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Executive Summary 
 
Introduction 
 
1. What are British Cities good at? 
 
We are bombarded by data and analysis that shows the weaknesses or challenges faced 
by British Cities. We are aware of the many different and potentially better arrangements 
that cities may have in a wide variety of other countries. But getting better means 
knowing our strengths as well as our weaknesses. An assessment of the strengths of UK 
cities gives us something to leverage and build upon as we try to make improvements, as 
well as something to bring to international learning. 
 
The intention of this paper is to bring together expert international insight with national 
level data to consider which aspects of UK city life and urban matters offer opportunities 
for knowledge exchange and partnerships with other cities.  
 
Unlike many investigations, the intention here is not to identify the perceived weaknesses 
of UK cities by international comparison, but to focus on the strengths and achievements 
of UK cities notwithstanding remaining challenges. Whilst many studies have previously 
identified the weaknesses of UK cities (such as fiscal constraints, economic limitations, 
and systemic imbalances), this paper is about identifying what some of the strengths are. 
 
We have sought informed international opinion on what UK cities are good at, where they 
lead or innovate, and where they are relevant as sources of lessons, expertise, and 
insights for other cities at a global scale. At the same time, it has involved a clearer 
understanding of where UK cities do not lead, where they are constrained or weak, or 
where there are opportunities for UK cities and urban practitioners in both public and 
private sectors to learn from others. 
 
30 international experts and commentators responded to our request for individual 
telephone or face to face interviews and gave us the benefit of their wisdom. These 
interviews were informed by our review of international literature and indexes that 
comment on UK cities in an international context. Many of the studies reviewed were 
written by experts that we then interviewed. 
 
From this series of conversations, and the literature review, some powerful messages 
clearly emerge about the UK and its cities. These are best summarised as follows. 
 
 
2. Why is UK City experience relevant to other world Cities? 

 

Although it is common for UK commentators to acknowledge that UK cities lack many of 

the powers and competences of international comparators there are some important 

reasons why UK urban experience is considered highly relevant for the rest of the world. 

 

i. The UK is a highly urbanised nation with cities and towns of very different sizes, 

roles, functions, and levels of success. There is marked heterogeneity in terms of 

the size and functions of UK cities, which enables different UK cities to offer 



   

                                                          
insights for cities in very wide ranging situations across the world. London is 

frequently cited as one of the world’s leading global cities, and the UK has many 

other types and sizes of cities. This means that UK experience can speak to the 

interests of large global cities, medium sized metropolitan areas, and smaller 

industrial and knowledge centres. 

 

ii. The UK was the first nation to substantially industrialise (in the 19th Century) and 

the UK’s cities were the first to become specialist industrial centres. They were 

also the first cities to face de-industrialisation and much can be learned from why 

and how these cities were so exposed by de-industrialisation, how de-

industrialisation was or was not managed nationally and locally, what has been 

attempted in terms of urban regeneration, and what has and has not worked. In 

particular, the UK approach of embracing private sector partnership in city 

development and urban regeneration stands out internationally as a distinctive 

model, with the UK’s experience in re-engaging market based players in urban 

redevelopment and reinvestment seen as distinctive and important world-wide. 

 

iii. Due to the UK’s historic roles both as a former imperial power and a great trading 

nation, together with a more recent focus on internationalisation and global 

integration, the UK’s cities have a marked ethnic and racial diversity which offers 

insights for cities seeking to attract and effectively manage diverse urban 

populations. UK cities are relatively highly socially diverse, by international 

standards, and considered to be comparatively open and harmonious. This is 

seen as relevant in many other countries. 

 

iv. Several UK cities are leaders in the knowledge economy, innovation, and 

creativity (including some former industrial cities) and the speed/effectiveness 

with which UK cities have embraced their knowledge base and knowledge rich 

institutions as sources of growth offers an important story for other cities around 

the world. 

 

v. UK cities exist within an asymmetric governance system which has a very strong 

central state combined with diverse arrangements whereby one city has a 

metropolitan government (Greater London) and others do not, although some 

collaborative metropolitan governance mechanisms have emerged, notably in 

Greater Manchester and the major Scottish cities. Others exist within devolved 

nations or partially devolved regions (Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, Greater 

London).  

 

vi. Overall, the UK system of national-local relations is highly centralised, especially 

fiscally and financially, with local governments having more limited self governing 

powers that most other countries in the OECD advanced nations. Centralisation is 

seen to have both advantages and disadvantages, depending upon the urban 

problems being tackled and the point in the development cycle that intervention is 



   

                                                          
made, and at which cities find themselves. This means that the UK offers many 

insights about the choices of tools used to address urban challenges, and it offers 

a distinctive, and somewhat alternative, model to many other developed 

countries, which are more decentralised.  

 

vii. More precisely, the UK’s approach offers insights about the comparative 

advantages of centralised models over more devolved models in tackling different 

kinds of urban challenges, for example challenges in urban education and 

housing where national systems are seen as advantageous in supporting poorer 

cities. 

 

London’s position as a successful, fast growing, and innovative world city is seen 

as a source of important lessons for many larger and growing cities across the 

world. Recent innovations, notably the congestion charge and forthcoming 

activities surrounding the 2012 Olympics, reinforce former innovations such as 

the historic green belt system, the commitment to parks, public transport, urban 

design and public space, as well as the regeneration of London Docklands, and 

the major markets and railways stations. 

 

viii. The approach of UK cities to sustainable development issues, especially to water 

and waterfront regeneration, land contamination and remediation, urban green 

space, public transport, affordable housing, regional planning and urban growth 

boundaries, and (now) energy efficiency gives the UK interesting experience for 

many other countries to learn from. 

 
3. Overall what are UK cities good at? 

 
Five themes emerge as key areas where the UK Cities are perceived to be good by 
international standards: 
 

i. London 

 

The UK urban system is seen to be absolutely dominated by London. In important 

senses, London also stands apart from the rest of the system, as a unique global player. 

London represents both a dominant player within the UK city network and a city that 

draws its strengths, functions, talent and resources from throughout the world, as well 

from its national roles in the UK. It is seen as an exemplar ‘global city’, displaying the 

credentials that enable a city to be a world-class business location over 5-10 business 

cycles. 

London is in many international mindsets established as the world’s leading city, with a 
level of unrivalled global integration and internationalisation that is not present in any 
other city at this point. Many commentators point directly to the economic leadership role 
of London in finance, business services, law, creative industries including design, 



   

                                                          
advertising and media, and to London’s world class strengths in science, medicine, and 
higher education. 
 
Cosmopolitan diversity is a common theme in discussions of London, with many 
commentators pointing out that London enjoys the benefits of diversity at all skill levels, 
drawing in populations from every part of the world for jobs at every level in the labour 
market. Diversity has also contributed to London emerging as a world cultural leader, 
combining elegant cultural fusions in music, art, fashion and cuisine, cultivating the kind 
of factors that can attract and retain international populations through turbulent economic 
times. London’s distinctive position within the EU system of cities, and its guarantees of 
freedom of movement, has given rise to many senior-executives, creative professionals, 
and personal service providers in other European countries commuting to London on a 
daily or weekly basis from nearby European hubs. This rare phenomenon (international 
commuting) is testimony to London’s inimitable world city status. 
 
London’s achievements have confirmed that openness to ideas and people, combined 
with a powerful entrepreneurial spirit, and influence over the terms of trade (English 
language and law, Anglo-American capital market systems, etc) are essential for big city 
success over the long term, a powerful message that can resonate in cities from Tokyo to 
Johannesburg, from Beijing to Moscow.  
 
Commentators also frequently mention London’s recent, and not-so-recent, policy 
innovations. The regeneration of London Docklands is frequently cited as an historic 
achievement which is lodged in international mindsets as the moment that London 
embraced its modern global city roles. This built upon London’s less recent innovations in 
public transport, green belt protection, and public space/parks. More recently, the 
Congestion Charge is seen as a bold policy innovation, and many commentators are 
aware of the potential forthcoming 2012 Olympics and the Cross Rail Scheme. Most 
commentators now link policy innovation to the re-establishment of metropolitan 
government in London and the creation of an Executive Mayor, seen as an innovation in 
itself. 
 
For all of these reasons, London is seen as offering unique and important lessons for all 
of the world’s ‘would be’ global cities, including many in the developing world and 
emerging markets economies. 
 

ii. Urban Regeneration of Industrial Cities 

Consultation with international commentators invariably prompts remark and praise for 
the substantial transformation in the city centres, the wider cores and keynote waterfront 
areas, of the UK’s larger and older, former industrial cities. This success is attributed by 
many to a strong and committed national urban policy that has made urban regeneration 
a key long-term target, backing the cause with consistent public investment and dynamic 
private partnership. Indeed, the regeneration story is seen by many as the single best 
argument for the centralised governance system in the UK. The more enthusiastic 
interviewees pointed to the space such governance arrangements provide for innovation, 
resulting in highly effective special purpose bodies. City governments and their local 
partners appear to have raised their game, both to win public investment and to attract 
private co-investment, in response. Urban development corporations and project-focused 
urban regeneration companies are widely seen as successful instances of pragmatic 
public-private initiatives that go beyond discussion and actually bring hard results.  



   

                                                          
 
While many are critical of the overall balance of the national-local nexus, they do also 
praise the competitive ‘can-do’ spirit whereby cities seek to win national funds according 
to the quality of the local proposals generated and the credibility of local management 
arrangements. Almost all interviewees point to the cleverly negotiated and collaborative 
approaches in operation between city administrations and private business or investors, 
whereby business ideas and investment have been substantially leveraged, through 
negotiated solutions to urban reinvestment problems. These public-private efforts have 
brought about what one commentator described as ‘a revolution in planning and urban 
management.’ The extensive use of public-private collaboration in master planning, joint 
venture vehicles and shared investment funds are seen to have much relevance to cities 
in East Asia and North America, with interest in sharing these ideas already expressed.  
 
British cities are seen as having successfully used investment in sport, culture, retail and 
higher education infrastructure as key anchors for city centre renewal. National planning 
policies that encourage city centre re-investment and discourage green field 
development are favourably contrasted with dystopian images of urban sprawl found 
elsewhere. Overall, the national policy approaches to urban regeneration are seen to 
have been very effective in diverting funds and resources towards areas of need and 
opportunity, thus curtailing a slide into wider post-industrial depression.  
 
While there is vocal opinion that a more devolved pattern of governance would be more 
effective over the longer term, the UK’s centralised approach has minimised the potential 
for harmful competition and is seen to have facilitated the rise in highly disciplined and 
effective local leadership. Over time, this has rendered the strongest performing cities 
candidates to assume greater self governing autonomy. 
 
The cities cited as leaders of this urban renaissance are Glasgow, Manchester, Leeds, 
and Birmingham. These cities are all praised for their active, animated and meaningful 
stakeholder dialogue in pursuit of regeneration which has delivered excellent outcomes. 
Belfast, Liverpool, Sheffield and Newcastle are seen as next tier, showing signs of 
promise, but only in pockets. The smaller industrial cities such as Hull, Burnley, Stoke 
and Blackpool are seen as further behind, suffering from an acute lack of scale, 
economic diversity, and social identity.  
 
All commentators note the relevance of the UK experience for many other countries at 
different stages of the cycle of industrialisation. The UK’s experience as the first 
industrialised nation with the first specialist industrial cities is noted as an historic fact that 
offers a window to the future for many cities. As one of our commentators said: 
                       

“The UK industrial cities’ challenges are coming to each of you some time soon.” 
 
The potential lessons from the UK for other industrialised and industrialising nations are 
manifold. They include: 
 

• What kinds of industrial cities were better at managing de-industrialisation? Many 

commentators have raised questions about economic roles, the timing of sector 

diversification, and the potential adaptability of infrastructure for new purposes. 



   

                                                          
• What approaches to urban regeneration have worked? Which ones have not 

worked? The UK has considerable insight into which combinations of public and 

private collaboration have proven most effective. 

• How have low income populations been housed and educated? What has worked 

and not worked?  

• What policies have been most helpful in attracting new residents into post 

industrial cities? 

• How far and in what ways have new economic niches been developed or 

established? 

For all of these reasons, UK experience in managing industrial decline in cities and 
promoting urban regeneration is seen as offering significant lessons for many countries 
around the world. 
 
    iii.       Development of knowledge and creative economy in cities 
 
A group of high-performing UK cities are consistently described as outstanding examples 
of how cities can create the building blocks of the knowledge economy with patient 
strategic interventions. These cities have created world-class clusters in advanced 
services, creative industries, higher education-led R&D, or science and medicine. 
 
The role of higher education has been critical in these UK cities’ experience of cultivating 
a diverse knowledge economy. In every case, higher education and university expansion 
has been an indispensable strategic driver of new economic positioning, also providing 
the raw material of a knowledge-based labour force. London, Edinburgh, Bristol, 
Cambridge and Oxford are seen as the shining examples of knowledge cities, with 
Manchester also emerging with its strengths in media, creative industries, science, HE 
and IT. At a slightly lower level, due to their reduced profile, the cities of York, Warwick, 
Brighton, Cardiff and Bath are also seen as emerging examples of niche knowledge hubs 
with the high quality of life needed to build and retain talent. 
 
