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Preface

Liveable cities: Challenges and opportunities for policymakers is the first of two Economist Intelligence 
Unit reports, commissioned by Philips, which examine the issue of liveable cities. This first 

report addresses what city residents want from their cities, and how city leaders can deliver on 
citizens’ requirements. The second report examines the role of business within cities. The Economist 
Intelligence Unit bears sole responsibility for the content of this report. The findings and views 
expressed within do not necessarily reflect the views of Philips. 

Our research drew on two main initiatives:

l In September 2010, we conducted a survey of urban professionals around the world. In total, 575 
respondents took part, representing cities in Asia (30%), North America (30%), Western Europe (30%) 
and the rest of the world (10%). See Who took the survey? for more details. 

l To supplement the survey results, we also conducted in-depth interviews with 17 city officials, 
designers and architects, and other experts in urban affairs. See Interviewees for more details. 

Sarah Murray was the author of the report, and David Gow contributed. Iain Scott was the editor. We 
would like to thank everyone who participated in the survey, and all the interviewees, for their time 
and insight.

November 2010

Who took the survey?

In September 2010, we conducted a survey of 
urban professionals around the world. In total, 575 
respondents took part, representing cities in Asia 
(30%), North America (30%), Western Europe (30%) 
and the rest of the world (10%). Respondents range 
in age, from the 19-25 age group to the 61-80 group, 
with most aged between 26 and 60. More than one-
third have lived in their city for more than 20 years, 

one-fifth for 10-20 years, and another one-fifth for 5-
10 years. Three-quarters of respondents are married 
(of those, 58% have children). They are professionals 
who work for a range of industries, with the majority 
from the financial and professional services, IT 
and technology, energy and natural resources, 
manufacturing, education and healthcare, publishing 
and media, and retail. 

Please note that not all figures quoted correlate 
precisely with the charts provided, typically because 
of rounding.
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Interviewees
l Sam Adams, mayor of Portland, Oregon, USA

l Paul Bevan, secretary-general of Eurocities, Belgium

l Peter Bishop, deputy chief executive and head of the Design, Development and Environment 
Directorate at London Development Agency, UK

l Jeb Brugmann, managing partner of The Next Practice, and author of Welcome to the Urban 
Revolution: How Cities are Changing the World, USA

l Sibel Bulay, director, Centre for Sustainable Transport (SUM-Türkiye), Turkey

l Andy Darrell, head of the Living Cities program for the built environment at Environmental Defense 
Fund, USA

l Gerald Frug, professor of law at Harvard Law School, USA

l Haluk Gerçek, professor of civil engineering at Istanbul Technical University, Turkey

l Tony Goldman, chairman, Goldman Properties, USA 

l Dario Hidalgo, senior transport engineer at EMBARQ/WRI, USA

l Paul Keckley, executive director, Deloitte Centre for Health Solutions, USA

l Fred Kent, founder and president, Project for Public Spaces, USA

l Mario Marcel, head of institutional capacity and finance at the Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB), USA

l Ole Scheeren, founder, Buro Ole Scheeren, and former partner/director of Rem Koolhaas’s Office for 
Metropolitan Architecture, China

l Richard Simmons, chief executive, Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE), UK

l Todd Sinai, associate professor of real estate and business and public policy at Wharton School of 
Business, USA

l Roelof Wittink, director of I-CE (Interface for Cycling Expertise), The Netherlands
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As cities grow at an ever-increasing speed, forces of change are being unleashed on several fronts—
demographic, environmental and economic. While some urban policymakers have the resources 

to meet these challenges, others are struggling to cope with the strains these pressures are placing on 
infrastructure and services.

Given the challenges they face, the message for policymakers is clear—they cannot go it alone. 
To make their cities attractive places to live, civic authorities need to harness the energies of all 
the individuals and businesses flocking into their metropolises. They need to foster the innovative 
spirit of social entrepreneurs who can step in with new solutions to meet demands for services and 
infrastructure. They must increase their political clout by forming productive partnerships with the 
private sector and civil society groups. 

They also need to think of new ways to engage with the individuals who actually live and work in cities. 
After all, citizens experience transport networks, retail outlets, government services and infrastructure 
on a daily basis. They often have a more granular knowledge of these systems and what works and what 
does not work in the place they live in. As authorities battle to help their cities thrive in the face of the 
global financial crisis, rising city populations and increasing environmental pressures, a “top-down” 
model of urban planning is no longer appropriate. If cities are for everyone, everyone needs to play a 
role in delivering city liveability.

In this report, the Economist Intelligence Unit analyses the latest thinking about urban liveability. 
Our starting-point, a global survey of urban professionals, shows that most enjoy their quality of life, 
and are optimistic about the future. But they are generally doubtful that their city’s public services and 
infrastructure will cope in years to come, as urban populations swell. Policymakers will need to get better 
at proving that they have the long-term vision and resources to cope with the pressures that their cities 
will face. Here are some of the issues that they will need to consider when planning their city’s future. 

Keeping citizens moving
There is no denying that healthcare, education, urban design and open spaces are all vital components 
in a city’s liveability. But our survey clearly shows that few issues are as important to urban professionals 
as getting from A to B and back again. When asked which policy issue they would address if put in charge 
of their city, most respondents selected transport—roads, public transit and parking. Policymakers must 
understand that from the point of view of most citizens, the basic city hardware of roads and tunnels, 
trains and buses ought to take priority over glorious edifices. 

But urban transport planning can often end in gridlock. At best, ill-considered transport schemes 
can be more of an inconvenience than a help—a shiny new subway system is of no use if citizens 
cannot afford it, or it doesn’t take them where they need to go. At worst, bad transport policy can have 
major implications for a city’s commerce, environment and development. Schemes such as Bogotá’s 
TransMilenio show that effective, high-volume transport infrastructure does not have to be expensive or 
time-consuming to build, but can have a transforming effect on a city’s economy.

Executive summary
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Designs for living: balancing community with growth
In the past, whole swathes of cities were bulldozed to make way for visionary new schemes. With 
hindsight, many have worked well. But what was possible in the Paris of Napoleon III, for example, 
is less desirable in the developed world today. Citizens have more power to dispose of their leaders if 
they disapprove of policy, and policymakers must learn from them in order to apply more appropriate 
urban development. This applies in the developing world, too: the future of one of Mumbai’s biggest 
slums, Dharavi, hangs in the balance, even though it is home to 1m people and a thriving export 
economy. More sensitive responses to urban growth such as the Tulou Collective Housing project 
in China’s Fujian province show that it is possible to house rapidly expanding populations without 
destroying communities.

Return of the city-state?
As the population of some cities continues to grow, the job of running them gets harder. Citizens 
continue to expect municipal governments to manage most of the machinery that makes their city 
run properly, but in most cities—even global centres such as London and New York—it is the state 
that signs the decrees and wields the chequebook on vital issues such as public transport, healthcare 
and the environment. Policy tug-of-wars will become more common, and city authorities will need to 
find a way to expand their mandates in order to deliver on their promises. Frustrated by national and 
state politics, some cities are trying a new experiment, forming alliances with other cities in their own 
countries and around the world, to gain more bargaining power and to share ideas. 

More than half the world’s population lives in cities, which continue to grow; it makes sense that 
they have a bigger say in national planning and resource policy and more power to implement their own 
policies. Istanbul’s transport tangle is one obvious situation in which a national government should 
devolve powers to local authorities.

A new social contract
In turn, local authorities should be prepared to cede more to citizens. The simplest way to do this 
is to be more transparent—around the world, citizens are combining government data with social 
networking technology to create incentives such as cycling maps and other tools to make city life more 
bearable. Meanwhile, there are more and more places where social entrepreneurship is flourishing—in 
Mumbai, for example, where civic services are minimal and the gap between rich and poor enormous, 
entrepreneurs have stepped in to establish an ambulance service which operates on the principle that 
those who can afford to pay for it do so. 

