beyond asserting that they exist and are 
important.

Those involved in these programmes know that such positive changes have occurred 
in some places, but that in other contexts policy failed to deliver desired changes. The 
review of neighbourhood renewal in England in 2006 by the prime minister’s Strategy 
Unit highlighted gaps and failings as well as successes, and led to more emphasis on 
security and environmental aspects of neighbourhood renewal. It is argued below, 
however, that better investment in places failed to have an impact, partly because 

10 Maclennan, D Remaking Neighbourhood Renewal: Towards Creative Neighbourhood Renewal Policies for 
Britain, report for the Caledon Institute of Social Policy (2006) (www.caledoninst.org/Publications/PDF/575ENG.
pdf)
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investment remained in silos even when services were locally conjoined. And that 
failing was reinforced because planning, so crucial to good place making, was often 
unlinked to real infrastructure investment strategies and the capture of gains from 
public actions.

That missing emphasis in UK place policies, which applies through all of Britain and 
not just England, arose because of the focus of place thinking on renewal issues. It 
is equally important that place policy should support effective place development in 
areas of fast growth, and in these contexts this involves the alignment of planning 
and economic policies in particular. 

Equally, and often unrecognised, England has done this well where extensive 
brownfield land has been involved, though experience in Scotland has persistently 
been less impressive. However, as cities grow, and rising fuel costs make accessibility 
to city cores and transport networks more important, there have to be robust place 
mechanisms to ensure that infill development and densification take place effectively 
within existing suburbs. This is a hardly recognised challenge for better place making 
in the UK.

Beyond redistribution
What then does place policy mean? It does not have to be focused on redistribution. 
It may not be simply about bending mainstream programmes, but rather about 
“mending” the capabilities of local institutions and individuals to benefit from the 
mainstream flow of opportunities and policies in society. It is about growth as well 
as renewal. It may have environmental and economic as well as social objectives. It 
may operate at neighbourhood scales, at city level, at city-region level or some other 
chosen scale.

Place policy is not just expenditures on programmes but the wider set of means that 
governments can use to shape spatial or geographic outcomes so that the main 
goals of government are attained. That is, place policy is not a standalone, minor 
palliative programme of government but is the way in which government imagines, 
understands and reacts to the existence of place, and its consequences, in its search 
to deliver better core outcomes. Place management in that sense embraces service 
delivery, regulation (especially land use planning and spatial development plans), tax 
policies and also the investment programmes of local and national governments and 
their private and non-profit partners.
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It is that wider, public management understanding of place policy that makes it clear 
how place outcomes will affect the attainment of core goals of the UK government 
in the near future. As the UK recovers from the great financial crash, the dominant 
economic challenges of the next decade will largely involve taking the flow of 
opportunities presented by global growth, especially in the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China) economies. Globalisation will bring opportunities but it will inevitably bring 
population increases and rising immigration and will place pressure on the lower 
deciles of the income distribution. 

The UK will face, in broad terms, the same challenges as other advanced economies. 
The secretary of the Australian Treasury, Ken Henry, recently set out an exemplary 
speech on the housing, transport and other infrastructure challenges that will 
have to be met if Australia is to grow yet maintain competitiveness and minimise 
environmental damage from growth.11 The core of his argument lay in establishing 
the right spatial framework for development, ensuring that the cities expanded in 
the most effective ways – namely, effective place investment by governments and 
businesses. The same issues confront the UK, so we must be clear on our national 
vision, clear on what it means for cities and regions and clear on the investment 
framework required. 

We have failed to do this coherently over the past 50 years and, in consequence, 
North and South England remain more separate places than they could readily be. 
Australia, Canada and New Zealand (while confronted with their own challenges) 
have traditionally been more effective in absorbing immigration into their city 
systems than the UK, and have done so without the ethnic tensions and cultural 
conflicts that have become so apparent in England in the past decade. Good place 
planning would do much to reduce the tensions that will arise from the immigration 
that advanced and ageing economies will so badly need. So on both metropolitan 
and neighbourhood scales, more effective place investment could reduce the social 
costs of growth. 