This strength offers lessons from the UK for all cities and nations seeking to pursue 
knowledge economic strategies at the local level. Most OECD and Emerging Economy 
Countries are interested in lessons from the UK. 
 
   iv.     Open-ness. Management of social and ethnic diversity 

The UK is seen by many commentators as having exceptionally useful experience in 
managing population diversity in ways which are harmonious and productive for the 
economy. Britain has a distinct historical experience which accounts for its highly 
internationalised cities. As a former imperial power, with a large ‘commonwealth’ of 
nations and historic patterns of immigration and family ties, London and the industrial 
hubs and port cities have seen a steady influx of international populations for several 
centuries. The UK’s highly internationalised modern economy – most specifically in 
London - has attracted international talent in the form of immigrants, temporary workers, 
and long-distance commuters, facilitated by a progressive national immigration policy. 
The EU’s freedom of movement and work guaranteed to all EU citizens has prompted a 



   

                                                          
further influx of workers which have alleviated critical skills shortages in several UK cities. 
The UK also has a history of willingness to provide sanctuary and asylum to those fleeing 
persecution.  
 
These assorted reasons explain why UK cities exhibit a very high level of racial and 
ethnic diversity and why some larger UK cities are seen as beacons of diversity and 
racial assimilation worldwide. UK cities have much to share about the creation of relative 
racial harmony and tolerance, interventions to prevent ghetto-isation, and the social and 
ethnic mix in cities such as London, Birmingham, and Manchester. UK cities play host to 
some of the most impressive displays of inter-cultural celebration in the world. There is 
clear national and local leadership on the benefits of diversity. National and local policy 
programmes have reconceived the urban form to concentrate affordable housing and 
varied cultural and religious facilities close to the cities’ centres. Other cities praised for 
their seamless ethnic heterogeneity include Glasgow, Liverpool, and Leicester. 
 
Many cities in other countries are beginning to decisively address the opportunities and 
challenges of immigration, population diversification, and the global competition for 
talent. UK cities are seen as offering important insights for cities of different sizes and 
functions. 
 

v. Sustainable Urban Development 

Urbanisation and urban growth worldwide is taking place on an unprecedented scale and 
presents some fundamental questions as to how to optimise the sustainability of urban 
development. The UK has responded to the demands of the 1987 Brundtland Report and 
later Agenda 21 through national policy directives, regional spatial planning strategies 
and local development frameworks. Despite not being obvious leaders in the transition to 
a low carbon economy, the UK Cities’ experience in several related areas of sustainable 
urban development is widely considered important. These arenas include: 
 

• Waterway and Waterfront regeneration: many of the UK’s cities have substantially 

completed the process of regeneration of their waterfronts and waterways. It is 

often the first things that cities have done in urban regeneration as they re-

connect with the water system which were important logistical dimensions of the 

industrial economy. 

• Public transport and affordable housing: despite perceived challenges in the UK’s 

public transport system; by many international standards the UK is widely 

perceived to have several cities where public transport is excellent. UK 

experience in affordable housing and housing innovation in general is widely 

perceived as a strength. 

• Management and maintenance of urban green space: UK cities are widely 

perceived to be green and offer significant choices and quality in terms of urban 

parks.  

• Remediation of contaminated urban land is recognised as a strength of UK urban 

regeneration models with clear public and private roles that have worked 

effectively for several decades and succeeded in remediating many sites. 



   

                                                          
• UK cities are now seen to be rapidly embracing carbon change and energy 

efficiency, even if they started late. London is now seen as a large city with a 

clear energy agenda and a willingness to innovate which is useful for other major 

cities around the world. 

There is a major opportunity to share these important aspects of sustainable 
development where the UK has a depth of experience to share and strong experience of 
public leadership and private partnership. UK cities have in several cases worked hard to 
revitalise local community action towards these ends, and have created innovative and 
empowering multi-agency initiatives. 
 
 
4. Opportunities for UK Cities both to share and to learn from other world   

cities. 

Several themes emerge where UK Cities are now taking initiatives and can develop good 
learning partnerships with other countries. 
 

i. Challenges to UK Urban Regeneration Success 

Whilst most commentators recognise the tangible achievements of urban regeneration in 
the UK, four persistent concerns emerge about the UK experience: 
 

a. There has not been a comprehensive economic transformation to sustainable 

knowledge sectors, with too many regenerating cities over-reliant on the public 

sector and on low value-added commerce, retail and entertainment sectors. 

b. The failure to socially regenerate former industrial centres, and relieve large 

pockets of urban Britain from poverty, delinquency and under-skilling, are serious 

threats to UK urban competitiveness in global terms. Large scale inter-

generational long-term unemployment in former industrial centres in the UK is 

very visible to international commentators. 

c. While London, Manchester and Glasgow may be paradigms of successful 

regeneration, they are overshadowed by the much more numerous small 

industrial cities which are regarded as economic and social liabilities, where 

regeneration has not yet taken hold. 

d. The progress in urban regeneration and city development has been more 

sluggish because of the highly centralised governance system, which arguably 

reduces innovation capacity, integrative activity, and inhibits the evolution of local 

self-governance, and the incentives for cities to be more self-reliant and 

disciplined in attracting and managing resources. 

These four issues represent the perceived weaknesses of UK Cities, but they also offer 
important positive challenges for UK cities to address. 



   

                                                          
 

ii. Energy efficient Cities 

Despite the UK’s substantial experience in many other aspects of sustainable urban 
development, the push towards low-carbon cities is only just beginning in the UK. London 
is seen as a leader by some with innovations such as retrofitting, the Low Emissions 
Zone and the Congestion Charge, but few others are cited for their policy vision or 
leadership yet. Even the UK’s most innovative cities in sustainability are playing catch up 
with the international leaders who have made dramatic progress in low carbon living and 
sustainable multi-modal transport. They are seen by many observers as behind those in 
Scandinavia, Central Europe and Canada which have introduced comprehensive and 
implementable infrastructure and transport efficiency strategies. Given that some UK 
businesses are leaders in architecture, civil engineering, and urban planning, there are 
opportunities for knowledge sharing and introducing new angles of co-operation. 
 

iii. Financing Urban Development and Infrastructure 

The UK governance system has spawned interesting models of urban project financing. 
Public private partnerships and special investment funds such as Blue Print and the 
English Cities Fund are seen as innovative, while Crossrail’s financing package also 
offers a useful example of how to secure funding for transformative urban projects.  
Despite such undeniable successes, British cities are under acute pressure to find new 
mechanisms to raise suitable levels of investment with which to undertake key projects. 
Currently there have been few innovations at local level, especially on infrastructure 
finance. There is almost no use of bonds, borrowing is limited, and assets can only be 
deployed in restricted ways. Local government has limited scope for financial engineering 
in the current context. UK cities can learn from those internationally which have 
proactively sought to diversify their investment-raising capacity. Cities such as Miami, 
Toronto, Madrid, Dubai and Johannesburg are recognised for their innovative investment 
raising schemes. 
 

iv. Business innovation and productivity 

The UK cities can point to the successes they have had in the first stages of cultivating 
innovation, namely attracting talent through higher education and cultural appeal, and 
attracting businesses through concentrating on city centres. However, Britain’s older 
industrial hubs are still some way behind in terms of business innovation, 
entrepreneurialism, and productivity. Outside high performing cities like London, 
Edinburgh, and Bristol, and small research centres, there is a comparative lack of niche 
creative research institutes, with talent and ideas often imported from elsewhere. Many 
continental European post-industrial cities have success to share in supplying the 
economic infrastructure and human capital for projects in high value-added, ‘smart’ 
industries. British post-industrial cities, both large and small, can benefit from 
international examples of comprehensive envisioning of future economic drivers. 
 



   

                                                          
 

5. Where can UK cities learn from other countries? 

Several arenas emerge where UK cities are perceived to be weak by international 
standards and might learn from other international experience. 
 

i. Deprivation and unemployment in former industrial communities 

Social deprivation is regarded as the major British urban challenge, given the rising 
concentrations of people with no suitable skills for the new economy. The lack of 
comprehensive social regeneration in British cities was cited more often than any other 
negative aspect of UK cities. Many are sceptical about the degree of progress the UK 
has made in this area, and identify a comparative dearth of policy innovation in this area 
in comparison to innovations in the economy and public-private governance. Some are 
genuinely curious as to why, after a half century of concerted urban policy, social 
conditions in a small number of struggling cities, and even pockets of London, are so 
below-par.  
 
Smaller English de-industrialising cities urgently need to learn how to extract themselves 
from what seems like a very unpromising future. These cities can learn from others about 
interventions to dramatically reduce poverty and social exclusion, reverse outward flows 
of talented people, and cultivate distinct identities and economic offerings in the process. 
 

ii. Crime and liveability 

The prevalence of violent crime and street crime in pockets of UK urban areas is among 
the highest in Europe and is grasped by a range of international commentaries. UK cities’ 
crime and anti-social behaviour problems are said to be exacerbated by excessive 
drink/drug consumption and relatively wide skills and wealth imbalances. Crime is a key 
component of UK cities’ below-average reputations for quality of life. British cities can 
learn from innovative crime-reduction strategies found in the U.S. and some cities in 
Latin America.  
 

iii. Civil liberties 

 

British cities have an emerging reputation for excessive CCTV surveillance and a general 

restriction of freedom and civil liberties. Striking the right balance between security and 

liberty is an area where UK cities can learn from others. 

 

iv. Self government of localities. 

UK cities, it is agreed, have very limited self government. Commentators point to the 
inherent instability in local-national relationships resulting from the lack of decision-
making power at the metropolitan tier, outside London. Without such institutional reform, 
experts identify difficulties in municipal co-operation and a concomitant failure to develop 
bold, systematic long-term city-regional visions. Many cities have shown the importance 
of working towards a concrete city-regional governance model in recent years. The 
consolidation of metropolitan governance in Sao Paulo, Mumbai and Istanbul for 
example all offer significant lessons for public service delivery. 
 



   

                                                          
 

6. Which cities or groups of UK cities are leaders or innovators? 

UK cities can fairly consider themselves sites of internationally-significant innovation and 
leadership. UK cities have not only made tremendous progress in knowledge-based 
enterprise and higher education, but have also turned challenges of governance and 
culture into opportunities and strengths. 

 
i. London 

 

London is regularly hailed as an exemplar of the twenty-first century world city. London is 

first and foremost cited as a leader in finance, business development and systematic 

economic diversification. The recent changes in London’s governance are approvingly 

mentioned as an example not only of what other British cities should be striving for, but 

also to indicate how a world-class city can undertake big changes to achieve its goals 

and maintain its position at the summit of the global urban hierarchy. London’s transport 

innovations are cited by commentators as exciting developments for a world-class city. 

The city is also considered a fine example of a city committed to continuous 

regeneration, exemplified by its ambitious targets for East London as part of the 2012 

Olympics. London is considered a genuine worldwide leader in its embrace of 

multiculturalism and its internalisation of a fluid multi-ethnic philosophy into its daily life. 

London is thought to have a half century of experience with which to share about 

successfully integrating disparate immigrant communities. The lessons of social legacy 

and regenerative sustainability associated with the 2012 Olympics are also applicable to 

all large multiethnic cities.  

 

ii. Knowledge Cities 

 

A handful of UK cities are recognised as elite knowledge hubs. The top UK knowledge 

cities – which outside London are usually regarded as Oxford, Cambridge, Edinburgh 

and Bristol - are considered leaders in the way higher education has been conceived as 

an export industry that can be an independent part of the economic base. These cities 

have not only used higher education provision to draw a knowledge-based labour force, 

but also to generate income and other service economies. In this area they have out-

performed most European counterparts in their rate of transfer from industrial sector to 

knowledge sector jobs, thanks to strong strategic efforts to attract knowledge workers 

and provide quality of life pulls – namely inter-regional connectivity, high-quality housing, 

and an array of business incentives. As such these successful non-industrial UK cities 

offer lessons to others on how to become high calibre knowledge cities, with a highly 

distinctive story of innovation-led growth and industry-to-knowledge evolution.  

 

iii. Regeneration Cities 

 

Glasgow, Manchester and Leeds are most frequently seen as the key leaders of urban 

regeneration in the UK outside London. These cities’ record of regeneration and 



   

                                                          
transformation are praised for the articulation of the necessary agenda and pulling the 

key actors together. They are seen to have excellent, even ‘special’, capacities to 

maintain their competitiveness in the absence of regional government or powers. British 

post-industrial best practice cities combine high quality physical infrastructure with an 

excellent business environment and higher education systems. They are also considered 

leaders in inclusion and international connectivity. Together they are well placed to 

communicate the story of transformation after de-industrialisation, and the role national 

urban policy has played in creating momentum for this process 

Birmingham, Belfast, Liverpool, Sheffield, Cardiff and Newcastle are seen as being in the 

next tier of moderately or partially successful urban regeneration. Many point to these 

cities as offering great examples of branding and communication, as well as strong city 

leadership.  They demonstrate how to regenerate the urban physical environment and 

recast themselves as positive economic drivers of the national economy, thanks to the 

political commitments of city and national leaders, in collaboration with business.  

The competitive mindsets within both sets of cities, which have created a virtuous 

upward spiral of attainment and ambition, is impressive in comparison to other countries 

whose cities are not as internally dynamic. Those countries closer to experiencing de-

industrialisation have much to learn from the British cities’ collaborative and professional 

network of partnerships.  

 

iv. Open Multi-cultural cities 

 

By European and Asian standards, UK cities are remarkably ethnically diverse. Multi-

ethnic cohesion, seen elsewhere as a fragile ambition, has come to be taken for granted 

in many British cities. UK cities enter the twenty-first century among the best placed to 

make even richer and multi-faceted international connections. The country’s larger cities 

- most notably London, Manchester and Birmingham - offer important international 

lessons in attracting international talent, management of diversity, good community 

relations, and the leveraging of diversity skills for enhanced economic performance. 