Citizens are increasingly being asked by governments to play a greater role in society. A cynical view 
of this says that governments are using this approach as an excuse to cut services and save money. On 
the one hand, relaxing the top-down approach to city policy may take the pressure off policymakers. 
On the other, there is also evidence to suggest that citizens who participate in civil society have a 
greater degree of life satisfaction. But more can be done to ensure that social entrepreneurship is 
actively encouraged and supported. In the long run, the most important alliance policymakers can 
have is with their own citizens. 
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Perspectives on cities

Below are some of the key messages for urban policymakers, based 
on analysis of our global survey of professionals.

l Urban professionals like their cities as places to live and work. 
Fully 60% say their quality of life is excellent or above average, and 
more than one-third plan to live in their city for another 20 years or 
more. Meanwhile, nearly three-quarters rate their city excellent or 
above average as a place to work.

l Traffic and transport are executives' main concerns—nearly 60% 
would improve transport and roads before anything else to make their 
city less stressful and a better place to live.  More than one-half would 
pay more, in tax or other ways, to get better roads and transit systems.

l Almost 60% say life in their city is getting better. But older 
respondents are more likely to say that life is getting tougher—and 
many over-60s would prefer to move out of the city.

l Nearly everyone thinks that cultural tolerance and good 
community relations are essential in making a city an attractive 
place to live and work—but one-quarter feel that a sense of 
participation is lacking in their city.

l One of the attributes of cities is their willingness to interact with 
the world outside—tourists are especially welcome, but so are global 
retail brands and foreign investment, and international sporting 
and cultural events. More than 40% declare their cities very open to 
migrant workers.

l The jobs market and cost of living top the list of factors considered 
important in making a city an attractive place to live and work, 
nominated by 58% of respondents. 

l Far more citizens in the Asia-Pacific region worry about inward 
migration creating pressure on their city than their counterparts 
elsewhere. But they are much less worried about economic 
uncertainty or a shortage of jobs than Europeans or Americans.
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C ities are complex entities, born of ancient trade routes and modern technology. Often crowded, 
crime-riddled, polluted and unsanitary, cities are also dynamic centres of wealth creation, 

innovation, artistic exuberance and architectural splendour. 
To coax and wrestle the best out of a city, and contain its worst tendencies, urban policymakers must 

themselves possess large measures of creativity and a wide innovative streak. Since 2007, the balance 
of the world’s population has tipped from rural to urban. The number of hypercities, or metacities 
(the UN’s term for urban centres of more than 20m people), is growing—Tokyo, with its 35m people, 
is the largest; others in the metacity club include Guangzhou, Seoul, Mexico City, Delhi and Mumbai, 
with New York and São Paulo close behind. Many cities are bigger than countries (the population of 
Tokyo is larger than that of Canada). They serve as economies in their own right for different sectors—
Frankfurt and London for finance, Rotterdam and Dubai for transport and logistics, and Silicon Valley 
and Bangalore for information technology. In developing countries, the rapid expansion of urban 
populations and the influx of migrant workers are creating a new challenge for authorities—how best 
to serve the needs of those living in vast unplanned settlements that often arise in the absence of the 
infrastructure needed to supply basics such as electricity, sanitation and clean water.

For policymakers, these are core concerns. But underlying them all is the concept of “liveability” 
for citizens. As our survey and report show, the elements that constitute liveability are different for 
different people—public transport, parking, open spaces, safety, cultural tolerance, nightlife and 
dozens of others—and all are important in the context of urban life.

As well as the difficulties of meeting these diverse views of liveability amid rapidly changing 
demographic, environmental and economic pressures, urban policymakers face a political mismatch 
when it comes to city decision-making. On the one hand, providing citizens with appropriate services 
and amenities—whether that is building infrastructure, arranging garbage collection or establishing 
appropriate financing arrangements—requires uniquely urban solutions. On the other, city authorities 
remain dependent on their state or country, and have only limited autonomy to make policy in areas 
such as healthcare and education. 

Meanwhile, with the global downturn forcing fiscal belt tightening, city governments need to 
become even more active, inclusive and innovative in order to deliver appropriate urban infrastructure, 
reliable services and appropriate amenities. The growing numbers of urban dwellers demand new 
housing and transport solutions, put increasing pressure on resources, and threaten the sustainability 
of the city. As a result, without intelligent planning, investment and innovative government, the rapid 
growth of urban centres threatens to damage the very quality to which people were drawn to cities in 
the first place—their liveability. 

Introduction

A city... is the pulsating product of the human hand and mind, reflecting man’s history, 
his struggle for freedom, his creativity, his genius—and his selfishness and errors.
— US planning pioneer Charles Abrams
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In much the same way that wellness is gaining importance as a governing factor in assessing the 
quality of healthcare, liveability is now seen as a more relevant measure of the quality of life for 

citizens than standards of living, with which it is partly synonymous. 
But while standards of living can be measured relatively easily, liveability takes in a wide range of 

factors, making urban policymakers’ jobs harder. Asking citizens which factors they consider important 
to the liveability of their cities, as the Economist Intelligence Unit did in its global survey of urban 
professionals, produces a wide variety of responses. 

If the question had been asked of Georges-Eugène Haussmann, the 19th-century French civic planner 
who transformed Paris, he would have cited grand architecture, sweeping boulevards, wide avenues and 
open spaces. But if he were alive today, he may be disappointed to learn that the visual and architectural 
aspects of cities do not rank highly among urban professionals’ list of ingredients for making a city 
an attractive place to live and work. (Presumably, he would also be dismayed to learn that most cities 
frown on the idea of bulldozing entire neighbourhoods to make way for utopian urban designs.) Nor, 
for that matter, do shopping, healthcare or cleanliness rank especially highly on the scale of liveability 
essentials, according to the results of our survey.

Of far greater importance to respondents is the quality and availability of transport, roads and 
parking facilities—and  some professionals indicate a willingness to pay more to fund them. When asked 
which amenities in their city they would be prepared to pay more for to see them improved, 56% cite 
public transport and roads.

But citizens care about more than simply the practicalities of getting around. Cities are also hubs 
for arts and entertainment, sporting events and social life—all things that are valued highly not only 
by tourists but also by the residents. In fact, 34% of respondents to our survey say availability of these 
amenities is important to a city’s attractiveness, putting this in fourth place as a priority, even ahead of 
access to decent childcare and education. 

In addition, 85% agree that cultural and social attributes of cities are equally important as good 
infrastructure. This is something of which city authorities are keenly aware, and many policies have 
been introduced to stimulate the growth of sports and the arts in cities. Through the European Capital 
of Culture programme, for example, a city chosen by the EU is given a period of one year in which to 

Part I: Assessing liveability 
What people want and how cities are responding

Key  points

n	 Liveability	should	be	assessed	in	terms	of	citizens'	access	to	their	city's	services	and	culture

n	 Balancing	cities'	desirability	and	affordability	is	a	key	challenge	for	policymakers

n	 Transport	and	mobility	issues	govern	several	aspects	of	urban	liveability
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17
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6

Jobs market and cost of living

Public transport, road links and parking

Safety and security

Culture, nightlife and sporting facilities/events

Access to decent childcare and education

Parks and access to green/open spaces

General environment and cleanliness

Layout of the city, quality of its buildings and housing

Access to quality healthcare

Range of shops and stores

In your view, which factors are most important to you in making a city an attractive place in which to live and work? 
Select up to three. 
(% respondents)

showcase its cultural life and cultural development. In many cities, this programme has proved a catalyst 
for investment in the arts and culture and the construction of new theatres and museums.

However, measuring the attractiveness of cities by the prevalence of art and culture does not always 
give an accurate picture of liveability, notes Jeb Brugmann, managing partner of The Next Practice, 
a consultancy, and author of Welcome to the Urban Revolution: How Cities are Changing the World.  Mr 
Brugmann argues that a further factor in rating cities should be availability as it relates to what he calls 
“user transaction costs”. A city might be known for its world-class concert halls, for example, but can 
every citizen who wants to attend a concert afford to buy a ticket, find a babysitter for the evening and 
then access parking? Likewise, a city might have a brand new transit system but, for many, the added 
expense and complication of reaching stations and navigating connections makes transit an unattractive 
option. “You find that a city could measure up pretty well [in terms of provision of amenities], but at the 
level of the user, accessing those qualities can be extremely difficult,” Mr Brugmann adds. The answer, he 
argues, is user-centred design of both the built space and of urban services.

The good news for policymakers is that people like their cities as places to live and work. When asked 
to rate their overall quality of life in their city, 34% of respondent to our survey answer “excellent” and 
36% “above average”. Only 10% rate it “below average” or “poor”. More than one-third plan to live in 
their city for another 20 years or more, 15% for another 10 years, and nearly 30% say they will give it 
another 2 to 10 years. Lower ratings on these issues given by respondents from emerging economies may 
well reflect the urban sprawl and pollution emerging in many developing cities as they continue to grow 
at breakneck speeds. 

In general, European cities do not have to contend with this problem. Paul Bevan, secretary-general 
of Eurocities, a network of major European cities, calls it the proximity principle. “Living, working and 
playing are ideally much closer together than you often find,” he notes. “And where people feel cities are 
unliveable, it’s because of that loss of proximity.”
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Affordability: Money and the metropolis
Managing urban liveability is a great balancing act. The law of supply and demand dictates that 
the more desirable a city becomes, the more people will want to live in it, driving up the cost of 
accommodation and services. 

But as cities become less affordable, their liveability is diminished. In our survey, almost 60% of 
respondents cite “job market and cost of living” as the main factor in making a city an attractive place 
in which to live and work. Meanwhile, 30% cite that factor as the one they would most like to see 
improved to reduce the stress of living in their city and improve its quality of life.

Around the world, cities are becoming more expensive places in which to live. This means only a 
certain segment of society is able to comfortably inhabit them. “If you have more people who want to 
live somewhere than there are places for them [to live], who wins that auction? It’s the high-income 
people,” says Todd Sinai, associate professor of real estate and business and public policy at Wharton 

Age-friendly cities

Are cities better suited to younger people? The general consensus, 
according to our survey, is yes—while roughly three-quarters of 
respondents say the inner city is the best place to be in one’s first job, 
or to develop a career, more than one-half would opt for the suburbs 
to raise a family. More than 40% would move out to a smaller town 
upon retirement.