Aside from immigration and integration of the poor, a major issue confronts Britain 
in the ageing of the population. Older people have different accessibility and activity 
demands from younger households. The optimum geography of our cities will have to 
change to effectively cope with ageing. But we typically view ageing as a health and 
social care issue, rather than a place investment and management issue, which might

11 Henry, K “IGR 2010: Challenges & Priorities for Australia”, speech given to Committee for Economic 
Development of Australia, Sydney (14 July 2010) (www.treasury.gov.au/documents/1856/HTML/docshell.
asp?URL=IGR_2010_Challenges_and_Priorities_for_Australia_Dr_Ken_Henry_to_CEDA.htm)



T H E  S M I T H  I N S T I T U T E

104

better align changing household demands with what is locally available through the 
lengthening and complicating life courses we now face.

As for the environment, a fifth of UK carbon is produced within homes and a 
significant proportion of travel-related emissions arise from home-based travel. 
Have we designed our cities and our neighbourhoods in ways that will reduce carbon 
and other environmental footprint effects? Clearly not; so more effective investment 
may be required to ensure adequate social infrastructure in the suburbs that will 
allow more non-car-based travel options. Meeting Copenhagen targets will be easier 
with strategies for effective investment in new places as well as the renewal of old.

Whilst there is always a case for questioning the relevance of the specific place 
policies that are pursued within a nation or region, what is not in doubt is that 
place policies, as defined above, and including planning as well as spending policies, 
are essential to the effective delivery of major government goals. But is this now 
recognised by the UK government?
 
Where now? Crossroads or cliff edge
The uninterrupted evolution of place policy in Britain since the early 1990s has 
meant a growing understanding of what place policy is for, what it means and 
where and when it might be effective. As the downturn loomed in 2007 there was 
already some recognition within government that some programmes had either run 
their course or had been less than fully effective. The New Deal for Communities 
programme and the Neighbourhood Renewal Unit came to an end. More emphasis 
on the roles of infrastructure investment and planning had begun to emerge (and 
not just because they had “gain capture” potential), and this was reflected in the 
Infrastructure Planning Council established at the national scale in 2008 as well as 
the proposed community infrastructure levy and related planning grants to foster 
housing investment in growth areas. “Total capital” approaches to place-based 
spending offered, at last, a coherent way of linking spatial plans and area renewal 
projects to a real understanding of their resource requirements.

But before any new approach emerged, the government changed, and the 
subsequent signs for place policy have hardly been auspicious. The Infrastructure 
Planning Commission and the proposed community infrastructure levy have both 
been scrapped. Regional spatial strategies, which especially shaped the distribution 
of new housing construction within regions, have also been terminated. 
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However, the government has offered councils a bonus equal to seven years’ 
property taxes on dwellings constructed, and this is a clear development incentive. 
On the other hand, the Homes & Communities Agency has had its renewal budget 
almost entirely removed and its housing investment programme quartered. Regional 
development agencies have been scrapped, although local enterprise partnerships 
offer a potentially useful, more varied alternative with clear local accountability. 
“Space” and “place” appear less often in the rhetoric of the coalition, though 
“localism” and the “Big Society” make daily, if somewhat changing, appearances in 
government announcements.

Is this just a change of emphasis and language? Is the government set to continue 
the interest in place policy that has spanned the past two decades, although it plans 
different approaches and is in more straitened fiscal times? Or does it want to throw 
place making over the cliff? 

Scottish changes
The Scottish government pursues a very different rhetoric, but the reality of place 
making is no more encouraging. There has been no coherent cities strategy or summit 
in Scotland for the past five years. Neighbourhood renewal was arguably strong in 
Scotland by 2000, as Scottish Homes had adopted a renewal model for housing 
investment. But in the face of sustained municipal hostility, Scottish Homes became 
an agency, Communities Scotland, and was then scrapped. 

A great deal of strategic capacity in place making disappeared with the agency. It 
has been less missed in the large authorities, with their own considerable capacities, 
but both national thinking for renewal and the capacity for action and delivery in 
smaller council areas have been greatly diminished with the demise of Scotland’s 
renewal agencies. 

There is a lesson for the new localism in England from these Scottish events. New 
municipalism in Scotland has arguably led to a diminution in the role of communities 
and non-profits in place making, and so-called community planning – designed to 
ensure cross-programme and cross-government alignment of policies at local scales 
– has seen the power of communities diminish in some places as municipal control 
grows more powerful.