 

British cities are socially diverse for a wide range of different historic and contemporary 

reasons, but together they make a powerful case for showing how internationalisation 

and openness enables cities to do business effectively and make good of their ‘gateway’ 

ambitions. The UK’s urban experience testifies to the competitive and cultural advantage 

of diversity, seen as a spur to trade and innovation and a source of rich visitor experience 

and cultural offer. Multi-culturalism is seen widely to be a feature of London, Birmingham, 

Manchester, Glasgow, Liverpool, and Leicester. Knowledge partnerships with cities 

internationally can offer considerable scope for learning how diversity creates and fosters 

opportunities for global engagement and international success. 

 

 

 

 
 



   

                                                          
1. Introduction 
 
The spreading theme of urbanisation and the increasingly diverse experiences of urban 
life have brought into sharp focus the role of cross-border knowledge-sharing on issues 
of urban policy and urban futures. The intention of this paper is to bring together expert 
international guidance with national level data to consider which aspects of UK city life 
and urban matters offer opportunities for knowledge exchange and partnerships with 
other cities. The paper has sought informed international opinion on what UK cities are 
good at, where they lead or innovate, and where they are relevant as sources of lessons, 
expertise, and insights for other cities at a global scale. At the same time, it has involved 
a clearer understanding of where UK cities do not lead, where they are constrained or 
weak, or where there are opportunities for UK cities and urban practitioners in both public 
and private sectors to learn from others. 
 
29 international experts and commentators responded to our request for individual 
telephone or face to face interviews and gave us the benefit of their wisdom. These 
interviews were informed by our review of international literature and indexes that 
comment on UK cities in an international context. Many of the studies reviewed were 
written by experts that we then interviewed. 
 
From this series of conversations and literature, some powerful messages clearly 
emerge about the UK and its cities. These are best summarised as follows. 
 
Why is UK City experience relevant to the rest of the world of Cities? 

 

i. The UK is a highly urbanised nation with cities and towns of very different sizes, 

roles, functions, and levels of success. There is marked heterogeneity in terms 

of the size and functions of UK cities, which enables different UK cities to offer 

insights for cities in wide ranging situations across the world. London is 

frequently cities as one of the world’s leading global cities, and the UK has 

many other types and sizes of cities.  

 

ii. The UK was the first nation to substantially industrialise (in the 19th Century) 

and the UK’s cities were the first to become specialist industrial centres. They 

were also the first cities to face de-industrialisation and much can be learned 

from why and how these cities were so exposed by de-industrialisation, how de-

industrialisation was or was not managed locally, what has been attempted in 

term of urban regeneration, and what has and has not worked. 

 

iii. Due to the UK’s historic roles both as a former imperial power and a great 

trading nation, together with a more recent focus on internationalisation and 

global integration, the UK’s cities have a marked ethnic and racial diversity 

which offers insights for cities seeking to attract and effectively manage diverse 

urban populations. 

 

iv. Several UK cities are leaders in the knowledge economy and creativity 

(including some former industrial cities) and the speed with which UK cities 



   

                                                          
have embraced their knowledge base and knowledge rich institutions as 

sources of growth offers an important story for other cities around the world. 

 

ix.    UK cities exist within an asymmetric governance system which has a very 

strong central state combined with diverse arrangements whereby one city has 

a metropolitan government (Greater London) and others do not, although some 

collaborative metropolitan governance mechanisms have emerged, notably in 

Greater Manchester and the major Scottish cities. Others exist within devolved 

nations or partially devolved regions (Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, Greater 

London).  

 

Overall, the UK system of national-local relations is highly centralised, especially fiscally 

and financially, with local governments having more limited self governing powers that 

most other countries in the OECD advanced nations. Centralisation is seen to have both 

advantages and disadvantages, depending upon the urban problems being tackled and 

the point in the development cycle that intervention is made, and at which cities find 

themselves. This means that the UK offers many insights about the choices of tools used 

to address urban challenges, and it offers a distinctive, and somewhat alternative, model 

to many other developed countries, which are more decentralised.  

 

More precisely, the UK’s approach offers insights about the comparative advantages of 

centralised models over more devolved models in tackling different kinds of urban 

challenges, for example challenges in urban education and housing where national 

systems are seen as advantageous in supporting poorer cities. 

 

vi. London’s position as both a success, fast growing, and innovative world city is 

seen as a source of important lessons for many larger and growing cities across 

the world. Recent innovations, including the congestion charge and forthcoming 

activities such as the 2012 Olympics, reinforce former innovations such as the 

historic green belt system, the commitment to parks, public transport, urban 

design and public space, as well as the regeneration of London Docklands, and 

the major markets and railways stations. 

 

vii. The approach of UK cities to sustainable development issues, especially to water 

and waterfront regeneration, land contamination and remediation, urban green 

space, public transport, affordable housing, regional planning and urban growth 

boundaries, and (now) energy efficiency gives the UK interesting experience for 

many other countries to learn from.  

 

The purpose of this study is to consider what best practice cases the UK has to 
contribute to mutual learning agendas with international cities, and conversely, in which 
areas of isolated or systemic weakness could British cities learn from others. It aims to 
take a look ‘from the outside in’ at UK Cities and discover what might usefully inform 
such an agenda of reciprocal collaboration. 



   

                                                          
 
This paper is based on a short literature review and an extended series of interviews with 
international urban commentators. The overall intention here is to set a course for more 
focused discussion between British and international cities.  
 
Attempting to assess UK cities’ performance against international benchmarks is a 
complex and imprecise process, given the wide variation in local governance systems 
that exist globally. Evaluation of UK cities’ performance inevitably also has implications 
for the UK governance system as a whole. For example, many commentators perceive 
that the UK’s national government has been crucial to the improved performance of the 
country’s major cities, playing a much more prominent and constructive role than other 
international counterparts.1 
 
Furthermore, any reflection of the international perception of UK cities must be tempered 
by the evidence that many commentators and ranking estimates have only considered 
London in their thinking. International perspectives tend to be heavily weighted towards 
the larger global cities, resulting in a widespread neglect of Britain’s second cities. To 
some extent, this may not be surprising given that population-wise, after London (24th), 
the next cities in the UK are outside the top 150 largest urban areas in the world by 
population (Birmingham 160th, Manchester 166th).2 Certainly, only London has been 
conceptualised as a ‘global city’ in policy and academic literature,3 and it appears most 
commentators concur that: 
 

‘London dominates the English urban system – economically, institutionally, 
politically and culturally, far more than any capital city in Europe, including 

France.’4 
 

The proliferation of city indices provides a strong initial indication as to how often and 
how highly UK cities feature in a wide range of criteria. The tables below identify how 16 
of the UK’s largest and most successful cities have performed in global and European 
rankings since 2005. 
 
London is the only UK city to feature strongly and consistently in key global comparative 
studies. The capital is invariably among the top three cities on overall city benchmarks, 
and is usually at the very summit of European indexes. Elsewhere globally only 
Manchester and Edinburgh have moderate prominence, due to their quality of life and 
finance provision respectively, while these two cities are the next most visited 
destinations after London.5 The PwC study of global urban GDP shows that apart from 
London, the major wealth hubs in the UK are all set to decline in relative position over the 
next twenty years. Manchester and Birmingham, according to the PwC analysis, may 

                                                
1 Chris Webber and Alan Berube (2008), ‘Smarter, Stronger Cities: UK Urban Policy Innovations and Lessons for the US’, 
Brookings Institution 
2
 City Population – Thomas Brinkoff (2009), ‘The Principal Agglomerations in the World’, 

http://www.citypopulation.de/world/Agglomerations.html  
3
 Saskia Sassen (2001), Global City: London, New York and Tokyo, Princeton University Press 

4
 Michael Parkinson (2006), ‘United Kingdom: The Changing Landscape of English Urban Policy’, in Van den Berg (eds), 

National Policy Responses to Urban Challenges in Europe, Aldershot: Ashgate, p.380 
5
 The Anholt City Brands Index (2006), ‘How The World Views Its Cities’, GMI; BAK Basel Economics (2008), ‘Zurich is Europe's most 

attractive economic region, ahead of London and Copenhagen’; Z/Yen (2009), ‘Global Financial Centres Index: 5’, Corporation of 

London; Global Urban Competitiveness Index Project (2008), ‘Global Urban Competitiveness Index Rankings’, Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences/Bucknell University; FDI Magazine (2009), ‘EuropeanCities & Regions of the Future 2008/09’; 
Buck Consultants International (2008), ‘Index Measures Metros’ 
‘Tech -nicity’’, www.bciglobal.com; 



   

                                                          
over the next 2-3 decades potentially fall out of the top 100 wealthiest urban centres in 
the world. The only area where UK cities continue to perform well across the board at 
global level is in higher education, with 11 urban centres hosting universities inside the 
QS Top 100 in 2009.  
 
Very few UK cities feature in recent global liveability and attractiveness indexes. Only 
London (38th) features in the top 50 cities ranked by Mercer Consulting for quality of life, 
while just Manchester and London make it into the top 140 cities according to the 
Economic Intelligence Unit’s 2010 study. By comparison, five German cities appear in 
the Mercer top 50, along with four from Japan, six from the United States, four from 
Australia and four from Canada.6 Furthermore, no UK city has appeared in any edition of 
Monocle’s 25 most liveable cities index.7 However, British cities do appear to harbour a 
strong reputation among people abroad. In a 2007 Gallup survey of European city 
residents, London retains its reputation as the best city to reside in Europe, comfortably 
ahead of Paris and Barcelona. Edinburgh is the next British city in the 47-city ranking, 
rated 27th, alongside Budapest and Stuttgart, while Manchester and Glasgow slightly 
lower (33rd and 37th respectively).8 
 
Overall, however, the table below demonstrates that UK cities outside London are either 
not particularly high in the consciousness of international adjudicators, and/or are 
perceived as quite ordinary in comparison to rival secondary cities in western Europe and 
the U.S. 

                                                
6
 Mercer (2009), ‘Top 50 Cities; Quality of Living’, 

http://www.mercer.com/referencecontent.htm?idContent=1173105#Top_50_cities:_Quality_of_living  
7
 Monocle (2009), http://www.monocle.com/Magazine/volume-3/Issue-25/  

8
 Gallup Europe (2007), http://www.gallup-europe.be/soulofthecity/  



   

                                                          
 
       Figure 1 – UK city performance on selected global Indices, 2006-2010 
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No of Cities 
ranked* 

35 60 500 151 151 50 75 50 500 25 140 50 100 60 

London 2 1 2 5 5 2 1= 8= 4  54 38 1 2 

Manchester   36 74 92   45= 26  45  98  

Birmingham   83 72 88   45= 66      

Edinburgh   48    28=  20    90 30 

Glasgow   62    52  79      
Leeds   85 92 119    99      

Bristol   44      34      

Cardiff   123      135      
Liverpool   188      137      

Sheffield   163      82      
Nottingham   54      91      

Newcastle   105      158      

Belfast   109      201      
Bradford         383      

Oxford         5      
Cambridge         2      

* According to publicly available rankings (some studies have longer lists privately held) 
 
At the European scale, Glasgow and Birmingham appear more consistently towards the 
middle or lower end of the rankings, with relatively strong performances in business and 
external connectivity rankings. In business attraction indexes, UK cities perform slightly 
better than their size would suggest. The Cushman & Wakefield European Cities Monitor 
2009 represents the most comprehensive corporate analysis of city performance at a 
European level, and five UK cities feature in their 34-city ranking. With improved recent 
performances from Birmingham and Leeds in this index, British cities on average perform 
much more strongly than Italian, French and Spanish cities (2 each), and only Germany 
has more cities (6) in the standings. Similarly, 8 of these 14 British cities appear in the 
top 30 of the BAK Basel Economic Attractiveness Index – which prioritises tax, incentives 
and stability - while no city-regions from France, Italy or Spain are rated in the top 40.9 
 

                                                
9
 BAK Basel Economics (2008), ‘Zurich is Europe's most attractive economic region, ahead of London and Copenhagen’ 



   

                                                          
The table below shows that while a handful of UK cities – led by Edinburgh - are 

beginning to establish themselves as regional competitors alongside London, many of 

them are also lack presence at the European scale and appear to be well behind in terms 

of brand, quality of life and business capability. The scores from FDI Magazine’s 

‘European Cities of the Future 2010/11’ are further indication that the high performing 

university cities of Oxford and Cambridge continue to outshine many larger de-

industrialising cities in terms of business and knowledge worker prospects. 

 
At the European scale, Glasgow and Birmingham appear more consistently towards the 
middle or lower end of the rankings, with relatively strong performances in business and 
external connectivity rankings. In business attraction indexes, UK cities perform slightly 
better than their size would suggest. The Cushman & Wakefield European Cities Monitor 
2009 represents the most comprehensive corporate analysis of city performance at a 
European level, and five UK cities feature in their 34-city ranking. With improved recent 
performances from Birmingham and Leeds in this index, British cities on average perform 
much more strongly than Italian, French and Spanish cities (2 each), and only Germany 
has more cities (6) in the standings. Similarly, 8 of these 14 British cities appear in the 
top 30 of the BAK Basel Economic Attractiveness Index – which prioritises tax, incentives 
and stability - while no city-regions from France, Italy or Spain are rated in the top 40.10 
 

The table below shows that while a handful of UK cities – led by Edinburgh - are 

beginning to establish themselves as regional competitors alongside London, many of 

them are also lack presence at the European scale and appear to be well behind in terms 

of brand, quality of life and business capability. The scores from FDI Magazine’s 

‘European Cities of the Future 2010/11’ are further indication that the high performing 

university cities of Oxford and Cambridge continue to outshine many larger de-

industrialising cities in terms of business and knowledge worker prospects. 
 