But for many citizens, retiring to the country will not be an 
option. About one-fifth of respondents to our survey say that they 
would prefer to stay in the inner city after they retire.

The proportion of respondents to our survey aged 60 and over 
are no different to their younger counterparts in rating their city 
as an excellent place in which to live, and nor do their priorities on 
issues such as transport differ from other age groups. However, they 
are more likely to say that life in their city is getting tougher, a clear 
indication for city policymakers that they will need to get better at 
meeting the needs of the elderly.

In June 2010, the World Health Organisation launched the 

Global Network of Age-Friendly Cities as a way to help policymakers 
meet older citizens’ needs. New York—where 12% of the population 
is over 65—was the first to sign up to the scheme, which guides 
cities through a three-year implementation period, looking at 
issues such as access to public transport, outdoor space, healthcare 
and housing. 

In Beijing, where one citizen in every three will be over 60 by 
2050, the issues are even more pressing. Previous generations of 
elderly Chinese would most likely have been cared for at home, but a 
combination of the one-child policy and a big shift to urbanisation 
has left Beijing citizens with little time or energy to spare for 
their elderly parents. The city government is encouraging private 
investment in nursing homes, but with 98% of seniors believed to 
be living in their own homes, there is a long way to go before needs 
will be met.

In the meantime, recognising that senior citizens are important 
to the social fabric of Beijing, the city is investing in community 
care centres. The WHO network also emphasises that policymakers 
need to make sure that older people play an active role in society.

Student

First job

Career development

Family/raising children

Retirement

If you had a choice, in which environment would you prefer to live at the following stages of your life? 
Select one in each row. 
(% respondents)
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10 1

3

3

24 4
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20

16

24

53

24

Inner city urban Suburban/city outskirts Smaller town/village Rural
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School of Business. “Whatever is scarce is desirable. What’s novel is that we’re not used to thinking 
that entire cities can become so scarce.”

Sam Adams, the mayor of Portland, Oregon, agrees that affordability is at the heart of a city’s 
liveability. He describes city liveability as a condition “where you don’t waste money on things that 
don’t add value to life, and with your savings you are able to do what you want and meet your needs.” 

The phenomenon is most visible in the centre of cities. Only the very rich can now afford to rent or 
purchase property in central London, for example, or downtown Shanghai. This is a marked change 
from the situation a couple of decades ago, when the affluent moved out to the suburbs and many city 
centres were left as blighted and crime-ridden areas occupied only by the very poor. As manufacturing 
moved away from city centres, so did jobs. 

Chicago is a case in point. Between the mid-1950s and the mid-1970s, about 800,000 
manufacturing jobs left the city, according to Mr Brugmann. The result was that many Chicago 
neighbourhoods became slums. The city did not find the solution in more urban master-planning, he 
says; rather, Chicago’s resurgence came through a rededication to its traditional user-driven approach 
to distinctive neighbourhood-building. 

Meanwhile, the cost of living in cities in developing countries—particularly the cost of renting or 
buying real estate—is moving up to meet that of major cities in mature markets. Yet migrants from rural 
areas seeking better economic opportunities continue to flood into cities such as Shanghai, Mumbai, 
Manila, Jakarta and Nairobi, where costs of living are soaring relative to the rest of their countries. 

Whether they live in developing countries or mature markets, citizens’ main motivation for moving 
to a city is to find work, our survey found. But regardless of their motivation for moving, migration into 
cities and the accompanying drop in affordability and availability of housing is forcing policymakers 
into making decisions on whether or not to intervene—through provision of affordable housing or 
rent control—to allow low-income families and individuals to live in the city centre or its outskirts. Our 

57

38

37

31
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7

7

Pressure on public services, eg healthcare, schools

Migration into the city
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What do you think will be the most critical pressures on your city in the next 3 to 5 years? Select up to three. 
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survey shows that citizens see the most critical pressures on their city in the next few years as squeezed 
public services and migration into the city. Respondents in the Asia-Pacific region and Latin America 
are especially concerned about the pressures brought on by inward migration. 

Professor Sinai points out, however, that cities are not becoming unaffordable to everyone. Some 
people are choosing to spend a larger proportion of their income on living in certain cities, while others 
simply have enough money to live wherever they want. “The question is whether as a society we want to 
make the city accessible to people of different incomes,” he says, “and we might very well want to.”

Transport: Get the millions moving 
In a famous 1��1 episode of Seinfeld, a US sitcom, George takes a job moving cars from one side of the 
street to the other. While this occupation might be considered a little unusual in some places, New 
Yorkers would understand immediately. To ensure efficient traffic flows and to allow street sweepers to 
reach the curb, the city’s alternate-side parking regulations dictate on which side of the street cars can 
be parked on any given day.

Arcane systems such as New York’s alternate-side parking rules clearly show the complexity and 
micromanagement required of policymakers in order to keep their cities moving. They also show just 
how much of an obsession transport issues are for citizens. If there is one topic guaranteed to spark 
debate among citizens, it is on how best to get from A to B. Some 61% of respondents to our survey cite 
public transport, road links and parking as the issues they would most like to change to improve life 
in their city—far ahead of factors such as better education (cited by 33%). These factors ranked third 
when urban professionals were asked what factors made their city an appealing place to live and work, 
cited by 42%. 

Asked which specific scheme they would implement if they were in charge of their city, by far the 
majority of respondents nominated transport initiatives—whether improvements to public transport, 
or better road systems, or both. Londoners who grumble about conditions on the Tube might take 
heart from comments from urban professionals elsewhere in the world, such as: “Our public transit 
system is antiquated to the point of being embarrassing. When I compare it to London (where I travel 
frequently), we are in a different century.”

Traffic congestion is not only responsible for causing frustrations to individual drivers. It has 
economic consequences, too. A study conducted by New York City estimated that traffic congestion cost 
the regional economy more than US$13bn a year, resulting in the annual loss of up to 52,000 jobs.1

Access to transport has a direct impact on citizens’ spending power. Portland is the lowest-cost 
large city on the US West Coast, according to its mayor, Mr Adams, who claims that this is partly a result 
of the promotion of public transport as an alternative to cars. “Portlanders drive about 20% less than 
people in comparable cities,” he says. “And that means about US$800m a year stays in the pockets  
of Portlanders.”

Transport affects citizens’ productivity, too. IBM’s 2010 Commuter Pain Survey gauged the 
percentages of drivers in 20 cities who said that they would rather be working (and therefore earning) 
if they were not caught up in traffic; the figures range from 40% in New Delhi and 25% in Mexico City to 
5% in Madrid. Nearly 85% of Beijing motorists said roadway traffic had adversely affected their work or 

1 Growth or Gridlock: 
The Economic Case for 
Traffic Relief and Transit 
Improvement for a Greater 
New York, Partnership for 
New York City, 2006.

“Whatever is 
scarce is desirable. 
What’s novel is that 
we’re not used to 
thinking that entire 
cities can become 
so scarce.”
Todd Sinai, Wharton School of 
Business
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school performance, and 95% said it had adversely affected their health.2

For many cities, the focus of transport policy is on reducing pollution and the emission of greenhouse 
gases. This concern is also uppermost in the minds of citizens themselves: in our survey, worries about 
pollution levels rank fourth in the pressures respondents see affecting their city, with 31% citing this 
factor (and 52% of Asia-Pacific executives).

“[Air quality] has a direct impact on people’s lives and their children’s lives, and when you’re 
thinking about whether to live in a city it’s a marker for quality of life in that city,” explains Andy Darrell, 
head of the Living Cities program for the built environment at Environmental Defense Fund, a US 
advocacy group. “So when you’re solving for air quality through low-carbon energy and transport, you 
are in fact solving for liveability at the same time.”

Moreover, promoting cleaner and more efficient transport systems can be a catalyst for economic 
and social developments in cities. In Portland, the city’s Streetcar (the US’s first contemporary tram 
system) stops every two blocks. “Because it stops so frequently, it invigorates the entire quarter,” says 
Mr Adams. “And light rail stops every two miles, so you have station area developments for four or five 
blocks around each station.”

A similar phenomenon has occurred in Hong Kong, where an outdoor escalator (the world’s longest) 
takes commuters up and down the steep hill between their residences and their workplaces. While 
designed primarily to lure commuters away from their cars, the escalator has served an additional 
purpose—acting as a catalyst for the arrival of vibrant clusters of cafes and shops that site themselves 
around the various entry and exit points up and down the escalator.

Portland also talks up its investment achievement in bike paths across the city, helping to create a 
cycling culture among its citizens. It is one of a growing number of cities, from Bogotá to New York City, 
to recognise that getting more citizens on their bikes can help to transform a city. 