Although the introductory section made a case for how governments are likely to 
benefit from having place policies, there is no inevitability that such policies will 
exist at the national government level or at any more localised level of autonomy.
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Or even, if such policies have existed, that they will continue over time. For instance, 
in the Netherlands, a global centre of ideas on place and planning that has shaped 
the evolution of the country for decades, the Ministry of Housing and Planning, was 
abolished in 2010. While steps are being taken, New Zealand has no fully formed 
national urban policy and has few local area initiatives that would constitute place 
policy. In Australia there is now a very active interest (led by infrastructure policy 
concerns) in national city policy, planning and some more localised area renewal, 
but that is a very different picture from the period 1996-2008. For a long period 
Australian place making relied solely on state government planning policies and 
infrastructure decisions.

In Canada there has been no national neighbourhood renewal programmes for 
almost two decades, and a brief federal interest in cities died on the election of 
the Harper government. Canadian planning approaches differ across provinces and 
cities, so that Vancouver is a testament to how planning and infrastructure decisions 
shape growing places (as Melbourne is in Australia), but also demonstrates, in the 
squalor of the Lower East Side, how the absence of neighbourhood renewal can 
impose significant individual and social costs. In contrast, Ottawa could be regarded 
as devoid of any area-based policy and demonstrates a systematic lack of visionary 
planning since the 1970s. Governments choose whether to have place policies, and 
the bases for these choices are not always clear.

If the UK is now changing direction, we have to ask: is there new evidence that 
suggests that place policy is inconsequential? Are there new beliefs about policy, 
independent of any set of evidence findings? Is there a new context that changes 
the opportunity costs and/or benefits of place policy? What is shaping UK change, 
emerging evidence, fresh ideas or different contexts?

Changing ideas or new context?

Evidence and ideas, passion and reason in policy
Is there emerging evidence that place policy, in general, is wasted effort? There are 
significant academic debates as to whether modern life is place-based or comprised 
of more extensive metropolitan, national and global connections; that is, whether 
neighbourhoods matter or not. There is a similar and even more statistically complex 
debate as to whether the neighbourhood effects (of positive externalities and 
spillovers) that are believed to underpin “renewal” policies really exist. 
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The one clear academic conclusion, in both debates, is that there is a variety of 
outcomes. Most individuals and communities have a mix of local and global contacts, 
and the weight of neighbourhood versus wider contacts varies across age, income 
and cultural groups. Place matters more to some people than others. Frothy papers 
that announce the death of distance or the dominance of global networks and 
the need to move beyond thinking about place are as unhelpful as those that see 
neighbourhoods as closed systems of unending borrowing of cups of sugar and other 
forms of mutual support. Better place polices would start from knowing the nature 
of the places where investment and change is planned.

Equally, it is clear that neighbourhood effects occur in some contexts and for some 
functions. Those who use observations of the absence of a particular neighbourhood 
effect miss the point that other effects may occur, and that even if they did not, 
there may be good public economics arguments for integrated area-based provision 
of packages of public services. Without relying on old distributional arguments, 
area renewal policies can be justified even where neighbourhood spillovers are 
weak or non-existent. We have to think more clearly about why we have place 
policies. 

Furthermore, some evaluations have suggested that renewal policies may not have 
significant positive effects, and that policies should focus on people rather than 
place. This view ignores, rather conveniently, reviews that have indicated real success 
and, often, the views of communities and residents who have benefited from change. 
This poses the question: not, should we do place policy, but how can we do it better; 
or where should we do it and where not? 

In the previous sections, the idea that place policy is simply statist redistribution, 
distorting choices and market patterns of development, was rejected. This 
longstanding right-wing attack on place policies – ironically, often those who would 
most damn place policies are those who most urge home ownership and defence of 
the “homeland” – has no basis in the experience of households and businesses. The 
challenge for government is to establish what principles can be used to improve 
place-based policies. Let’s understand the principles governments have in mind for 
places.

12 Our observation was that the growth of interest in neighbourhood renewal in the UK after 1995 was seldom 
based on extensive evidence, largely because few programmes similar to those envisaged actually existed. That is, 
when step changes in policy are considered there is often a dearth of research to inform how to move forward. 
Evidence often follows policy rather than vice versa.
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New fiscal austerity and new municipalism
In the new context of fiscal austerity, governments are right to challenge policy 
approaches and outcomes. Given the budgetary challenges facing the UK over the 
next five years, does place policy have any role to play? Those who take the statist 
redistribution view of place policy will clearly argue for a diminution of support. But 
for those who see place policy as an effective way of integrating policies to cope 
with concentrated poverty and growth, the case for support continues. Over the 
next three years, already high unemployment is likely to grow further in Britain’s 
cities, especially in the North, and the problematic places that shrank in scale over 
the past decade will require sustained, innovative efforts to prevent their fall from 
near normalcy. 