                                                
10

 BAK Basel Economics (2008), ‘Zurich is Europe's most attractive economic region, ahead of London and Copenhagen’ 



   

                                                          
Figure 2 – UK city performance on selected European Indices, 2006-2010 
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No of Cities 
ranked* 

34 192 25 30 203 27 27 30 34 34 34 72 

London 1 2 1 2 35 1 5 11 1 1 11 2 

Manchester 16 24 24 9 56†    13 9 22= 47= 

Birmingham 14 22†   42†    15 8 22= 66= 

Edinburgh  15† 10 13= 89† 17 21     22= 

Glasgow 29 53†  13= 89†    19 18 24 47= 
Leeds 24 23†   72†    10 23 17 65 

Bristol  20†   37†       57 

Cardiff  51†   80†       43= 
Liverpool  40   56†       66= 

Sheffield  23†   72†       59= 
Nottingham  31   47†        

Newcastle  59†   78†       69 

Belfast  90†   113†       58 
Bradford  23†   72†       72 

Cambridge   21          
Oxford   26          

 
Together, the wide performance variation in these two tables present a firm prima facie 
case for considering the strengths and weaknesses of British cities more deeply. 
 
 

2. Overall what are UK cities good at and not good at? 
 
UK cities can fairly consider themselves sites of internationally-significant innovation and 
leadership. UK cities have not only made tremendous progress in knowledge-based 
enterprise and higher education, but have also turned challenges of governance and 
culture into opportunities and strengths. Drawing upon the expert interviews alongside 
documentary research, four themes emerge as key areas where the UK cities are 
perceived to be good by international standards: 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
1. London 

London is the world city which has operated closest to the processes of economic and 
cultural globalisation over the past three hundred years. Most of our commentators have 
pointed out that the UK urban system is simultaneously both dominated by London and, 
in important senses, London stands apart from the rest of the system as a unique global 
player. As one observer ironically contemplated, ‘are there even any other UK cities other 
than London?!’ London represents both a dominant player within the UK city network and 
a city that draws its strengths and functions and talents/resources from well beyond the 
UK. In some respects, therefore, it is not so outlandish to suggest, as one commentator 
did, that ‘the British urban reputation rests and falls on London’s performance.’ 
 
Some interviewees argued that London is now comfortably established as the world’s 
foremost city, hosting unrivalled levels of global integration and internationalisation. 
These opinions concur with many rankings and qualitative analyses of European and 
world business locations. Since 1990, the Cushman & Wakefield European Cities 
Monitor has ranked London the best place to do business in Europe, while the Global 
Financial Centres Index identifies London as the top financial centre in the world since 
2007. London is typically rated the best business prospect in Europe, marginally ahead 
of Paris but a long way clear of the next rivals (usually Frankfurt, Barcelona and Madrid). 
London’s depths of talent and innovation are usually among the top 3 cities in the world. 
The authoritative Partnership for NYC/PwC 2010 Cities of Opportunity report rates 
London: 
 

• 4th for ‘intellectual capital’ behind New York, Paris and Tokyo 

• 3rd for ‘ease of doing business’ behind Singapore and Hong Kong 

• 1st for economic clout 
 
Among the commentators interviewed, the economic leadership role of London in 
finance, business services, law, and creative industries including design, advertising and 
media stands out. London is also understood to have world class strengths in science, 
medicine, and higher education, while also being among the world’s leading tourist 
destinations. The city was also consistently hailed as a world cultural leader, combining 
elegant cultural fusions in music, art, fashion and cuisine. The cultivation of factors that 
can attract and retain international populations through turbulent economic times is 
precisely the credential that interviewees argued enable a city to be a world-class 
business location over 5-10 business cycles. 
 
London’s achievements have confirmed that openness to ideas and people is a sine qua 
non for big city success over the longué durée, a powerful message that can resonate in 
cities from Tokyo to Johannesburg, from Beijing to Moscow. Experts point out that 
London enjoys the benefits of diversity at all skill levels, drawing in people from every 
part of the world for jobs at every level in the occupational structure. London has 
benefited from the liberalisation of labour markets in the EU in recent decades, combined 
with its open stance and gateway ambitions for North and South American markets. 
Talented workers from all over the world have settled in the Greater South East region 
and commute into the city thanks to improved rail transport links. Furthermore, London is 
also witnessing a new phenomenon of European residents commuting to London on a 
daily or weekly basis from hubs across the continent. London’s sheer economic scale, 
density and variety –nourished by openness to international populations - is seen as one 



   

                                                          
the UK’s biggest assets going forward, and certainly an achievement with clear lessons 
to other aspiring global metropolises. 
 
London has displayed a profound agility in its acquisition of contemporary world city 
functions while simultaneously undertaking industrial urban regeneration.  Commentators 
also frequently mention London’s legacy of leading redevelopment policy innovations. 
The regeneration of London Docklands is frequently cited as an historic achievement 
which is lodged in international mindsets as the moment that London embraced its 
modern global city roles. More recently, the Congestion Charge is seen as a bold policy 
innovation and many commentators are aware of the forthcoming 2012 Olympics and the 
Cross Rail Scheme. Most commentators link policy innovation to the re-establishment of 
metropolitan government in London and the creation of an Executive Mayor. London is 
powerful proof of the benefits of the devolution of governance to a metropolitan level, and 
the successes in transport and service-delivery that have resulted from this process.  The 
resultant lessons of social legacy and regenerative sustainability that London has 
encountered as part of its Olympic bid and event preparation are, it is thought, applicable 
to all large multiethnic cities. 
 
For all of these reasons London is seen as offering unique and important lessons for all 
of the worlds’  ‘would be’ global cities, including many in the developing world and 
emerging markets economies.  
 

i. Urban Regeneration of Industrial Cities. 

The remarkable transformation that has occurred in the city 
centres and wider cores (including waterfronts) of the UK’s 
former industrial cities is a subject rarely left alone by 
international commentary on UK cities. Commentators with 
American experience were especially effusive, almost 
unanimously more approving of the vibrancy of Northern and 
Scottish industrial cities compared to their under-performing U.S. equivalents.  
 
While dispute is ongoing as to the overall strength of the UK governance structure, there 
is widespread agreement that there has been a strong and decisive national urban policy 
which has focused on urban regeneration and backed that vision with public investment. 
Several commentators see the UK government as unusually explicit in outlining that the 
national future is dependent on strong urban performance. The UK ‘is a trend-setting 
nation in this regard’, according to one European specialist. Others even argue that the 
reason UK cities have performed as well as they have is due to the national lead taken in 
areas of infrastructure and social redistribution. For one such centralist commentator, the 
UK ‘has shown that the centralised state can direct support to cities in need better than 
decentralised systems can,’ realised in the form of strategically locating public sector 

institutions and retail centres, and redistributing social investment 
from wealthier areas. Together, these sort of interventions are 
thought to have resulted in much less catastrophic city centre 
disinvestment in Northern industrial cities than would have otherwise 
have occurred.  The Conference Board of Canada identifies exactly 
these lessons from UK city regeneration, namely the coherent and 
comprehensive top-down urban strategy that was formulated at the 

“The Docklands regeneration was 

a superb achievement… [its] 

infrastructure platform is the key 

innovation, enabling other spin-

offs, such as financial services.” 

“For a very small 

country, lots of cities 

are regenerating, 

comparable in 

number to the whole 

of Europe.” 



   

                                                          

“the great British story is reconstruction, 

redevelopment and place-shaping, not 

just economic improvements.” 

highest levels of its national government. Canada, they say, can learn from the UK’s 
prioritisation of the largest cities as the main drivers, while strengthening second-tier, or 
‘hub’ cities by specialising their functions.11 
 
The UK’s national policy environment is usually thought to have encouraged city 
governments and their local partners to raise their game in the pursuit of winning public 
investment and attracting private co-investment. The post-industrial cities were noted by 
several interviewees for their capacity for the sort of governance innovations that can 
facilitate urban transformation. These include the creation of special purpose bodies such 
as urban development corporations and urban regeneration companies. In this regard, 
UK cities were cited by at least four commentators for their attitudinal strengths; these 
include a ‘hands-on mentality with regards to urban policy’ and a ‘deliberate focus and 
can-do spirit’, which enables those seeking regeneration to embrace central diktats and 
swiftly and efficiently define the practical scope of urban projects. A substantial minority 
hit on the theme of ‘healthy competitiveness’ that exists between cities vying for national 
funds and attention. The UK has achieved a robust national-local alliance with national 
funds being deployed between cities on a competitive basis according to the quality of 
the local proposals generated and the credibility of local management arrangements. 
This compares very favourably with what commentators describe as ‘weaker and 

ephemeral’ links found in North America. 
 
During this period of British urban regeneration many 
major urban areas in North America and Europe have 
witnessed population decreases and unsustainable 
urban sprawl. UK cities offer lessons on how to 
regenerate the urban physical environment and recast 
cities as positive economic drivers of the national 

economy, thanks to political commitments of city and national leaders. The way these 
cities’ competitive mindsets have created a virtuous upward spiral of attainment and 
ambition also has implications for countries whose cities 
are not as internally dynamic. 
 
Britain’s regenerating success stories are seen to have a 
sophisticated set of negotiated and collaborative approaches between public and private 
actors at the local level. The extensive use of master planning, joint venture vehicles and 
shared investment funds reflect the structural innovations taking place. Private 
investment has been substantially leveraged in what has been described as an 
‘incredibly entrepreneurial’ system of collaboration, whereby post-industrial cities do not 
simply perceive themselves as ‘victims but [are] in control of their own identity.’ Indeed, 
there was an overwhelming feeling that public-private partnerships in the UK are among 
the most successful in the world. The voluntary sector in seen by some as much more 
prevalent than in most European cities, which while reflecting something of a vacuum in 
government intervention, enables certain advantages of flexibility. City governments in 
the UK are experienced and innovative in working with the private sector for the 
purposes of regeneration. Partly this is to overcome the limitations in city government 
competences and partly it reflects a wider trend in the UK to engage private sector 
capital and know-how in public policy issues in order to make them more viable, 
innovative, and sustainable. 

                                                
11 Conference Board of Canada (2006), Building Successful Cities: Lessons from the United Kingdom, 
www.conferenceboard.ca 

“If an idea is good, UK cities can take it 

to a new level and make use of the 

opportunities. They will run with it, and 

show dynamism…[they] are looking for 

new ways to self-promote, reflecting a 

real entrepreneurial spirit among city 

administrations.” 



   

                                                          

“The collaborative governance, which 

provides a stable environment for 

investment, is the most unusual thing 

about the UK from a European 

angle.” 

 
In the best cases among de-industrialising cities, UK cities are considered by 
international commentators to have taken stock of their economic positioning vis-à-vis 
the global economy, developing long-term ambitions that take full account of their 
manufacturing heritage. One observer identified Sheffield’s recent specialisation in 
advanced precision engineering and associated design as symptomatic of the way many 
UK cities have evolved their economies in a thoughtful and appropriate way. Others point 
to Manchester, with academic expert Miguel Barcelo Rota citing the city as ‘the 
regeneration-for-the-creative-class poster child.’12 
 
The innovation to create substantive negotiated approaches with private-sector partners 
and public-private led agencies speaks to many cities in Asia, Central and Southern 

Europe, and Latin America. Many emerging cities do not 
have a history of robust city leadership with strong civic 
involvement that many British cities do. Manchester, 
Birmingham and Sheffield demonstrate how to obtain an 
alignment of strategic intent between private and public 
figures, how to cultivate an inclusive consensus for their 

cities’ futures, and how to create special purpose vehicles that can deliver results with 
limited initial resources. Some interviewees point to the lessons applicable to China, in 
the period ‘when production eventually moves to Indonesia or Africa, or wherever is 
further down the economic food chain.’ But the proactive network of built environment 
firms and partnerships contributing to British urban development in the past 20 years 
offers more immediate lessons for the likes of Canada. This active and entrepreneurial 
private sector is a key aspect of the UK’s overall urban development strengths 
 
While there is pervasive criticism of the imperfections of city-centre oriented 
regeneration, several experts pointed to the identity-constituting definition strong city 
centres give to residents, travellers and the business community. The successes 
industrial cities have had in central city place-making are seen as visionary and critical to 
long-term success and a necessary condition for the subsequent stages of rejuvenation. 
Overall, the national policy approaches to urban regeneration are seen to have been very 
effective in both directing resources towards areas of need and opportunity.  
Whilst several commentators argue that a more 
devolved approach would have been more effective 
in the long term, others argue that the centralised 
approach has avoided wasteful competition and has 
encouraged highly disciplined and effective local 
government leadership which is now ready in several 
cities to assume greater self governing autonomy. 
The cities most frequently cited as leaders of this urban renaissance are Glasgow, 
Manchester, Leeds, and to a lesser extent, Birmingham. Each has reversed the 
population exodus since the late 1990s as part of their city centre revitalisation and have 
what one expert described as a ‘phoenix from the flames feel about them’. The 
ingredients for these cities’ success are thought to be pragmatism, practical mindsets, 
innovation in harnessing strength in creative industries and ICT, and their distinctive offer 
of strong leisure and cultural sectors to investors and residents. The latter receives 
particular prominence in international literature on UK cities. 
  

                                                
12 Miguel Barcelo Rota (2005), ‘Making Spaces for the Creative Economy’ 2005 

“The [regeneration] process was important in 

building the trust in local government as a 

service provider and deliverer. Physical 

regeneration is clearly more significant than 

bricks and mortar. The urban renaissance that 

UK cities have experienced has made the 

political case for further devolution for cities.” 