“People love to use bicycles but they feel often restricted because it’s not safe and they lack a good 
connection to get them from A to B,” says Roelof Wittink, director of I-CE, or Interface for Cycling 
Expertise, which brings together government, the private sector and civil society to promote cycling 
policies and related infrastructure in cities around the world. “When you are thinking about how to 
make a city liveable, you have to make cycling a priority.”  

While technically this is relatively easy, it requires strong leadership, since most planners believe 
that reducing space for cars will increase congestion. “In fact, it’s the other way round,” says Mr 
Wittink, who helped to devise Amsterdam’s cycle network. “Because cars are so inefficient, you have to 
make life harder for them and make life easier for others, then your congestion problems will be solved.” 

Cities such as Amsterdam and Copenhagen have good reason to be smug about the well-established 
cycle-friendly policies for which they are ideally suited, being relatively small and flat. But citizens in 
less likely places are learning to overcome obstacles such as traffic and terrain to get on their bikes. A 
cycle hire scheme launched in London in late July notched up more than 1m trips in its first ten weeks. 
Shanghai banned bikes from all its main roads in 2003, but now, with traffic and pollution reaching 
unmanageable levels, the city is piloting a new scheme to make free bicycles available to residents in 
Minhang, a large residential district.

2 The Globalization of Traffic 
Congestion: IBM 2010 
Commuter Pain Survey. IBM, 
June 30, 2010

“When you’re 
solving for air 
quality through 
low-carbon energy 
and transport, you 
are in fact solving 
for liveability at the 
same time.”
Andy Darrell, Environmental 
Defense Fund
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Case study: Bogotá bucks the trend

As the IBM Commuter Pain study points out, traffic in developed 
world cities has usually developed gradually over time, which has 
given policymakers more time and resources to creatively solve 
problems. Traffic problems in many developing cities are a more 
recent phenomenon, brought on by expanding economies and 
a rapidly-growing middle class. Solving them presents more of 
a headache. 

Few developing cities have the resources of, say, Beijing, which 
has invested almost US$50bn in expending its subway system. But 
some smaller-scale developing-world transport incentives are proving 
inspirational for cities at all stages of development. 

Between 1991 and 1995, the number of cars registered in Bogotá, 
the Colombian capital, increased by 75%, accompanied by massive 
increases in traffic congestion and road accidents and a drop in 
air quality. The city’s solution, TransMilenio, a bus rapid transit 
(BRT) system, has transformed its transport landscape. Covering 
84 kilometres, it already moves about 1.7m passengers per day, a 
volume not achieved by any other bus system worldwide. Moreover, 
at just US$10m per kilometre, the system was extremely cheap 
to develop and build, and took less than three years from idea to 
implementation.

TransMilenio differs from ordinary bus systems in several ways. 
First, the high-capacity, centrally-controlled buses have a dedicated 
road that is segregated from the rest of the traffic and that no other 

vehicle can use. Second, the system has stations where passengers 
pay before they board, increasing throughput. With bus stops that 
look more like subway stations and freedom from interference from 
other forms of traffic, the system operates more like an underground 
transit network than a bus service.

TransMilenio has demonstrated what was once thought 
impossible—a bus system able to accommodate extremely high 
volumes of passengers. “The textbooks told us that to carry more 
than 10,000 passengers per hour, per direction, you needed a rail 
system,” says Dr Dario Hidalgo, TransMilenio’s former deputy general 
manager. “TransMilenio is able to carry 40,000 passengers per hour, 
per direction, in buses and on the surface.” 

The system has attracted attention globally by being the first 
transport project able to tap into the climate funding through the 
Clean Development Mechanism, one of the measures in the Kyoto 
Protocol on climate change. “The most striking result of TransMilenio 
and other mobility policies is that over the past decade the city has 
been able to maintain its share of transit, increase the share of bikers 
and pedestrians and reduce the percentage of car users,” says Dr 
Hidalgo, who is now senior transport engineer at EMBARQ, the World 
Resources Institute’s Center for Sustainable Transport, “whereas in 
many other developing cities there is rapidly increasing car use.”

A detailed cost-benefit analysis of TransMilenio is yet to come, 
but other cities around the world are taking notice, including 
Johannesburg in South Africa, Guangzhou in China, and Ahmedabad 
in India. Even New York is reportedly considering a cross-town BRT 
for Manhattan.
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In the face of increased complexity and—thanks to the recent economic downturn—the need to 
tighten budgets, urban policymakers are looking for ways to share the burden of city management. 
Unsurprisingly, urban professionals strongly believe that it is largely up to their governments to 

shoulder the responsibility for the services that contribute most to liveability. Fighting crime, protecting 
the natural environment, and providing parks and public transport are all primarily public sector 
concerns, they say. They are split on whether the private sector would be most effective at providing 
education and healthcare services, but more strongly back private telecommunications, energy and 
waste management contractors.

Yet citizens are not entirely happy with the way municipal governments are run. When asked to outline 
a specific scheme that, were they in charge, they would implement in order to improve quality of life in 
their city, one respondent called for a reduction in “the financial burdens which local government places 
upon citizens and businesses”. Another cited the “inability of politicians to work to common good”. Many 
cited the reduction of red tape, and called for increased transparency in the way their cities are managed.

However, the irony is that city governments themselves often have their hands tied. While modern 
metropolises are in many ways starting to look like states, with vast populations and huge economies, 

Part II: City leadership 
Who is really in charge?

Key  points

n	 Citizens	expect	their	governments	to	be	responsible	for	many	aspects	of	liveability

n	 Urban	policymakers	can	often	find	themselves	in	opposition	to	national	politics

n	 Cities	are	increasingly	forming	alliances	with	others	in	order	to	share	ideas	and	resources

Public transport

Energy provision

Telecommunications

Parks/natural environment

School/education

Healthcare

Crime

Waste management

Social housing

Who do you think would be most effective in providing the following services in your city? 
(% respondents)

63

32

6

73

50

44

85

39

53

33

65

93

11

42

53

6

54

25

2 1

1 2

1

15 1

6

2

1

1

5 4

6 1

18 4

Public sector Private sector Local community/volunteer sector Don't know/not applicable
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politically they remain inextricably connected to their hinterlands, dependent on national budgets 
in areas such as education and healthcare, and with no autonomy to make decisions on key aspects of 
city economics and infrastructure. 

In federal systems such as the US, state governments make major decisions for their cities, while 
in much of the world national governments set policy. “People tend to think that cities can do more or 
less what they need to do,” says Gerald Frug, professor of law at Harvard Law School and a specialist 
in local government. “But if you figure out who is running a lot of these cities around the world, it 
remains national governments.”

However, in some respects, the status quo is shifting. One sign is that the prevalence of elected city 
mayors has risen in recent years. Mexico City gained its first elected mayor in the 1980s. London’s first 
was in 2000. Many American cities have elected mayors—although the 19th-century “boss” system of 
all-powerful individuals has given way to a model where the mayor works with the city council to set 
policies and approve budgets.

In some countries, even unelected mayors have a lot of power. A case in point is China. Although 
the country’s mayors are appointed by the national government, as long as they comply with national 
policies they have plenty of room for manoeuvre.

This is particularly true in Shanghai. “Mayors in Shanghai have more authority than in any other 
city I’ve seen,” notes Professor Frug. “They have the authority because the central government allows 
them to have it, and if it doesn’t like what they’re doing it can remove them—but within that frame, 
they can do a lot.”

Part of the reason is that China’s sheer size and population means that governing entirely from the 
centre is impracticable. Another, explains Professor Frug, is that civic authorities own the city’s real 
estate, and a substantial source of city revenue comes from property deals in which the city gets a 
cut. “So it’s not taxes, it’s real estate finance, and these deals give Shanghai an incredible amount of 
money, which they spend on subways New Yorkers can only dream about,” he says.

Money isn’t everything, however. Paul Bevan, secretary-general of the Eurocities initiative, points 
out that 75% of Copenhagen’s income comes from local taxation, which gives it far more room for 
manoeuvre than a UK city, where the figure is more likely to be 10-15%. But even so, Copenhagen’s 
move to levy a congestion charge to alleviate traffic problems was vetoed by the Danish government.

And along with the increased spending power of Chinese cities has come increased accountability, 
says Ole Scheeren, founder of Beijing-based architecture practice Buro Ole Scheeren and a former 
partner and director of Rem Koolhaas’ Office for Metropolitan Architecture. “We’ve seen relatively 
dramatic progress in the protection of the rights of homeowners in cities,” he says. “Even ten years 
ago, there was hardly any compensation when people were moved away to make way for roads 
and other infrastructure. These things have been addressed, often on the basis of protests and an 
increasingly vocal population.”