At the same time, regrowth in Britain is likely to be Southern-led, and the challenges 
of localised growth management will soon return. How will growth impetuses be 
captured to shape places that will be effective in the future? The connections to the 
big goals discussed above remain and are not diminished.

The UK government and the Scottish government have both, for very different reasons, 
made much noise of embracing a new localism (essentially a new municipalism) in 
policy making and delivery. There are unarguable benefits from the promotion of 
subsidiarity and local autonomy in choices, and a variety of choice outcomes is of 
benefit to mobile consumers. However, these decentralisation or devolution models 
neglect four quite important issues. 

First, they assume that all local governments are equally competent, and equally and 
strongly sensitive to voter and community choices. Second, they assume that locally 
dispersed knowledge for innovation and information for policy making is superior to 
nationally held but locally distributed research, innovation and information. Third, 
they assume that central-to-local redistribution formulae and the distribution of 
tax powers optimally support the expenditure patterns proposed. And, critically,they 
assume that if subsidiarity requires devolution below the municipal level, then 
councils will devolve and defer to place communities in setting spending priorities.

Some councils in England and a few in Scotland come close to this ideal. But if 
the UK government pays any attention to the manifestly varied performance of 
councils over the past decade, it will retain capacities to improve local performance 
and incentivise change. Place policy, where local and national policies have to be 
conjoined, is an important area for government to support the real renaissance of 
effective local government. 
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Some four-fifths of local government revenue currently comes as grant aid from 
central government, and the latter is accountable to taxpayers to ensure that 
money is effectively spent. The scrapping of the Audit Commission in 2010 is not an 
encouraging sign that there is much attention to effectiveness in the municipal use 
of central tax revenues. Localist slogans with associated budget cuts and no place 
policy smacks more of a new pauperism rather than a new localism, and councils and 
communities deserve better for the long term. 

In Canada the near death of housing and renewal policies since the mid 1990s has 
occurred as federal government has willingly shed functions to provinces, clamouring 
for more autonomy, and then cut their share of programme costs. Shared power over 
some budgets may turn out to have been better than full autonomy over more-or-
less no investment support for key local policy areas.

UK governments should not abandon spatial awareness about how the economy and 
society operates, and should desist from sending place policy over the cliff edge. But 
place policy is at a crossroads in a context of tougher budgets and tougher politics. 
There are ways in which investment dimensions of place policies can be improved. 
We can learn from our past experience and the insights of others to shape a better 
approach to the investments that are made to shape our places. Are there some 
principles for policy?

Principles for investment in better places
The arguments in this paper can be distilled into 10 major principles that might 
shape better place policies in Britain.

I.     Place is a perspective in policy. Place policies are not confined to the localised 
benefits of improving poor areas. They understand and address how different 
geographies both are impacted by change and shape the outcomes on key goals 
for the economy, society and environment. Place policy needs to address not 
just the cities, but towns and connections to rural hinterlands, while within the 
cities, new suburbs and increasingly dense existing suburbs require as much 
attention as run-down neighbourhoods.

II.	 Sustainable economic futures must be considered. Whilst respecting the 
imperative for triple or quadruple bottom-line approaches that stress the 
social, environmental and cultural benefits of policies, it is important that place 
making asks the questions: what is this place for, how will it be buffeted or 
blessed by economic change, and what are its resilience characteristics? This
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emphasis is asserted because of the inherited negative view of economic 
ministries regarding place policy and the absence of economic arguments in so 
many social and environmental strategy and lobby papers. Within this process 
there needs to be attention to how different forms of infrastructure spending 
impact cities and neighbourhood economies.

III.	 Use the tools of modern public economics and management. Modern policy 
making focuses on achieving outcomes. Inputs and intermediate outputs that 
shape outcomes come from different public-sector departments and different 
levels of government, as well as from private and non-profit providers. Place-
based mechanisms can be key ways of connecting policy inputs to client groups 
as well as engaging different levels of government in mutually beneficial 
collaborative action. Connected perspectives have to apply not only to services 
but to different streams of public capital and to the place, or plan, settings they 
are required to affect.