   

                                                          
Manchester, Sheffield, Liverpool, Glasgow, Birmingham and, most recently, London have 
all performed strongly in using international sporting or cultural events as opportunities to 
transform and regenerate part of the city fabric. With the emergence of football teams 
and music acts that have unprecedented global appeal, British cities have used their 
associations with these brands to refashion their infrastructure and identity. As one 
commentator stated, ‘Manchester United, The Beatles and the BBC are synonymous 
with their respective cities.’ The use of global sporting and cultural events to spur 
regeneration is occurring most prominently with the London 2012 Olympics, but was also 
a dramatic effect of the 1986 and 2002 Commonwealth Games in Edinburgh and 
Manchester respectively. Sheffield has also been very successful at using a range of 
hosted sports championships to drive new urban projects, while Liverpool, Glasgow and 
Edinburgh have seized on their cultural events as an opportunity to redefine their city’s 
sense of place.  
 
Manchester is recognised internationally for using sport and culture as distinguishing 
offerings, with an excellent theatre sector and a wealth of sporting and recreational 

facilities. In a 2008 study which asked an 
international audience for initial perceptions 
of Manchester, football-related comments 
dominated responses among European 
residents (70% of Spanish, 66% of 
Germans).13 The city is considered one of 
the best examples in the UK of an urban 
area harnessing its recreational and creative 

potential, cultivating world-class sporting venues and the innovative Manchester 
International Festival. Manchester’s standing internationally has evidently improved off 
the back of a successful hosting of the 2002 Commonwealth Games. Visitor studies 
show American, Spanish and German visitors’ increasingly identify Manchester with 
contemporary architecture, unique events and festivals and vibrant nightlife.14 
 
Birmingham has also succeeded in becoming indelibly associated with sport and culture, 
although interviewees did not particularly concur. In a 2008 national and international 
perception study, Birmingham recorded the strongest results in the areas of sport, 
events, entertainment and business. 48% consider Birmingham ‘an important city for 
sport’, while an even greater proportion (54%) adjudge the city ‘a leading city for events 
for festivals’, a figure that has remained steady since 2003. Almost 60% of those 
surveyed identify Birmingham as ‘a great place for music, gigs and concerts’, the highest 
affirmative scores found in the survey. 15  

 
The leveraging of sporting and cultural prowess for city renewal is a distinctive factor at 
which top UK cities perform well. Many cities worldwide fail to use such occasions to 
improve inclusiveness, overhaul transport infrastructure, and regenerate derelict land. 
British cities however offer both medium and large-scale best practice examples of 
event-led development. Cities in Brazil, Russia, the USA, India and China, all of which 
are hosting major events in forthcoming years, can learn from the UK experience in this 
area.  

                                                
13

 Visit Manchester (2008), ‘International Perceptions Evaluation 2008’, 
http://www.themanchestertouristboard.com/xsdbimgs/International%20Perceptions%20Evaluation%202008.pdf  
14

 ibid. 
15

 Marketing Birmingham (2008), ‘TNS Perception Survey Results 2003-2008’, 
www.marketingbirmingham.com/download.axd?id=937  

“The revival of city-centre living is one of Manchester’s 

recent success stories…the city centre has become a 

vibrant place with a growing number of residents, with 

many modern pubs and restaurants with a high quality of 

(cultural) life. In particular the relatively large student 

population and its reputation for music, sport and 

creativity contribute to a new image of Manchester” 

EURICUR, 2005 
 



   

                                                          

“Many UK places have shown that when they lose their 

economic rationale, they have the capacity to move on.  

 
Beneath this small band of high-performing regenerating cities are a second tier of cities 
which have recorded partial success in this area, but are largely seen to have failed to 
attract the requisite talent and business in high value-added sectors, or fully overcome 
inner-city problems associated with the 1980s. 
Belfast, Liverpool, Bradford, Cardiff, Sheffield 
and Newcastle are all identified in this next tier 
by commentators; all have shown partial 
innovation but none can boast to have arrived 
at their destination. Both European and North 
American experts had difficulty identifying and distinguishing these cities’ unique selling 
points. 
 
Below this moderate tier are the smaller Northern ex-industrial cities that are seen as 
having chronic problems overcoming their industrial legacy. Cities such as Hull, Stoke, 
Burnley and Blackpool are seen as even further behind, having developed no substantial 
knowledge clusters and struggling to reverse their status as net-exporters of talent. 
International perspectives suggest that outside the English core cities, plus Edinburgh, 
Glasgow, Oxford and Cambridge, the smaller post-industrial cities have a rather hazy 
and indistinct image indicative of pervasive under-performance and social malaise. 
Burnley, Blackpool, Hull and Stoke are obvious contenders for this category of city. There 
is considerable despondency among commentators familiar with smaller English de-
industrialising cities about their capacity to extract themselves from what seems like a 
very unpromising future.   
 
These cities, it is largely supposed, have neither developed mechanisms to communicate 
internationally with one effective voice, nor discovered how they can be competitive and 
international-facing. Perhaps because of what experts describe as the straitjacket of 
centralised government, these particular cities have much to learn from others about how 
to firstly be proactive in promotion, and then secondly begin to construct the building 
blocks of a functional self-sustaining knowledge economy. 
 
Some commentators have questioned in this context whether urban regeneration is a 
real British success story. They argue that an excessive concentration on physical 
regeneration has resulted in excellent infrastructure within city centres, but over-
dependence on commerce, retail and entertainment services. Such lines of reasoning 
are countered by others who contend that physical CBD transformation was a necessary 
condition for the attraction of populations and the subsequent growth of science and 
creative industries. A longer historical span, according to these contributors, brings into 
focus the fact that British cities are actually carrying out the essential building blocks of 
any holistic regeneration, critical given that these cities were in industrial mode since the 
late eighteenth century. 
 
The historical message from the regenerating industrial cities is one of urban change, 

decline and re-emergence. After all, as one 
commentator articulated, ‘other cities will not 
always be on such a fierce growth path.’  

“With the other cities it is not obvious what they have been 

transformed into, or where are they heading – are they 

going in similar or distinct directions? Many UK cities 

have become simply commercial and retail cities, with a 

low share of talented people.” 



   

                                                          
 

ii. Development of knowledge and creative economy in cities 

There has been a remarkable growth of the knowledge economy in UK cities over the 
past two decades that has left its mark on international opinion. A handful of established 
knowledge cities with historically diversified economies have emerged as international 
leaders in the knowledge economy. Meanwhile, investments in sport, culture, retail, city 
centre housing and higher education have been the key anchors for knowledge economy 
positioning among de-industrialising cities. It is these factors that several observers 
pointed to as the critical ones in determining international perception of the UK’s new 
economic landscape. Britain’s most dynamic knowledge hubs now have considerable 
depth to their specialisms in advanced services, creative industries, higher education-led 
research, and science and medicine. 
 
The UK cities with the best international reputation for knowledge economy positioning, 
are London, Edinburgh, Bristol, Cambridge and Oxford, and among the de-industrialised 
Northern cities, Manchester and Leeds. These cities have out-performed most European 
counterparts in their rate of transfer from industrial sector to knowledge sector jobs, 
indicating their strong strategic efforts to attract knowledge workers and provide quality of 
life pulls. The role of universities has been central to this process of economic 
consolidation (in the case of Oxford and Cambridge) and transformation (in the case of 
Manchester and Leeds). The leverage of higher education institutions for urban 
economic regeneration is cited as a highly positive aspect of the UK’s urban policy 
process. UK cities have been innovators with their astute positioning of universities to 
cater for their evolving economies. Higher education is seen to have nourished cities with 
requisite critical masses of young people. 
 
It is apparent from the expert feedback that Oxford and Cambridge are seen as arguably 
the UK’s biggest and most unique urban assets. Their outstanding university provision 
and ongoing reputation for attractiveness and quality of life is thought to make them the 
UK’s ‘real talent and knowledge hubs.’ Their leadership status is attributed not only to 
their inimitable historical significance, but also to the gradual accumulation of knowledge 
sectors. Both cities, according to one expert, have ‘successfully introduced the 
commercialisation of knowledge, positioning universities to make high value 
connections.’ 
 
Bristol is rated as one of the most innovative and research-intensive small cities in 
Europe, attributed to its university-driven production of talent and ideas. The State of 
European Cities report identifies Bristol’s ‘high share of highly qualified residents and 
self-employed people, together with high accessibility.’ Bristol’s two universities are seen 
as an example of an educational hub which is in touch with local economic needs, with 
both effectively feeding Bristol’s corporate need for more specialised skills. The ‘research 
centre’ tag Bristol earns at a European level puts it on a par with more prominent regions 
such as Bologna and Eindhoven, and reflects the Work Foundation’s conclusions that 
Bristol is on the verge of joining London and Edinburgh as an ‘Ideopolis’.16 
 
Edinburgh also has a prominent international image for its ability to use its cultural and 
educational base as a driver for its knowledge economy. The city has the highest 
percentage of professionals in the UK - even greater than London. Anholt’s city brand 
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index seems to acknowledge this creative strength 
in Edinburgh, with the city consistently the UK’s 
second city in the rankings after London. In 2007, it 
placed 22nd, remarkably ahead of Singapore, 
Chicago and Hong Kong.17 The city has leveraged 
its university and student strength to forge excellent 
collaborative links between high quality research 
institutes and commercial firms. Edinburgh Science 
Triangle is arguably the UK’s strongest example of 
city-wide co-operation between universities, centres 
of research excellence, private business and public 
sector groups in the domain of science and technology.18 These links are responsible for 
Edinburgh appearing an increasingly prominent brand for business and finance. In 
Cushman & Wakefield’s assessment of familiarity of European secondary business 
locations, Edinburgh was the third most recognised city, after Valencia and Marseille.19 
The Global Financial Centres Index identifies Edinburgh as the 12th most highly rated 
financial centre in the world by respondents not based in the city, an exceptional score 
which places the city ahead of Dubai, Chicago and Tokyo.20 
 
Manchester has used its higher education institutions (HEIs) to great advantage to 
provide research, help to generate local employment and secure public sector 
investment and work with the business community. Manchester performs strongly for 
patent applications, related to its concentration of HEIs (most notably UMIST) and 
technology companies. EURICUR considers Manchester’s knowledge base to be among 
the best of secondary cities/regional capitals in Europe.21 In particular, the wide-ranging 
specialities of the city’s four universities, and the university’s ‘market-oriented approach’ 
attracts praise.  
 
According to the Conference Board of Canada’s study, Leeds’ policymakers recognised 
early the increasingly competitive market for international students, staff and funding. 
City universities reach out to forge regional partnerships that bring together centres of 
excellence to realise benefits of scale that would otherwise be unachievable. Leeds is 
now a leading national financial and business services centre outside London and 
Edinburgh. The city’s creation of a critical mass of firms – 110,000 people representing 
27% of the workforce – offers lessons on how a regional hub can subsume the strength 
of neighbouring cities’ (namely York) sectors, while also benefiting from York’s cheaper 
location costs and superior quality of life. The ‘Golden Triangle’ housing initiative to 
address affordability between Leeds, York and Harrogate is an example of innovative 
city-regional efforts to ensure the labour market supports the cities’ economies.  
The UK’s smaller high-performing university cities are also considered among the 
nation’s most distinctive urban performers. York, Warwick, Brighton and Bath all feature 
in this category (see section 4 – knowledge cities).  
 
As an elite group, these knowledge cities’ strategies, which include the provision of 
excellent inter-regional connectivity, high-quality housing, and array of business 
incentives, have much to offer cities in Eastern Europe and East Asia. The account of 
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innovation-led growth and industry-to-knowledge evolution is considered highly 
distinctive by many commentators. Conviction in the UK’s success in enhancing 
university connections and thus developing a high-value niche economy is widespread.  

 

iii. Open-ness. Management of social and ethnic diversity 

UK is seen by many commentators as having exceptionally useful experience in 
managing population diversity in ways which are harmonious and good for the economy. 
In a context where French and U.S. cities have witnessed pervasive social dislocation 
and spatial segregation down ethnic lines, the UK is pinpointed as a far superior model. 
The UK experience in this area is exceptional and offers a great deal of insight for cities 
to consider when formulating their policies to openness and immigration. Four factors 
can be seen to have determined UK cities’ orientation. The UK was firstly a former 
imperial power which incorporated a sizeable ‘commonwealth’ of nations. This condition 
stimulated the transnationalisation of family ties and historic patterns of immigration 
between the UK and imperial outposts. UK cities have thus experienced long-term 
immigration from former colonies such as Pakistan, India, Jamaica and Ireland, and more 
recently from Australia and South Africa. 
 
Secondly, the UK has developed a highly internationalised modern economy, 
concentrated in London, which has attracted international talent in the form of 

immigrants, temporary workers, and commuters. The 
1990s witnessed a shift towards a more progressive 
national immigration policy which has enhanced London 
and other UK cities’ reputations as hubs for diversity and 
talent. Political changes are the third factor, with the UK’s 
position in the EU guaranteeing freedom of movement 
and work to all EU citizens. This has prompted dramatic 
but fluid processes of immigration (and subsequent 

emigration) from Eastern European states such as Poland, Lithuania and Latvia. 
Fourthly, the UK has a history of willingness to provide sanctuary and asylum to those 
fleeing persecution, as testified by the large influx of people from Somalia, Iraq and 
Afghanistan in recent years. 
 