Yet while both elected and unelected mayors have a certain level of autonomy, what they can 
control remains limited and often subject to approval from the state or national government. When 
Michael Bloomberg, the businesslike mayor of New York City, took control of municipal education, 
he did so only with the approval of the state government in Albany. And when the city wanted to 
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introduce a congestion charge, Albany gave the plan the thumbs down. 
Transport policy is one area in which city governments have increasing power over state budgets, 

but even there they can run up against unexpected barriers. Because New York’s plan to introduce 
a version of Bogotá’s BRT system to Manhattan requires the installation of cameras (something 
that cannot be done without the consent of the state legislature), the plan again relies on Albany’s 
approval, according to Professor Frug. In London, meanwhile, policies governing the transport 
system lie in the hands of the Greater London Authority (GLA), but the GLA does not have authority 
over all aspects of city government. “In any particular city, you have to build a list of what city 
governments have been authorised to do and what they have not been authorised to do,” says 
Professor Frug. “And [in London] it’s actually a relatively short list.”

case study   Istanbul’s planning tug-of-war

In Istanbul, population growth, road traffic, congestion and 
pollution are at worst contributing to the rapid decline of the city’s 
liveability, and at best putting at serious risk the city’s ambition to 
be a cultural, economic and logistical hub of Eurasia.

Officially this extraordinary metropolis, on an axis between 
Berlin and Baghdad, has 13m citizens. Unofficially, however, the 
population had already reached 15m three years ago, up from 1m 
in the 1950s. The city’s government has set 16m as a sustainable 
target, but at current growth rates (3.3% per year) the population 
will be 22m by 2025. 

Unsurprisingly, traffic congestion is the leading concern for 55% 
of Istanbul’s citizens, ahead of crime, cost of living and security, 
according to a 2009 survey commissioned by Urban Age, a think-
tank. (By contrast, the issue was a concern for 43% of Londoners 
and just 16% of São Paolo citizens.) According to Haluk Gerçek, a 
professor of civil engineering at Istanbul Technical University, 2.7m 
motor vehicles currently choke the city’s roads; between 2005 and 
2008 an average of nearly 141,500 more vehicles arrived each year. 
Commuters driving from Istanbul’s Asian side to the European side 
find that their journey takes more than an hour each way across one 
of the two existing Bosporus road bridges.

City authorities have plans to relieve congestion. Already, 
bus-only lanes can carry 500,000 passengers a day and cut journey 
times by more than one-half. Sibel Bulay, director of the Centre 
for Sustainable Transport (SUM-Türkiye), says that many business 
executives living on the Asian side and working on the European 
side were previously picked up by chauffeurs outside their homes, 
but now cross the strait by high-speed ferry. The mayor is investing 
heavily in sea transport. Such plans, however, risk turning to dust 
in the hands of at least 20 individual bodies that have power over 
Istanbul’s transport network. 

Istanbul dominates Turkish politics and society. According to the 
OECD, the city accounts for one-fifth of Turkey’s population, and it 
generates 40% of the country’s tax income. Consequently, Ankara, 
the country’s capital, tends to call the shots regardless of plans 
made in Istanbul. 

Citizens’ views on the best way to solve their city’s transport woes 
are disregarded, as different levels of government pursue competing 
agendas. The Urban Age survey found that only 3% of Istanbul’s 
citizens favour a third road bridge across the Bosporus (compared 
with 51% who favour expanding the city’s public transport network), 
but the Turkish prime minister, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, insists that it 
will be built anyway, even though it does not play a part in the city’s 
overall transport master plan. Mr Erdogan himself opposed the third 
bridge option when he served as Istanbul’s mayor between 1994 
and 1998.

Such incoherence in planning policy is further exemplified by 
the US$3bn Marmaray road and rail tunnel project. Due to open in 
October 2013, Marmaray offers a direct rail connection between 
Europe and Asia, with capacity more than 10 times higher than that 
of an existing road bridge and a crossing taking 18 minutes. But 
Ankara insists that the nearby road bridge also be built. 

Professor Gerçek fears that the third road bridge will simply 
exacerbate Istanbul’s decline as a liveable city. He believes that 
it will destroy a huge amount of the city’s forests—its lungs—and 
water basins, while making no impact on current congestion and 
promoting further urban sprawl.

“Going beyond a mere pro-growth strategy is crucial,” the OECD 
says of Istanbul, and recommends that city planners take urgent 
steps to avert threats to social and environmental sustainability 
posed by uncontrolled migration and traffic growth. Otherwise, the 
city that is at the core of Turkey’s bid for EU membership, a cultural 
and economic conduit between Europe and Asia, could see both its 
heritage and future at risk.
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Healthcare is another area over which civic authorities have only limited control, even though 
cities pose some unique health problems for policymakers. At some level, cities are able to act 
to deal with local issues. In Berlin, through a project called Active Health, the city is working 
with non-governmental agencies to tackle health problems arising from changes in the city’s 
demographics, particularly as immigration into the city continues. The programme aims to increase 
immigrant involvement in shaping the healthcare system and encourage immigrants to work in the 
healthcare sector.

But although these kinds of programmes, as well as school-based healthcare, public health 
initiatives (such as municipal smoking bans, or New York’s ban on trans fats in restaurant food) and 
city emergency plans can be a matter for local or municipal authorities, policies and spending are 
generally set by states and national governments. “We may see more testing of local innovation in 
healthcare,” says Paul Keckley, executive director of the Deloitte Centre for Health Solutions. “But I 
don’t know that the [US] federal government is going to step back any time soon.” 

However, there are good arguments in favour of expanding local authorities’ mandates. As 
cities grow, national and state governments will need to recognise the need for local solutions to 
everything from healthcare and air quality to urban transport, and to allow a greater degree of 
autonomy at a municipal level to allow those solutions to be implemented. “There’s no way [cities] 
are going to be independent, but there could be a different allocation of how much authority they 
have,” says Professor Frug. “A restructuring of the city/state/national power structure is important 
everywhere. It is happening to some extent, but not nearly enough.”

To get around various internecine frustrations, cities are increasingly turning to each other for 
support—and not just other cities in the same country. The Eurocities initiative, for example, brings 
together local governments from 140 large cities in more than 30 countries to bypass national 
governments and talk to the European government.

Eurocities has a three-way focus on climate, economic recovery and social inclusion. Mr Bevan sees 
demographic change as a pressing issue for cities in general. “That’s linked to the economic agenda, 
because of the need to sustain an ageing population and the ratio between earners and non-earners,” 
he says. “The other aspect of that is migration and integration. Cities are the places where migrants 
integrate, find economic opportunities and therefore become socially mobile; they are the places 
where integration and social mobility happens. That can be problematic, particularly if the economy 
is faltering—it can lead to discrimination.”

Meanwhile, United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), which has a membership of more than 
1,000 cities, aims to provide an advocacy role in support of democratic self-governance. One of its 
incentives is the establishment of a mentoring programme aimed at helping cities in the developing 
world learn how to improve their planning capabilities.

Other groups have been created to address specific issues that are common to many cities. The 
Alliance for Healthy Cities raises awareness of promotional activities, urban planning and partnership 
schemes designed to improve the health and wellbeing of city-dwellers. The Cities Alliance brings 
together city and national governments, NGOs and multilateral groups such as the WHO to share 
resources and ideas about poverty reduction in cities. The EU has established a Covenant of Mayors, 

“There’s no way 
cities are going to 
be independent, 
but there could be a 
different allocation 
of how much 
authority they 
have.”
Professor Gerald Frug, Harvard 
Law School
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whose signatories have committed to making sustainable energy use a part of local development 
goals. And in April 2010, 41 mayors from Latin America and the Caribbean formed the Cities Alliance 
for Citizen Security (discussed in the next chapter), which will share experiences of innovation 
in crime and violence prevention. At best, collaborative experiments like these may result in city 
policymakers being able to wield more influence over national governments. At the very least, they 
will enable more sharing of good ideas for things that work in urban policy.
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Part III: Community involvement 
Giving citizens more control

Key  points

n	 Convincing	citizens	to	play	a	greater	role	may	depend	on	policymakers	learning	how	to	relinquish	control

n	 Improving	citizens'	visual	literacy	will	make	urban	design	easier	for	policymakers

n	 Encouraging	local	entrepreneurship	will	be	increasingly	important	to	community-led	initiatives

Joining forces with one another is one thing, but the most important type of alliance urban 
policymakers can make is with their citizens. As we have seen, on most issues governing urban 

liveability, citizens expect their governments to take most of the burden. But around the world, 
policymakers are expecting more from the relationship.

But encouraging citizens—even those who ordinarily disparage government approaches to 
management—to take more control in running their cities is not an easy task. In the 2010 British 
election, for example, the now Prime Minister, David Cameron, campaigned on the platform of “Big 
Society”: “to create a climate that empowers local people and communities, building a big society 
that will take power away from politicians and give it to people”. Despite winning the election, 
Mr Cameron continues to meet resistance to his idea from critics who see it as an excuse for the 
government to save money by cutting services in the wake of the economic downturn.

However, there is evidence to suggest that citizens who participate in civil society achieve a 
greater level of life satisfaction. Our survey shows that a fair proportion of citizens are prepared 
to see responsibility for at least some aspects of liveability pass to the community and volunteer 
sector, notably social housing and open spaces. And in many places around the world, community 
engagement and involvement in programmes of various sizes is bearing fruit. 