IV.	 Engaging with others, business and the big society. The engagement of the 
private sector in place policies in the UK has often been late, after plans and 
visions have been set, and often compromised by sector interests. The UK can 
look to models from other countries where business has often been the most 
active advocate for better city and infrastructure programmes and see ways 
in which that talent can be used. Infrastructure Australia illustrates the kind 
of ways in which an expert but essentially apolitical group can shape major 
strategic decisions for ministerial approval. An Infrastructure Scotland would 
give a hard edge and some political detachment to key decisions for Scotland, 
and other regions or groups of local economic partnerships might evolve similar 
organisations. Reaching out to civic society for support is well developed in 
some countries, and the Big Society thrust has some rationale. But Canadian 
evidence would suggest that the Big Society approach will only work well where 
there are also well-funded programmes to support the poorest people and 
places.

V.	 Subsidiarity and local autonomy. Government frameworks that promote 
subsidiarity allow local choices and innovation. The connected nature of cities, 
with neighbourhoods well-defined within cities and spillovers into adjacent 
municipalities, means there has to be as much attention to the governance 
arrangements for place management and investment as to government 
structures. However, an effective local system also requires national-level 
governments to have clearly defined roles for supporting local performance
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improvement and ensuring value for money to national taxpayers, whose 
monies are transferred locally. Care must be taken to ensure that devolution 
to municipalities does not lead to the loss of a strategic grasp for metropolitan 
areas as a whole or a failure to deal with key problems that municipalities do 
not wish to face.

VI.	 Flexible organisations and boundaries. The new approach to local enterprise 
partnerships13 offers the possibility of local alliances that match organisational 
boundaries to problem scales (though this is a far from inevitable outcome). 
The possibility of new collaborative architectures for service provision, and 
investment in especially housing and infrastructure, and a coherent place basis 
to such innovation may be important (see III above).

VII.	 Vision-led plans are critical. This is true at metropolitan, city and neighbourhood 
scales. If an area is not capable of thinking about its future it is unlikely to deliver 
good outcomes. But the place vision has to then be translated into medium- 
and longer-term operational plans, and a spatial development plan is essential 
to shape development. That plan should not be a fixed, unused blueprint, but 
the active template for organising change and revising how development takes 
place (as conditions change). The template has to be underpinned by a coherent 
infrastructure strategy, including a connected transport and transit strategy, 
and some meaningful housing and land use plan. A five-year financing plan, 
matched to the spatial plan, is essential if plans are to mean anything. Financial 
estimates should include estimates of gain capture in the development process.

VIII.	Clear line of sight for delivering the vision. Vision is essential. But so is the 
capacity of local officials to see the connections from desired high-level 
outcomes through plans to delivery vehicles and programme spending. And this 
line of sight has to be exercised in a joint viewing by all key departments and 
spenders within place policy initiatives. This is what growth management is 
about, not drawing up blueprints, fixing boundaries and hoping for the best. 

IX.	 Evidence is important. There have been major advances in the capacities of 
bureaucracies to manage place-based or spatial information. However, there 
has been some tardiness in using GIS systems to track plan progress, place 
policy spending and the like. Improvements in that capacity could form the

13 HM Government Local Growth: Realising Every Place’s Potential (2010) (www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/
economic-development/docs/l/cm7961-local-growth-white-paper.pdf)
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basis for a new management of planning systems and a formidable basis for 
understanding place change. Moreover, it is critical that those engaged in place 
polities, understand the place;  its history, its culture,  its assets, its limitations 
and its capacities.

X.	 Big politics is needed for the big challenges. Politicians have to have regard to 
the current public will, but also need to reflect on the common good. In shaping 
better places for the future, politicians confront a public will that is increasingly 
set against immigration and is unwilling to accept the implications of global 
warming for their choices on how to live. These are issues, given ageing and 
the rising real cost of fuel, where politics has to lead more, albeit by appealing 
to self-interest rather than altruism. In shaping our cities and neighbourhoods, 
politics in Britain has to up its game. Planning needs to be seen as, and become, 
a process that is about creating better choices for households as their out-of-
pocket energy costs rise, and not yet another bureaucratic/political constraint. 
And place policy has to be the means by which Britain still chases the big goals 
but reduces the wider costs of doing so for all of us. Place policy needs not just 
new mechanisms, but a new story.
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