For these reasons, UK cities exhibit a very high level of racial and ethnic diversity and 
some larger UK cities are extremely diverse. UK cities are said by interviewed 
commentators to have ‘by far the most diverse societies in Europe’. London, Manchester, 
Birmingham, Glasgow and Leicester are the most mentioned cities in this regard. The 
secondary cities received noticeable amounts of praise for their embrace of ethnic and 
sexual diversity, with some concurring with the sentiment that resulted in Manchester 
being adjudged the most socially and creatively progressive city in the UK in 2003.22 
 
UK cities are advised not to be complacent, and conflicts related to terrorism, street 
crime, and racially-motivated disturbances in struggling Northern post-industrial cities 
indicate that such progress in diversity can be fragile. These cautions notwithstanding, 
UK cities have much to teach others about the creation of relative racial harmony and 
tolerance, interventions to prevent ghetto-isation, the social and ethnic mixity in cities 
such as London and Manchester. UK cities play host to some of the most impressive 
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“[The UK] is open to newcomers, 

based on the language and the lack 

of barriers. UK cities are therefore 

able to attract talent and young 

people much better than European 

cities are. There is more of a melting 

pot concept, and fewer problems 

associated with assimilation” 



   

                                                          
displays of inter-cultural celebration in the world, none more so than the Notting Hill 
Carnival in London. 
 
There is clear national and local leadership on the benefits of diversity. What is seen as 
seamless ethnic diversity is conceived by one contributor to be the outcome of a 
responsible national policy-making programme that created ‘essentially decent places’ in 
the urban fabric by concentrating affordable housing, cultural facilities, business and 
retail all close to the cities’ centres. 
 
iv. Sustainable Urban Development 

Despite not being obvious leaders in the transition to a low carbon economy, the UK 
Cities’ experience in several other areas of sustainable urban development is widely 
considered important. These arenas include: 
 

• Waterway and Waterfront regeneration: many of the UK’s cities have substantially 

completed the process of regeneration of their waterfronts and waterways. It is 

often the first things that cities have done in urban regeneration as they re-

connect with the water system which were important logistical dimensions of the 

industrial economy. 

• Public transport & Affordable housing: despite perceived challenges in the UK’s 

public transport system; by many international standards the UK is widely 

perceived to have several cities where public transport is excellent. UK 

experience in affordable housing and housing innovation in general is widely 

perceived as a strength. 

• Management and maintenance of urban green space: UK’s cities are widely 

perceived to be green and offer significant choices and quality in terms of urban 

parks.  

• Remediation of contaminated urban land is recognised as a strength of UK urban 

regeneration models with clear public and private roles that have worked 

effectively for several decades and succeeded in remediating many sites. 

• UK cities are now seen to be rapidly embracing carbon change and energy 

efficiency, even if they started late. London is now seen as a large city with a 

clear energy agenda and a willingness to innovate which is useful for other major 

cities around the world. 

There is a major opportunity to share these important aspects of sustainable 
development where the UK has a depth of experience to share and strong experience of 
public leadership and private partnership. 
 

v. Leadership 
 

UK cities have produced a number of visionary civic leaders with drive to propel their 
cities forward and make them globally competitive. Many have, or recently have had, 
individual leaders who have been singled out by international observers for outstanding 



   

                                                          

“Ultimately British cities must 

promote their connectedness to 

global agendas, not an obsession 

with competitive British agendas. 

Their long-term direction is also 

important; ‘where is it going?’” 

“The UK should show that is has 

overcome its smoke stack, tartan 

heritage. UK cities…should be 

open to the world, connected to 

the world, and serious about their 

future in it.” 

contributions to their cities. EU Regional Policy praises the UK’s transformation poles 
(Leeds, Manchester, Birmingham and Glasgow) for providing ‘leadership, a forward 
looking orientation and a willingness to cooperate.’ According to some commentators, the 
UK has proved that cities can be successful if led by big personalities who are capable of 
generating consensus around positive action. Many European and North American 
systems of leadership are much more diffuse, coalitionary, and therefore can be less 
decisive.   
 
Bob Kerslake (previously CEO of Sheffield) is the most frequently cited city leader who is 
seen as a decisive figure in a city’s turn-around. Ken Livingstone and Boris Johnson 
have both endeared themselves to international audiences; both are seen as bold and 
charismatic Mayors of London who have taken tough but far-sighted decisions. 
Manchester is recognised for having promoted itself as an innovative, forward-thinking 
city, and its marketing of this message was singled out by one commentator for 
commendation. This was described as a triumph of the city’s leadership, which is said to 
have operated in the right networks to maintain the cycle of positive thinking and 
achievement. Howard Bernstein was praised for ‘continuing to attract talent around him.’ 
These leadership strengths may be particularly valuable to developing cities seeking to 
learn the ingredients of good city management. 

 
3. Where can UK cities learn from other countries? 
 
Many commentators have identified the urgent need for UK cities to embark on both 
sharing and learning agendas with international counterparts. Such a gesture, it is 

thought, would indicate that contrary to some views, UK 
cities have shed their complacency and are now globally 
self-conscious and honestly contemplative of the future.  A 
capacity for self-criticism as well as self-promotion was 
described as ‘both more honest and more useful to other 
nations struggling with challenged 
cities.’ Many recommended that 

UK cities engage at a global level on the major urban challenges 
that all cities are facing – climate change, the post-financial 
knowledge economy, diversity, health, crime and city-regional 
governance – and create collaborations based on their 
successes and failures in these critical areas. European experts 
voiced their disappointment that UK cities have partly withdrawn from the 
international/EU collaborative learning process after promising signs in the 1990s. 
Several themes emerge where UK cities are now taking initiatives and can develop good 
learning partnerships with other countries. 
 

i. Energy efficient Cities 

The drive for energy efficiency and low-carbon cities is relatively new phenomenon in the 
UK, with most cities only recently taking responsibility for formulating long-term targets. 
London is seen as an innovator to some extent with the congestion charge 
implementation, but no other cities were cited in our interviews as a pacesetter. Some 
point to the obvious challenges of UK cities’ carbon-inefficient housing stock. More 
outspoken commentators regarded British cities’ climate change agenda as inadequate, 
unambitious, and an extension of business-as-usual development practices which 
continue to prioritise greenfield sites. 



   

                                                          

“German cities are all way 

ahead in these areas, with 

Stuttgart, Hannover and 

Frankfurt all exemplars” 

 
There has been some progress in these areas, most notably in Bristol, which in March 
2008 launched an ambitious 10-year programme to make the greater Bristol area the 
most sustainable city-region in the UK which aimed to generate £20 million of investment 
in environmental and social initiatives.23 The city is one of several that possesses 
enthusiastic and ambitious leadership to address key challenges linked to growth and 
sustainability,24 but these moves have not made an impact on presiding international 
opinion, with the general feeling that UK cities are well behind 
those in Scandinavia, Canada and Central Europe.  
 
Certainly, while UK cities are no slouches by international 
standards at developing long-term carbon reduction strategies, 
global innovation has been so strong in recent years that there is much now to learn from 
international cities at the forefront of strategic creativity. Major cities in North America 
have developed low-carbon visions backed up by comprehensive and fully 
implementable mechanisms to incentivise the private sector. Elsewhere, Paris and Tokyo 
offer examples of large-scale ambitious city-regional strategies for environmental 
sustainability, while Northern and Central European cities have much to offer their British 
counterparts in terms of green urban infrastructure innovation. 
 
Given that the UK’s cities have such an abundance of private sector expertise, there is 
comparatively little innovative and effective energy practice among the many new 
developments and regeneration processes taking place.  Shared learning agendas can 
be promoted on the basis that the UK has world-class expertise in sectors related to the 
built environment, namely architecture, civil engineering, and urban planning. This pool of 
proficiency can be proactively used in international carbon-focused agendas to provide 
guidance to those cities whose ambition exceeds their capability in this area 
 

ii. Financing Urban Development and 

Infrastructure 

While beacons in terms of the accountable and 
consensual application of their finance, local 
governments in many UK cities have had limited 
capacity to borrow money for major capital 
projects, amid a generalised reluctance to borrow 
funds for local infrastructure projects publicly. UK 
cities lack locally-sited fiscal powers to achieve 
key urban projects. In most European cities, the 
proportion of total tax revenue received by local 
government tends to follow the same pattern as 
local government expenditure as a proportion of 
total government expenditure.  
In many European cities, local taxation accounts 
for in excess of 50% of municipalities’ total income. However, in the UK, local authorities 
receive a comparatively small proportion of total tax revenue directly (5.3% of total 
taxes), restricting their capacity to generate revenue for urgent developments.25 
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EU Regional Policy has sought to create an index of city power for European cities, 
based on size, governance structure, spending power and fiscal autonomy.26 While the 
index is based on a limited set of data and cannot capture the complexity and diversity of 
governance relationships, it nevertheless gives an indication as to the limited power of 
UK city councils. In Scandinavia, Italy and much of France, local government has much 
more flexibility to undertake a city-building vision itself. London aside, UK cities have 
typically below European average capacity for autonomy. 
 
In this context, the UK system has developed several interesting financing models amidst 
the proliferation of public-private governance over the past two decades. Public-private 
partnerships are well known, as are special investment funds such as Blue Print and the 
English Cities Fund. These have achieved financing solutions for keynote projects such 
as Crossrail. The Conference Board of Canada has acclaimed UK cities for being at the 
‘leading edge’ internationally in terms of their capacity to leverage urban regeneration 
funds from national, EU and private sector funds. The Board singled out Manchester for 
special praise, pointing to the £400 million procured by the Moss Side and Hulme 
Partnership (MSHP) and £80 million by the Beacons for a Brighter Future Partnership 
(East Manchester) as among the best kind of case-by-case redevelopment partnerships 
currently in operation.27  
 
More generally, however, there have been comparatively few innovations at the local 
level, especially in the area of infrastructure finance. This is an acute concern given the 
rising pressures on cities to raise suitable levels of investment with which to undertake 
key projects. There is almost no use of bonds, borrowing is highly limited compared to 
Asian and North American cities, and there are statutory limitations over how assets are 
deployed. Public sector agencies in large cities like Manchester are seen from European 
perspectives to suffer from limited funding and decision-making capabilities.28 In sum, 
local government has limited scope for financial engineering, and doubts were expressed 
during interviews about the capacity for UK cities to become leaders without more 
innovation in this area. Such an area offers opportunities for UK cities both to share and 
to learn from others.  
 
UK cities can learn from those internationally which have proactively sought to diversify 
their investment-raising capacity. Cities such as Miami, Toronto, Madrid, Dubai and 
Johannesburg are recognised for their innovative investment raising schemes. Many, 
including Istanbul, have experiences to share about gaining enhanced powers over 
taxation and revenue generation, and in general shifting responsibilities and revenue 
downwards to the city level. UK cities can learn from those whose municipal bonds have 
experienced strong market endorsement and investor demand, as well as other schemes 
such as Tax Increment Financing and the leasing of keynote public infrastructure. British 
cities have also had difficulties securing value-for-money with private finance initiatives, 
and can learn from cities such as Madrid, which has an exemplary record of public-
private partnership achievements.  
 
In seeking to learn in these areas, UK cities can understand more broadly the criteria 
needed to develop individualised strategies, identities and external expectations. The UK 
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can also gain from insight into the kind of national-local frameworks that best provide the 
enabling environment for cities to generate the requisite funds. 
 

iii.  Business innovation and productivity 
 

Britain’s Northern industrial hubs have had much success levering off their new higher 
education status, but are still some way behind in terms of business innovation, 
entrepreneurialism, and productivity. Outside the UK’s high performing small research 
centres (Oxford, Cambridge, Warwick), there is a comparative lack of niche creative 
research institutes, with talent and ideas often imported from elsewhere. Cities in Central 
and Southern Europe are performing better at re-skilling their ex-industrial populations 
and matching new further education provision to regional sector strengths. Many 
continental European post-industrial cities, such as Turin, are supplying the economic 
infrastructure and human capital for projects in high value-added ‘smart’ industries, a 
development conspicuous by its absence in most former industrial UK cities. School-age 
education has not provided young people in former industrial communities with adequate 
skill sets for the knowledge economy. The educational infrastructure in large cities such 
as Liverpool and Newcastle is currently insufficient to equip students for the ever-
widening range of high-end knowledge jobs, limiting creative capacity.  
 