The success of citizen-centred initiatives often comes from the fact that they are driven from the 
ground up. “We have a phrase: ‘If the people lead, the leaders follow’,” says Fred Kent, founder and 
president of the Project for Public Spaces, a US non-profit urban planning, design and educational 
organisation. “For mayors, that means giving up control and responsibility to a broad group of 
zealous people. They relinquish control, but they gain power, and that’s a big shift. There are a 
lot of local politicians who get this, but citizens tend to get it more easily because they see their 
neighbourhood holistically and see the opportunities.”

Safety and security: Count on the community
Safety and security are big issues for urban dwellers, with 44% of our respondents viewing them as 
important factors in a city’s attractiveness. Even when not directly affected by crime, citizens feel its 
presence in their daily lives. It affects their behaviour and influences the way they can move around. 
“A critical tipping point is when you start feeling trapped by the city you live in,” says Mario Marcel, 
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head of institutional capacity and finance at the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). “There 
are neighbourhoods where you can’t work at night, and if you look at homes in many Latin American 
cities you’ll see bars on the windows. This is to protect the residents—but it also becomes a sort of 
prison.”

Cities such as New York appear to have tackled their crime rates successfully, and most European 
cities are today generally regarded as safe. But in other urban centres, particularly in Africa and Latin 
America, soaring city crime rates make safety the main priority. With crime rising up the agenda, and 
forced to tighten crime-prevention budgets, municipal governments need to take a new and more 
collaborative approach to the provision of security.

Safety and security are often seen by policymakers and citizens alike as an area where citizen 
initiatives are not desirable. In our survey, some 85% of urban professionals believe that the 
public sector would be the most effective player in crime prevention, with just 5% citing the local 
community and volunteer sector.Many citizens may simply feel that their city lacks the community 
spirit necessary to address safety and security issues. More than 90% of respondents say cultural 
tolerance and good community relations are essential in making a city an attractive place to live and 
work. Almost 40% agree that their city has a strong sense of participation and contribution to the 
community—but 25% disagree.

In Latin America, the Cities Alliance for Citizen Security is working on that sceptical 25%. The 
alliance, which brings together the mayors of 41 cities in Latin America and the Caribbean, plans 
to create a network through which cities can exchange their knowledge and insights. One of those 
insights is that improving security is only partly achieved by putting more police officers out on 
the streets. Because crime is also closely related to issues such as inequality, marginalisation and 
poverty, measures to combat it need to be far broader—something that the alliance has recognised. 
As part of the initiative, the alliance will promote sports activities as a means of preventing urban 
violence.

Smart planning and consultation with local communities is also important when attempting to 
prevent urban crime—and often it is the little things that make a difference. Something as simple 
as locating bus stops on a main street near shops and activity rather than on a deserted road avoids 
leaving people vulnerable while they are waiting for public transport. Jane Jacobs, the writer and 
urban activist, referred to this phenomenon as “the eyes on the street”. She argued that the presence 
of small businesses and street vendors in neighbourhoods acted as a powerful deterrent to crime.

“The involvement of the community is absolutely key because communities know where the risk 
is, what might be the most effective means of preventing crime and what kind of activities would 
be better alternatives for young people,” says Mr Marcel. “You need to have the community on your 
side—otherwise it’s very difficult to make any change.”

Design and planning: How improved visual literacy can pay dividends
Architecture also plays a role in urban safety and security. Planning low-rise homes in residential 
areas with kitchens at the front of the block means that parents can watch their children playing 
outside in the communal yard. Architects can also incorporate “natural surveillance” into the design 

“You need to have 
the community 
on your side—
otherwise it’s very 
difficult to make 
any change.”
Mario Marcel, Inter-American 
Development Bank
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of residential complexes by creating sight lines down corridors and making sure that the windows of 
neighbours’ homes overlook open areas.

However, a surprising result of our survey is that only 17% of respondents rank city layout and 
quality of buildings and housing as important factors in making a city more liveable. Only slightly more 
(20%) say these would be the main things they would want to have changed to improve their quality of 
life, far below factors such as transport and security. 

This does not mean, however, that urban residents are oblivious to their surroundings. It is rather, 
suggest urban planners and design experts, that many people have simply lost the ability to form and 
express opinions about the look and feel of their surroundings. 

“In the 18th and 19th centuries, you had public debates about architecture and place making and an 
educated person would have known how to draw a building and recognise styles of architecture,” says 
Richard Simmons, chief executive of the UK’s Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment 
(CABE). “But somehow visual literacy seems to have slipped down the agenda.”

However, although they may not know how to describe their visual and spatial environment, citizens 
do have distinct ways of using the urban spaces in which they live. These vary from country to country 
and from region to region. For a start, climate plays a role. “It’s totally different building in the tropics 
than it is in Beijing,” says Mr Scheeren. “It’s about how people live, how they are able to use spaces and 
how a building can be ventilated.”

This applies to culture and society, too. For example, while many Western societies value privacy, 
this is less true in Asia. “In Asia, there’s a stronger sense of the collective,” says Mr Scheeren. “There’s 
no fear of uniformity and proximity, and there’s an ability to establish small- and medium-scale social 
environments in the most unlikely places.”

Policymakers therefore need to adapt urban design to these individual conditions, with architects 
and planners developing sets of qualities that shape the direction of designs and that tap into citizens’ 
feelings about the spaces in which they feel most comfortable. If they don’t, “we’re going to live in a 
world of Las Vegases,” argues Tony Goldman, a US developer known for revitalising neighbourhoods 
such as New York’s SoHo and Miami’s South Beach. “If you take and replicate a building from one culture 
that has no application to another culture and have synthetic urban reproductions of other places in the 
world, then you have mass production and everybody starts to lose their identity,” he says.

City governments can go some way towards avoiding this by involving citizens more closely in 
the design and planning of urban areas. Mechanisms exist for this feedback process. In the British 
planning system, communities are consulted through the local council, for example. However, a 
number of hurdles get in the way of citizens having more say in city layout and the design of new 
architecture and housing. 

First, the decline of visual literacy means that even when the community is consulted on a 
development, they may not have the tools with which to assess the plans or respond effectively. This is 
because, traditionally, community participants in the planning process have been given information 
only in a two-dimensional format. Mr Simmons argues that it would be helpful to include drawings, 
photographs and three-dimensional models in planning consultations: “It’s a three-dimensional world 
and often a lot of these conversations are two-dimensional.” 

“If you... have 
synthetic urban 
reproductions of 
other places in 
the world, then 
you have mass 
production and 
everybody starts to 
lose their identity.”
Tony Goldman, Goldman 
Properties
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At the same time, the financial model of the urban development industry is often based on high-
volume production where price comes first and decisions about community needs tend to follow. City 
governments, which are under pressure to house rapidly expanding populations, are most likely to go 
with such a model. 

“The challenge is that we need to scale up urban space so quickly, which leaves us preoccupied with 
standards and standardised fixes,” says Mr Brugmann. “Industry and local government are geared 
towards building quantity at an established standard, and there’s little time for the engagement of the 
user in designing places of truly unique function and local quality.”  

This is most clearly seen in developing cities, where new neighbourhoods are springing up 
seemingly overnight—many of them importing what Mr Brugmann calls “standard issue development 
products” little different to those of Dallas or Atlanta to Asia, Africa or the Middle East. Dubai, and 
Delhi’s satellite city of Guragon are examples, as are the newer parts of Chinese cities such as Beijing or 
Shanghai. 

“The perplexing reality is that in India, failed American 1960s ‘urban renewal’ is the modus 
operandi,” says Mr Brugmann. “And in Mumbai, they’re about to tear down the self-built migrant 
district called Dharavi, which is generally dismissed as a slum but which should be made a World 
Heritage Site as a distinctly creative, productive, and user-friendly form of development for the poor.”

However, one innovative project in China has taken an ancient local form as the basis for new 
high-density urban housing. Developed by Urbanus, a Chinese firm, the design for the Tulou Collective 
Housing project was inspired by the traditional collective homes found in China’s Fujian province. Built 

London’s new vernacular 

With the aim of inspiring better housing design and more liveable 
neighbourhoods, London Development Agency (LDA) has published 
a London Housing Design Guide. The standards will apply to any new 
developments on LDA land or for those applying for funding from 
London Homes and Communities Agency. 

The idea behind this is to introduce minimum standards for things 
such as floor space, private outdoor space, availability of natural light 
and ceiling heights, creating what the agency calls a “new vernacular” 
for London. However, Peter Bishop, deputy chief executive and head 
of the Design, Development and Environment Directorate at LDA, 
stresses that the guide is not intended to prescribe any one particular 
architectural style. “Vernacular is an architectural response to the 
technology, the social requirement and the economic characteristics 
of a particular place at a particular time, rather than a particular 
architectural style.”