Many cities worldwide have performed much better at providing all segments of the 
population with access to key educational opportunities. In particular, lessons in 
improved educational performance can be found in cities in Germany, Canada, South 
Korea and Japan. The 2006 European Innovation Scoreboard, which provides a 
comparative analysis of innovation performance across EU regions, shows that post-
industrial British city-regions are not among the highest innovators in the continent. 
Birmingham (42nd), Manchester/Liverpool (56th), Leeds/Sheffield (72nd) and Newcastle 
(78th) all fall a long way behind leading hubs Stockholm (1st), Stuttgart (6th), Paris (9th), 
Berlin (11th) and even behind Madrid (31st), which has a history of low productivity. 
While some high-performing European regions also perform poorly (Brussels 62nd, 
Barcelona 82nd), the post-industrial areas in central and Northern England are generally 
outperformed in these rankings by comparable cities in Holland, Germany and France.29 
While many under-performing industrial cities are looking inwards at their economic 
problems, Asian hubs such as Singapore have expertise in cultivating good international 
R&D collaboration through growth triangles and overseas industrial parks, all of which 
spur local innovation. British post-industrial cities, both large and small can benefit from 
international examples of comprehensive envisioning of future economic drivers. They 
can learn from experiences like Toronto’s, which after much strategising is now explicitly 
specialising in the medical, scientific and environmental technologies that will account for 
many of the key twenty-first century urban challenges. Meanwhile, the UK can also point 
to the successes they have had in the first stages of the process, namely attracting talent 
through higher education and cultural appeal, and attracting businesses through 
concentrating on city centres. This philosophy can certainly be shared more widely, 
especially among cities fighting the effects of urban sprawl. 
 

iv.  Public transport  
 

The UK has aspects of its urban public transport policy that it can share as innovations, 
but both commentators and the wider literature indicate that UK cities have much to 
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“Many UK cities were allowed to 

drop below an acceptable level 

during the process of de-

industrialisation, with great social 

deprivation. Why were things 

allowed to get so bad?” 

learn. Most positive transport comments related to London, and the innovations 
pertaining to the Congestion Charge, Crossrail and the Docklands Light Railway. Others 
pointed to positive urban transport schemes in Manchester and Leeds. Supporters of UK 
performance can point to the fact UK city populations are still mostly satisfied with their 
city’s public transport offering (over 70% on average among 6 cities surveyed in 2007, 
compared to 65% EU average).30  
 
But more often, international opinion agrees with the prevailing consensus that the 
quality and uptake of public transport in most British cities has declined in comparative 
terms since the 1970s. A process of de-regulation and 
privatisation has resulted in a highly fragmented and 
uneven bus and rail urban transport provision. Apart from 
the notable exception of London, where the Mayor has 
control over public transport infrastructure projects, local councils lack the finance or the 
political capacity to transform transport services according to the demands of a modern 
knowledge economy. Formalised decision-making through a specific agency or contract, 
such as Transport for London, has not appeared elsewhere.  
 
 
The poor state of British cities’ public transport is highlighted by the State of European 

Cities report. UK cities have the highest proportion of 
commuter journeys taken by car in the EU, over 80% in 
most cities outside London. While public transport is 
emerging to take a much more important role in New 
Member States, the UK is a long way behind in this area.31 
Even in the comparatively strong transport city of 

Manchester, European reports identify inadequate public transport network across the 
city-region.32 EURICUR has found that local communities currently cannot easily access 
job opportunities and facilities in the city-regional centre, describing it as a ‘key challenge 
for the future’.33  
 
Public transport inadequacies set considerable limitations on many cities’ employment 
potential, and cause serious bottlenecks in local labour markets. In Cushman & 
Wakefield’s European Cities Monitor 2008, more than a quarter of respondents cited 
ease of internal mobility as ‘absolutely essential’ to its business location choice, rising to 
almost 30% among professional services firms. Meanwhile, spatial strategic efforts to 
integrate employment, housing, or social services with transport, as seen in cities such 
as Portland, Toronto and Chicago, are much less advanced in UK cities.34   
 
vi. Deprivation and unemployment in former industrial communities 

 

The number of high-quality flagship city centre projects which have 

redeveloped and restructured the urban core of post-industrial 

cities is a subject of common praise, but just as typically 
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“Traffic congestion and car 

parking in many UK cities are both 

issues which require long-term 

sustainable solutions” 

EURICUR, 2005 

“the experiments around deregulation are 

seen as brave but perhaps ill-considered, 

and not a model to be emulated!” 



   

                                                          
commentators identify the extent of poverty and social degeneration in many of these 

cities’ outskirts.  The lack of comprehensive social regeneration in British cities was cited 

more often than any other negative aspect of UK cities. Several commentators believe 

the social aspect of the regeneration story is overstated when compared internationally, 

citing far superior examples of social inclusiveness and physical upgrading in European 

centres in France, Germany and Holland. The prevalence of 1960s social housing 

estates and office blocks remains high in the mind of international perceptions of British 

urban life. Many observers are genuinely curious as to why, after a half century of 

concerted urban policy, social conditions in a small number of struggling cities, and even 

pockets of London, are so below-par.  

Social deprivation is consistently identified as the major British urban challenge, given 
the rising concentrations of people with no suitable skills for the new economy. The 
prospect of long-term tensions associated with these populations’ increasing 
uncompetitiveness vis-à-vis immigrants is raised, 
potentially threatening UK cities’ multicultural 
strengths. There appears to be much to learn about 
how to re-equip workforces in industrial cities, given 
what is seen as a comparative dearth of policy 
innovation in this area in comparison to innovations in 
the economy and public-private governance. Some 
point to the over-enthusiasm to embrace financial services, at the expense of a more 
diversified economy that can be inclusive to those with moderate skills. The expert 
analysis of UK cities as home to clusters of chronic social deprivation and 
disengagement is endorsed by recent literature in the area, which identifies Manchester 
and Sheffield amongst Europe’s laggers.   
 
Sheffield is considered by the State of European Cities report to be a typical under-
performing de-industrialised city with below average economic growth exacerbated by a 
legacy of below average share of residents with higher qualifications.35 Poverty, social 
exclusion, crime and loss of talent are all considered features of Sheffield’s urban 
existence, and at a European level, Sheffield’s social condition is compared to de-
industrialised cities in Eastern European states, and more pertinently to Liège and 
Charleroi in Belgium.36 
 
Despite progress in city centre renewal, Manchester is considered by both UK and 
international analysts to be too socially unequal and insufficient in knowledge workers to 
be a top international city.37 The city suffers high unemployment and pockets of 
concentrated poverty, problems well recognised by international commentators. 
Meanwhile, comparatively low school achievement is hindering the push to create a high-
skilled labour pool.38 While its skills base is high compared to most other cities in the 
North of England, it is low compared to Bristol, cities in the south east, and many leading 
cities in Europe.39  
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“Can [London] be sustainable as a 

metropolitan region? There is a tremendous 

challenge in London to bridge gaps between 

haves and have-nots. London really shows the 

case of problems and opportunities 

concentrated in urban areas most starkly” 



   

                                                          
While debate rages about to what extent social exclusion remains a disproportionate 
problem in the UK, there is united agreement that social indicators of both large and 
small industrial cities fell to very serious levels during the early phase of the de-
industrialisation process. The historical sequence by which this situation emerged and to 
some extent still remains is usefully communicable to cities that might expect comparable 
dilemmas in the near and distant future. The UK is urged to learn from global examples 
about how to reverse flows of talented people back towards underperforming cities, and 
how to cultivate distinct identities and economic offerings in the process. 
 
vii. Crime and liveability 

The prevalence of violent crime and street crime in pockets of UK urban areas is among 
the highest in Europe and is grasped by a range of international commentaries. UK cities’ 
crime and anti-social behaviour problems are said to stem from a combination of 
excessive drink/drug consumption, relatively wide skills and wealth imbalances, and 
volatility associated with large migrant influxes. As one commentator argued, there is a 
noticeable division between UK cities’ strengths as business locations and their 
weaknesses as safe and liveable communities, a division that speaks volumes about the 
priorities of British cities over the last three decades. Many commentators were 
acquainted with the UK’s most notorious crime incidents in recent years, and British 
cities’ reputation for disorder is one of the most enduring themes of the review. 
Manchester is seen as a case in point. The city, according to EURICUR, has ‘poor 
perceptions of crime, safety and attractiveness,’40 related to its poor performance in 
terms of social equity when compared to equivalent cities in Europe. U.S. expert Alan 
Berube identifies the city as the key UK example of a city which hosts serious deprivation 
alongside central urban dynamism.41 Elsewhere, Liverpool, Manchester and Glasgow are 
all ‘Metropoles in Transition’ as defined by the European Institute for Comparative Urban 
Research (EURICUR),42 and are said to experience the security challenges associated 
with social exclusion and large low-skilled migrant communities. While all three cities 
have performed surprisingly well at attracting knowledge workers in recent years, real 
progress in talent attraction is said by the Institute to be held back by a lingering ‘working 
class’ image, high crime rates, and poor housing stock outside the regenerated city 
centre. London is also rated poorly in this regard, ranked only 10th out of 20 cities for 
safety and security by PNYC/PwC, one of its lowest scores in their comprehensive index 
of 2008. 
 
Crime is a key component of UK cities’ below-average reputations for quality of life. 
Quality of life for employees is acknowledged as ‘absolutely essential’ by around a fifth of 
firms participating in Cushman & Wakefield’s European 
Cities Monitor 2008, but UK cities perform particularly poorly 
in this criteria. No UK city appears in the top 10, and most 
rated in the bottom third in Europe (Glasgow 21st, Leeds 
24th, and Birmingham 27th) alongside un-fancied Eastern 
European hubs. A similarly unfavourable condition was 
identified by the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 2009 survey of 
global quality of life, which only ranks Manchester (46th) and 
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“It is clear that, despite their 

relative renaissance in recent years, 

many English large cities lag behind 

their competitors in terms of GDP, 

innovation levels, educational levels, 
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London (51st) in the world’s top 140. OECD analysis also suggests that these cities are 
seen to lack the long-term quality of life pull to retain qualified graduates.43 
 

viii. Civil liberties 

 

British cities have an emerging reputation for excessive CCTV surveillance and a general 

restriction of freedom and civil liberties. The creeping surveillance society in Britain’s city 

centres has not been the subject of a qualitative comparative investigation, but experts 

pointed to this appearance as suggestive of social breakdown and a paternal style of 

government. One commentator saw this as reflecting a lingering problem-solving 

mentality among UK national and urban policy elites, in the sense that socially 

heterogeneous critical masses in city centres are still conceived primarily as threats to be 

tackled. 

 

ix. Self government of localities 

UK cities, it is agreed, have very limited self government. The State of European Cities 
report found that many cities in the UK ‘stand out as having some of the least powerful 
city governments in Europe.’ The process of top-down 
centralisation that accelerated in the 1980s saw not only 
local administrations but also counties lose competences 
and powers. London apart, British cities do not have a 
strong established tier of metropolitan government, or 
clearly defined means of synchronising city and regional 
action. As a result, there is a lack of productive authority 
at either the city or city-regional levels, the latter 
becoming more significant as functional agglomerations 
spill over old city boundaries. Commentators point to the inherent instability in local-
national relationships resulting from the lack of a comparable concept to the French 
région or the German länder. British studies have identified the lack of spatial 
conceptualisation in national-level policy-making, the lack of joined-up action between 
local and central governments, a surplus of strategic institutions, and a lack of decision-
making power at a level which reflects functional economic geography, all as serious 
drawbacks to UK city competitiveness.44 
 
According to EURICUR, attempts to form metropolitan governments in the UK have been 
unsuccessful due to a lack of social and political support and pervasive distaste towards 
what is seen as extra government bureaucracy.45 But experts point to an ‘urgent need’ 
for the rolling out of London’s directly elected mayoral system at metropolitan level 
across UK cities, coupled with enhanced fiscal flexibilities. Without such institutional 
reform, experts identify inherent difficulties in municipal co-operation and a concomitant 
failure to develop bold, systematic long-term city-regional visions. The imperatives to ‘go 
hat in hand to the national government, manipulating grant competitions’, in the words of 
one commentator, are thought to reduce the possibilities of UK cities to make far-
reaching changes. Although there are some dissenting voices among American and 
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Canadian commentators, in general British cities are thought to 
suffer from excessive centralisation, and there is a wide 
consensus that the generalised absence of competencies or 
funding to carry out projects has destructive outcomes for UK 
cities. The system is variously described as ‘highly constrained, 
chaotic and inefficient’, and suffering from ‘constant tinkering’. 
Others point to the particular nature of the UK’s two-party political 
system which is thought to cause asymmetries by which cities 
receive uneven national policy attention. 

 
The extent to which power resides with the national government in the UK is seen by 
some analysts not so much as a spur to innovation but as an inhibitor. It was frequently 
argued that the cities lack place-making capacity as a result of their institutional 
weakness, resulting in an absence of civic pride and 
identification with place. A common complaint was the 
absence of tangible idiosyncratic characteristics that 
distinguish the ‘grey cloud’ of cities stretching from 
Birmingham to Newcastle. The failure of the Northern 
English cities to adequately differentiate themselves from 
each other and from London was echoed by several 
contributors, with most ascribing such deficiencies to deep-seated governance and 
historical factors which have favoured London. 
 
Many world cities have shown the importance of working towards a concrete city-regional 
governance model in recent years. The consolidation of metropolitan governance in Sao 
Paulo, Mumbai and Istanbul all offer significant lessons for public service delivery. Some, 
such as Hong Kong, Johannesburg and Shanghai, have gone further in initiating 
collaborative agreements over the macro-regional scale in ways that cities in the North of 
England and Scotland may find instructive. At the city level, the accumulation of strong 
and wide-ranging powers by city administrators in hubs such as New York, Madrid and 
Chicago provides useful examples to the weak mayoral model in most British cities. 
Finally, while UK cities do have emerging strength in harnessing their business culture 
within new leadership agencies, most American cities are more advanced in this area 
having begun the process some time earlier. 
 

4. Which cities or groups of UK cities are leaders or innovators? 
 
Perhaps the first unmistakable conclusion from this survey of international opinion is that 
the UK’s urban configuration is conceived as extremely hierarchical. Almost every 
commentator identified a chasm between the world-class global city of London and the 
rest of the UK’s urban landscape. The strengths of the latter group of cities were clarified 
in very different ways, but overall the presiding impression was that their stand-alone 
strengths were neither globally acknowledged nor, with some exceptions, especially 
globally applicable. 
 