The guide was prompted by the realisation that the type of house 
building that prevailed in London around the mid-1990s had resulted 
in a lot of residential developments that were built to extremely 

high density and with only average or mediocre designs. Mr Bishop 
believes that setting down certain standards for housing will generate 
improvements in architecture. “Once you start to set those types of 
guidelines, you will inevitably change the type of housing that gets 
built architecturally,” he says.  

However, he argues that to avoid the standardisation of city 
developments and create spaces that have distinct characteristics, 
planners and designers also need to respect the existing 
infrastructure and adapt housing and other developments to that 
infrastructure. Of course, cities being built from scratch do not have 
the advantage of complex street patterns and a multitude of building 
types from different architectural periods. Even so, Mr Bishop believes 
that new cities can create a sense of place. He cites Masdar City, a 
futuristic zero-carbon metropolis that is being built in Abu Dhabi. 
Based on the ancient walled city concept, but relying on advanced 
technologies and renewable energy sources, Masdar is intended to be 
entirely self-sustaining. 

“Masdar is interesting because it’s a response to place, technology 
and time,” says Mr Bishop. “And if it keeps its promise, it could produce 
something far closer to a 21st century response to what a vernacular 
should be for that region than the glittering towers of Dubai.”
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from the 12th century onwards, Fujian province’s Tulou are fortress-like structures that are circular and 
constructed of packed earth.

Taking this basic form, Urbanus created a housing complex for low-income communities—including 
rural migrants to the city—that is high density, contemporary and affordable, while relying on the 
courtyard form at the centre to generate a sense of community. The Tulou Collective Housing project 
demonstrates that pressure to house the rapidly expanding populations of cities does not necessarily 
mean creating faceless, placeless tower blocks.

Citizens do it for themselves
If city governments have only limited power to shape their infrastructure, citizens are increasingly 
doing it already under their own steam—whether in the real world, by establishing informal organic 
food delivery co-operatives, or the virtual world, through online or mobile phone-based  
information services. 

Driving this is the spread of social networking technology. Armed with government databases and 
publicly available information, people all over the world are devising applications (apps) for smart 
phones that help their fellow citizens with everything from finding the best cycling routes across the 
city to providing real-time information on underground train arrivals in cities whose subway networks 
lack public display systems. 

One example is Ride the City, a website that was devised by Vaidila Kungys and Jordan Anderson, 
while the pair were students at New York University’s Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public 
Service. The service helps cyclists find the shortest and safest bike routes around cities, avoiding 
highways and main streets and maximising the use of bike paths and bike-friendly roads. Users can 
provide feedback based on their own experiences of the routes.

Informal developments exist in the real as well as the virtual world. And these developments can 
prove more popular than large-scale planned malls or architect-driven developments, notes Mr Kent. 
“We call it place-making, and it’s caught hold internationally,” he says. 

Project for Public Spaces focuses on the power of informal developments such as local markets to 
transform an area and create a vibrant place that attracts both residents and visitors. Mr Kent believes 
that the focus on commissioning iconic architects to design buildings for new urban areas ignores the 
need for people to play a role in shaping those areas. “It’s not about design,” he says. “It’s about local 
entrepreneurship and the local intuitive actions taken to make a street or neighbourhood comfortable 
to be in.” 

Citizen-driven place-making is also emerging in Transition Towns, a community-driven urban 
movement which began in Ireland and has spread internationally, favouring local businesses. While 
the focus for Transition Towns is primarily environmental sustainability and the reduction of carbon 
emissions  and reliance on fossil fuels—with projects that, for example, increase the supply of locally 
produced food—the movement also reflects the growing involvement of urban citizens in shaping  
their environments. The priorities may be different for each town—whether energy, buildings or 
transport (in the UK, the town of Lewes even introduced its own currency). But what unifies Transition 
Towns is the prominence of the communities themselves in the process. 
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Mr Bevan of Eurocities believes these kinds of citizen-centric initiatives are critical to the evolution 
of urban communities that have their own distinct characteristics. “What’s important is leaving things 
to be completed by the people who live there and letting communities create their own sense of place,” 
he says. “If you just give them concrete blocks or a planner’s vision of a community, you’ll never 
succeed, no matter how well you’re doing it.”

In the absence of a Transition Town initiative or a group of active community leaders, the question 
for municipal authorities is how to foster these more organic, user-driven developments. 

According to Mr Kent, this does not involve substantial investment. To establish local food or craft 
markets, for example, all that is required is a set of low-cost buildings with rents that are affordable by 
small businesses. “You call up entrepreneurs and people can come in and occupy them for a day or for 
a year,” he says, “and all of a sudden you start energising these businesses and the place becomes a 
destination with other uses, community facilities and small entertainment venues.”

Investment by local authorities may not be required in fostering citizen-centric initiatives, but 
one essential ingredient in their success is transparent, open government. Research has shown that 
transparency in political institutions has a measurable impact on citizens’ satisfaction with their 

Emerging market cities: Social ventures fill the gap

In developing cities, cash-strapped governments are often unable 
to create even the most basic infrastructure—such as sanitation, 
housing and clean water—required by their citizens. In response, 
a new generation of social entrepreneurs is stepping in to 
meet these needs.

In Mumbai, for example, one gap that existed was a lack of 
emergency transport services. With only 1,000 ambulances operating 
in the city (many of them with little more than a stretcher inside) 
and more than �0,000 recorded emergencies a month, a group of 
Indian business school graduates decided to launch an enterprise 
that would dramatically improve the availability and quality of 
services by securing philanthropic seed funding and technical advice 
and training from the London Ambulance Service and New York 
Presbyterian Hospital.

The service, called Dial 1298 for Ambulance, works on the 
principle of cross-subsidisation—funding services for the poor by 
charging those who can afford them. To determine who should be 
charged and who should not, the operators answering the phone 
ask a simple question—which hospital should the patient be taken 
to? Those asking for private hospitals pay the fee; those heading for 
government-run institutions pay little or nothing. Similar protocols 
have proven successful in other Indian healthcare projects, such 
as the Aravind Eye Care System, whose integrated, needs-driven 

approach has brought complex surgery within the reach of even the 
poorest people.

Meanwhile, in Africa, David Kuria, a Kenyan entrepreneur and 
architect, is taking an innovative approach to the provision of clean 
toilets in settlements such as Kibera, Nairobi’s sprawling slum. 
Mr Kuria has developed a new concept for public toilets, called 
the Ikotoilet. With a smart, colourful design, the Ikotoilet uses 
new sustainable technologies such as biodigesters and waterless 
urinals—critical in urban areas that lack clean water supplies.

However, the real creativity behind Mr Kuria’s innovation lies in 
the Ikotoilet business model. Clustered around each one are small 
shops such as newspaper stands, shoeshine stalls and vendors selling 
airtime for mobile phones. The idea is that these small businesses—
whether organised through a franchise system or youth employment 
programmes—will subsidise the toilet so that locals need only pay a 
small fee to use it. Mr Kuria is also seeking corporate branding deals 
for these mini-malls so that eventually the toilet service could be 
offered free of charge.

Given the innovative designs and financially sustainable business 
models of these sorts of social enterprises, city authorities might 
do well to focus less on being the sole agency for the delivery of 
city services. Instead, they might consider what kind of support 
systems and tax incentives are needed to attract more entrepreneurs 
into the business of providing the services needed to turn urban 
areas—particularly those in developing countries—into places that 
are more liveable.
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3 http://www.eurofound.
europa.eu/areas/
qualityoflife/eqls/2003/
eqls.htm

� First European Quality of 
Life Survey: Participation 
in civil society, European 
Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and 
Working Conditions, Dublin, 
2006 

lives. The 2003 European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) found that the major influences on people’s 
life satisfaction are transparent government, satisfaction with public policies, trust and health.3 
Increasing transparency will in turn increase trust. As Professor Richard Rose, of the University of 
Aberdeen, has pointed out, “the extent to which citizens perceive the government as being transparent 
or corrupt has a substantial influence on whether individuals participate in voluntary organisations 
and also on life satisfaction in general.”�

What would you do?

We asked respondents to our survey to outline one specific scheme they would implement to improve quality 
of life in their city, if they were in charge. Of the many hundreds of responses, at least two-thirds named a 
transport-related initiative, but almost every aspect of city liveability was considered. Here is a selection:

l “In my city, the time one spends to commute is crazy—one could easily land up spending 2-4 hours every 
day, to and fro, to work. Improving the public transport system and getting more civil sense into the local 
citizen will eventually take the pressure off the environmental pollution and will in turn improve the quality 
of life.”

l “Reduce red tape—there is far too much administration, which has led to a high tax burden and low tax 
morale throughout the Brussels region.”

l “Organised space management in the city, with a long-term focus on planned layout and better 
infrastructure—with an equal emphasis on conservation of green spaces and better management of natural 
resources.”

l “An annual ‘embrace foreign culture’ event.”

l “Global WiFi everywhere.”

l “Encourage investment in alternative energy.”

l “Incentives for successful entrepreneurs to reinvest in their communities.”

l “I’d cut out the focus on things like professional sports and light rail lines and work instead on the road 
systems, lowering taxes and reducing immigrant influx.”

l “Make the tax code more favourable to businesses.”

l “Change the tax structure to push people out of their cars and into public transport.”

l “Provide affordable housing.”

l “Pedestrianise more areas of central London.”
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The success of the initiatives discussed in this report involves rethinking the status quo of urban 
policy. On many of the nuts-and-bolts aspects of city management, such as transport and 

healthcare, devolution of power to local authority level would not only be beneficial, but will also 
become a practical necessity as cities continue to grow and become more complex.

But there is plenty that urban policymakers can already do to improve liveability for citizens. 
Fostering citizen-centred initiatives, by encouraging entrepreneurialism and becoming more 
transparent, is a relatively easy way to begin.

Business and industry are central to cities’ success. Increasingly, cities position themselves as 
global brands, extolling their liveability primarily as a way of attracting both tourists and (more 
importantly) workers to provide a pool of labour for businesses operating in the city, or planning to 
invest there. 

The second report in this series will explore how cities’ quality of life influences their economic 
health, and whether one can thrive without the other. It will also look at the ways in which urban 
professionals and policymakers are working together to make cities more liveable, as well as more 
productive, and whether policymakers should be exploring new kinds of contracts with industry, as 
they are with citizens.

Conclusion
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10

5

4

4

3

3

2

2

2

2

United States of America

United Kingdom

India

Canada

Australia

Singapore

Hong Kong

Germany

China

Brazil

Mexico

Switzerland

2

2

1

1

1

1

1

1

Italy

Spain

Malaysia

Sweden

Japan

Belgium

Denmark

Netherlands

Where are you personally located? 
(Top 20 locations; % respondents)

Appendix: Survey results
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39

29

24

21

15

14

11

9

8

3

8

To seek better work opportunities

I was born here/it has always been my home

I was posted here by my employer

To be closer to family/friends

To go to school or university, or to be near to better schools or universities

For culture/nightlife

For greater personal freedom

For existing relationship/To find new relationship

For safety/security considerations

For healthcare considerations

Other

What were your main motivations in coming to your city? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)

4

6

15

21

20

34

Less than one year

1-2 years

2-5 years

5-10 years

10-20 years

More than 20 years

Don’t know

How long have you lived in this city, and for how much longer do you believe you will live there?
(% respondents) Have lived Plan to live

4

6

15

14

15

27

19

Economic (business/employment opportunities)

Social (safety, culture, housing, community relations)

Infrastructure (roads/transport, utilities)

Environmental (air/water quality)

Based on recent trends, how do you expect your city will perform in the following categories? 
Select one in each row 
(% respondents)

51

37

26

26

39

49

47

47

9

14

26

26

1

1

1

1

Well Moderately Poorly Don't know/not applicable
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34

36

20

9

1

Excellent

Above average

Average

Below average

Poor

How would you rate the overall relative quality of life in your city, thinking broadly about factors such as the local standard of 
living, natural environment and work opportunities? 
(% respondents)

30

43

19

7

1

As a place to live As a place to work

Student

First job

Career development

Family/raising children

Retirement

If you had a choice, in which environment would you prefer to live at the following stages of your life? 
Select one in each row. 
(% respondents)

70

81

73

18

19

10 1

3

3

24 4

42 15

20

16

24

53

24

Inner city urban Suburban/city outskirts Smaller town/villageRural

58

47

44

34

28

23

20

17

17

6

Jobs market and cost of living

Public transport, road links and parking

Safety and security

Culture, nightlife and sporting facilities/events

Access to decent childcare and education

Parks and access to green/open spaces

General environment and cleanliness

Layout of the city, quality of its buildings and housing

Access to quality healthcare

Range of shops and stores

In your view, which factors are most important to you in making a city an attractive place in which to live and work? 
Select up to three. 
(% respondents)
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59

35

30

27

23

20

16

15

15

10

6

Public transport, road links and parking

General environment and cleanliness

Jobs market and cost of living

Safety and security

Parks and access to green/open spaces

Layout of the city, quality of its buildings and housing

Culture, nightlife and sporting facilities/events

Access to decent childcare and education

Access to quality healthcare

Range of shops and stores

Other

What would be the primary things you would improve/change in your city to make life less stressful and/or improve the 
quality of life there? 
(% respondents)

57

38

37

31

30

25

10

10

7

7

7

Pressure on public services, eg healthcare, schools

Migration into the city

Economic uncertainty

Pollution levels

Crime and safety

Shortage of jobs

Migration away from the city

Availability of clean water

Labour/social unrest

Political instability

Availability of clean energy

What do you think will be the most critical pressures on your city in the next 3 to 5 years? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)
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63

54

37

21

21

20

18

12

8

2

10

Access to talent/labour

City has a high profile nationally/internationally, and a good reputation

Transport links to other key cities/markets

Cost of talent/labour

Affordability/cost of living

Good local governance/political stability

Safe and secure environment

Beneficial tax/regulatory regime

Good healthcare

Access to raw materials

Other

What do you feel are the primary benefits for your company or organisation in being located in your city? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)

61

33

32

29

27

25

22

15

12

11

7

Improving public transport/roads

Improving schooling/education

Encouraging multinational companies to set up business

Improving safety and security

Raising the city's profile and improving its reputation

Reducing corruption

Reducing environmental impact

Supporting local businesses ahead of multinationals

Improving healthcare facilities and access to care

Attracting major sporting/cultural events

Other

What do you think should be the main priorities for your city's mayor/leadership in order to make your city more competitive 
for business? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)
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44

34

34

32

26

23

23

23

22

20

18

Financial services

Professional services

Education

IT and technology

Entertainment, media and publishing

Construction and real estate

Healthcare, pharmaceuticals and biotechnology

Logistics and distribution

Retailing

Transportation, travel and tourism

Energy and natural resources

Government/Public sector:Local authority (city, community, municipality)
17

17

17

14

13

13

12

10

9

6

Telecommunications

Government/Public sector:National or Federal authority

Consumer goods

Government/Public sector:Regional authority (state, province)

Automotive

Manufacturing

Chemicals

Aerospace/Defence

Agriculture and agribusiness

In which of the following industry sectors would you say your city is most competitive? 
(% respondents)

Immigrant workers

Foreign direct investment

Tourists

Global retail brands

International sporting/cultural events

Trading links

Imported ideas and culture

How open is your city to the following? 
(% respondents)

42

61

75

67

58

57

42

43

28

20

25

28

32

40

11

6

4

7

12

9

15

3 1

1 3

1

1 1

1 1

1 3

2 1

Very open Somewhat open Not especially open Opposed Don't know/not applicable
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Public transport

Energy provision

Telecommunications

Parks/natural environment

School/education

Healthcare

Crime

Waste management

Social housing

Who do you think would be most effective in providing the following services in your city? 
(% respondents)

63

32

6

73

50

44

85

39

53

33

65

93

11

42

53

6

54

25

2 1

1 2

1

15 1

6

2

1

1

5 4

6 1

18 4

Public sector Private sector Local community/volunteer sector Don't know/not applicable

56

40

37

36

34

27

26

23

22

19

12

Public transport/roads

Schools/educational facilities

Reduced pollution/better air quality

Parks/natural environment

Police/security

Recreational facilities

Healthcare facilities

Waste management

Basic services (eg, water, electricity, internet)

Childcare facilities

Social housing

Which of the following amenities in your city would you be prepared to pay more for, either directly or in the form of higher 
taxes, to improve their quality? Select all that apply 
(% respondents)

My city’s image helps it to attract important industries

The cultural and social attributes of cities are as important to business as good infrastructure

My organisation is located here because it can access a happy, healthy workforce

To what degree do you agree or disagree with the following? 
(% respondents)

30

37

15

43

48

43

15

10

32

9

5

7

1

1

3

2

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree Strongly disagree Don’t know
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3

24

33

31

9

19-25

26-35

36-45

46-60

61-80

How old are you? 
(% respondents)

58

22

17

3

Married, children

Single

Married, no children

Prefer not to say

Which of the following best describes your relationship status? 
(% respondents)

59

41

Life in my city is getting better

Life in my city is getting tougher

Which statement best describes your view of life in your city? 
(% respondents)

61

21

10

3

2

1

1

1

I do not own a business but am an employee

I am an owner/manager

I run/am a partner in a company of which I was a founder

I run/am a partner in a subsidiary of a larger group

I am a family member within a family business

I am retired

I am not currently working

I run/am a partner in a company that I purchased

What is your current work situation? 
(% respondents)
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30

30

28

6

4

2

Asia-Pacific

North America

Western Europe

Latin America

Middle East and Africa

Eastern Europe

In which region are you personally based? 
(% respondents)

93

4

1

0

1

1

Full-time

Part-time

Retired

Student

Unemployed

Prefer not to say

 Which of the following best describes your employment status? 
(% respondents)
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