International commentators tended to identify only a handful of UK cities besides London 
that have achieved success or recognition either on a global scale, or among opinion-
leaders in their country. Typically, among those who did not have regular work-related 
contact with British cities, only London, Edinburgh, Manchester and Birmingham were 
typically said to have substantive profiles in their countries. The only exceptions are the 
rather extraordinary cases of Oxford and Cambridge whose brand strength appears as 

“Local democracy should be seen as 

a stepping stone to national 

democracy. To curb their powers is to 

prompt a vicious circle, whereby 

citizens disengage with city politics” 

“Cities do best when they 

are responsible and 

accountable. With this 

responsibility cities can 

prioritise better. 

Currently the allocation 

of resources is seriously 

skewed by donor 

preferences and other 

inefficiencies.” 



   

                                                          
strong as ever. Outside of Europe, commentators suggested that the likes of Leeds, 
Newcastle, Liverpool, Bristol and Sheffield have no real image or presence among the 
business or media communities.  
 
Our commentators’ impressions tally interestingly with the typology created in the 2007 
State of European Cities report by the EU Regional Policy department. The table they 
have created, reproduced below, includes a 3-star rating system for a series of 
credentials that hints at a number of the same lessons for UK cities that our survey of 
international commentary has drawn out. 
 
Firstly, the majority of large secondary cities in the UK are classified as transformation 
poles, cities ‘which have responded by seizing on new opportunities and implementing 
economic strategies which have provided them with a positive way forward.’ The result in 
these cities, according to the report, is an impressive aesthetic overhaul, transformed city 
centres and dramatically upgraded urban transport systems, most of which concurs with 
our commentators. Birmingham, Manchester and Glasgow are likened to Turin in their 
achievement of these goals. The poles are praised for ‘the assertiveness and 
aggressiveness’ with which challenges have been tackled and opportunities pursued. 
However, as the star rating below indicates, these transformation poles are not recording 
any outstanding performance in any major knowledge economy category. Unlike London, 
Edinburgh, Cambridge or Bristol, their innovation capacities and depths of talent are 
comparatively moderate. Cities like Leicester and Lincoln stand out for their attempts at 
modernising and positioning for new economic drivers, but like many UK cities they lack 
the talent and international standing to become genuine leaders.  
 



   

                                                          
 

City-type 

In
n
o
v
a
ti
o
n
  

E
n
tr

e
p
re

n
e
u
rs

h
ip

 

T
a
le

n
t 

C
o
n
n
e
c
ti
v
it
y
 

British cities 
European 
examples 

International Hubs 

Knowledge 
hubs 

♦♦♦ ♦♦♦ ♦♦♦ ♦♦♦ 
London, 
Edinburgh 

Dublin, Barcelona, 
Amsterdam 

Established 
capitals 

♦♦ ♦♦ ♦♦♦ ♦♦♦ - 
Paris, Madrid, 
Berlin 

Re-invented 
capitals 

♦♦ ♦♦ ♦♦♦ ♦♦ - 
Sofia, Budapest, 
Tallinn 

Specialised Poles 
National 
service hubs 

♦♦ ♦ ♦♦ ♦♦ - 
Utrecht, 
Strasbourg, Seville 

Transformation 
poles 

♦♦ ♦♦ ♦♦ ♦♦ 

Glasgow, 
Manchester, 
Birmingham, 
Leeds, Liverpool, 
Cardiff, Belfast, 
Newcastle 

Dortmund, Turin, 
Malmo 

Gateways ♦ ♦♦ ♦ ♦♦ Portsmouth 
Rotterdam, Naples, 
Gdansk 

Modern 
industrial 
centres 

♦♦♦ ♦♦♦ ♦♦ ♦ 
Leicester, 
Aberdeen 

Zaragoza, 
Nurnberg, Graz 

Research 
Centres 

♦♦♦ ♦♦♦ ♦♦♦ ♦♦♦ 
Cambridge, 
Bristol 

Freiburg, 
Grenoble, 
Eindhoven 

Visitor Centres ♦ ♦♦♦ ♦ ♦♦ Lincoln 
Venice, Nice, 
Palma 

Regional Poles 
De-
industrialised 
centres 

♦ ♦♦ ♦ ♦ 
Bradford, 
Sheffield 

Katowice, Braga, 
Bari 

Regional 
market centres 

♦ ♦♦ ♦ ♦ Exeter Dijon, Cagliari 

Regional 
public service 
centres 

♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ - Nicosia, Oviedo 

Satellite towns ♦♦ ♦ ♦♦ ♦♦ 
Stevenage, 
Worcester 

Setubal 

Source: State of European Cities (2007) 

 
Fusing the literature and expert commentary together, we can detail a number of 
categories of British cities where they are leaders or innovators. 
 



   

                                                          
i. London 

 

London is typically the first, and sometimes the only, city cited for exceptional innovation 

of global relevance. Indeed, it is regularly hailed as an exemplar of the twenty-first 

century world city. London is first and foremost cited as a leader in finance, business 

development and systematic economic diversification. A minority highlight London for its 

strength in environmental policy, through its innovations such as the Low Emissions 

Zone and the ambitious carbon reduction strategy introduced by Boris Johnson. 

 

The recent changes in London’s governance are approvingly mentioned as an example 

not only of what other British cities should be striving for, but also to indicate how a 

world-class city can undertake big changes to achieve its goals and maintain its position 

at the summit of the global urban hierarchy. London’s mayoral leadership is widely 

considered one of the most successful examples of city government in the world since its 

inauguration in 2000. The directly elected mayor is seen as a new strong position within 

a weak system of government. Both Ken Livingstone and Boris Johnson have been 

praised for clarity of vision with a flair for the bold stroke. London is, in the words of one 

fan, ‘clearly a great example of the importance of devolving to the tier of local 

metropolitan government.’ Some sought to sound a note of caution about London’s 

devolved powers, advising that by international standards its powers are still quite 

limited. The mayoral position has nevertheless, from the feedback received at interviews, 

evidently raised London’s already strong international urban policy profile.  

It is in precisely this context that London’s transport innovations were raised by several 
interviewees. The city is ranked 1st in the world by PNYC/PwC for transport and 
infrastructure assets, ahead of Beijing, New York and Paris. The presence of a single 
traffic policy and management authority (Transport for London) is significant as a 
governance strategy for innovation. Thanks to mayoral control of TfL, massive 
infrastructure investment has been directed towards transport infrastructure 
improvements in recent years, including the upgrading of the Underground and 
Docklands Light Railway, and the replacement of London's bus fleet with cleaner 
vehicles. These bus improvements, Crossrail, and the Channel Tunnel Rail Link were all 
cited by commentators as exciting developments for a world-
class city. But it is the congestion charge which has attracted 
the most attention as a daring example of transport-led 
environmental innovation. This measure is the subject of 
great international affection, particularly from outside 
Europe, as an inspiring example of a major city enforcing a 
behaviour changing mechanism. Restrictions co-exist 
alongside incentives to use public transport, such as low fares and free transport for 
young people and people over 60.46 TfL’s success is also attributed to extensive use of 
clever marketing, which incentivises core groups to participate in innovative policies (e.g. 
workplace travel). Overall, perhaps, London is considered an innovator rather than a 
leader in terms of inner-city transport, with some European policy experts still pointing to 
the high car use, congestion, and risks to cyclists.  
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London is considered a fine example of a city committed to continuous regeneration, 
exemplified by its ambitious targets for East London as part of the 2012 Olympics. 
London’s regeneration successes have hinged, according to Mike Raco et al (2008) on 
their strategic orientation towards internationalisation and international competitiveness.47 
The city has successfully applied regeneration to meet goals of sustainability, cohesion 
and competitiveness, especially in the London Docklands, Thames Gateway and 
Paddington Basin. It is in the area of inner-city regeneration that the Conference Board of 
Canada has identified London as a prime example of innovative public-private 
partnerships, which have ‘encourage[d] better coordination on development affecting 
central London.’ The Central London Partnership (CLP) is commended for its range of 
neighbourhood-specific initiatives and strategic planning and visioning. 
 
London is considered a genuine worldwide leader in its embrace of multiculturalism and 

its internalisation of a fluid multi-ethnic philosophy 
into its daily life. After considerable social tension 
in the 1980s, London has come to be seen by 
international commentators as a beacon for 
multicultural adaptation and attractive ethnic 

heterogeneity, 
driven by its liberal 
regularisation of 
immigrant workers. 
The city’s 

cosmopolitanism, coupled with flexible labour laws, 
means it is consistently capable of attracting the very best 
talent, and performing a hub function for creative and 
lucrative ideas. Approximately 45% of highly skilled workers in London come from other 
UK regions, and 30% from international destinations.48 An analysis of migration and 
cultural inclusion in European cities identifies ‘London’s multiculturalism and recognition 
of its benefits to the city’ as being a key component in convincing IOC members to vote 
for London’s Olympic bid.49 London is declared ‘the world’s leading multicultural city’ 
since 2005 in this report. London is thought to have a half century of experience 
successfully integrating disparate immigrant communities , which it can share with other 
world cities.  

Survey analysis and commentator 

opinion both concur that London is a 

leader in terms of openness and 

attractiveness. The Gallup Soul of the 

City report provides an insight to what 

residents in rival European cities to 

London think of London’s attraction 

and urban provision. All 8 other major 

European hubs (Barcelona, Madrid, 

Berlin, Paris, Helsinki, Stockholm, 
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“London’s immigrants comprise an exceptional 

ethno-cultural mix relative to most European 

cities, enhancing London’s productive diversity 

and its role as centre of inter-cultural 

production in the arts, design professions and 

business. London is also thoroughly multi-

cultural in the constitution of its class structure 

and social morphology, relative to the more 

segregated American experience” 

Thomas Hutton, 2008 

“London is hugely qualified at sucking 

talent from around the world, and has been 

remarkably harmonious considering. That 

degree of social cohesion is quite 

astounding, the ability to absorb that 

number of people in such a short time is 

absolutely astounding.” 



   

                                                          
Dublin and Rome) consider London ‘the most attractive city for innovative people to 

migrate to.’50 For example, as the chart opposite shows, London is perceived by some 

distance the most popular location for talented professionals among Parisians. 

In a wider Gallup poll of 38 European cities, London is rated the best city to live in by an 
impressive average of 13% 
of respondents. This 
compares very favourably 
with Paris (8.5%), Barcelona 
(6%), Berlin (5%), Rome 
(3%) and Stockholm (3%), 
making it the most popular 
city in Europe for liveability. 
As the chart indicates, the 
city is highly rated by 
residents in wide-ranging 
hubs such as Stockholm, 
Bratislava, Paris and Dublin. 
Finally, London is even a 
leader in terms of perception as a visitor destination. An average of 11.5% of European 
residents view it as the best city to visit in Europe. In this respect, London is only 
surpassed by Paris (23%) and Rome (14%), and outperforms popular destinations such 
as Barcelona, Berlin and Madrid.51 
 
More than one commentator pointed to the big 

challenges ahead for London in the areas of 

economic development, transport and 

infrastructure, but most are confident in the city’s 

record of innovation. More broadly both 

international commentators and alternative media 

sources concur that London ‘demonstrate[s] the 

capacity to remain and renew as a world city over centuries.’ 

 

ii. Knowledge Cities 

 

A handful of UK cities are recognised as elite knowledge hubs, but they have tended not 

to be the UK’s largest cities. There is much international association of knowledge 

capacity with the strength of UK cities’ universities. The top UK knowledge cities – which 

outside London are usually regarded as Oxford, Cambridge, Edinburgh and Bristol - are 

considered leaders in the way higher education has been conceived as an export 

industry that can be an independent part of the economic base. These cities have not 

only used higher education provision to draw a knowledge-based labour force, but also to 

generate income and other service economies. These successful non-industrial UK cities 

offer lessons to others on how to become knowledge cities of a high calibre.  
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“New York and London, the world’s two most 

powerful cities, rate highly on quality variables. 

This shows both are taking active steps to stay at 

the forefront of a changing world economy and 

neither is resting on past achievements…[London] 

is engineering for future growth on the strength of 

its rich legacy as well as forward-looking actions.” 

PNYC/PwC Cities of Opportunity, 2008 



   

                                                          
Oxford and Cambridge, home to two of the world’s top five universities, are cited by an 

impressive number of commentators as unsurpassable centres of knowledge intensity 

and innovation. The universities are also seen as generating the talent and ideas that 

contribute to the success of the Greater South East knowledge 

economy.  

Next to the Oxbridge outliers, Edinburgh and Bristol are gaining a 
growing international profile for their knowledge capacities. 
Edinburgh’s strength in higher education appears to have been 
projected internationally even better than it is domestically, for the 
city is regularly highlighted as an exemplar. Its status as a 
knowledge capital was described as ‘uncontested’ by one 
commentator, and the city’s emerging science prowess was picked up by others, pointing 
to the city’s hosting of the Nobel Prize team on animal cloning. 
 
Bristol also emerged as a popular knowledge city among international commentators. 
Several recognise it as a special UK city in that it has balanced the shift to a niche 
sustainable knowledge economy with progressive upgrades in quality of life. Described 
as ‘trendy [and] hip’, by one commentator, Bristol is seen as strong at supporting SMEs 
and innovation, and effective at ‘getting the knowledge economy built.’  
 
Below this small group of high-performing cities are a cluster of university-led niche 
knowledge centres that have limited profile internationally but are developing interesting 
specialisms that are driving population and business attraction. Cardiff is cited by one 
expert as a strong example of physical regeneration that has spurred niche clusters in 
media and technology. Other cities in this vein include York, which is strong in finance, 
and Warwick, Brighton and Leicester. In a new environment where the ‘city is a porous 
concept’, one commentator identified these university hubs as ‘twenty-first century cities 
of the future’, highlighting their quality of life, deep entrepreneurship and labour market 
flexibility. 
 

iii. Regeneration Cities 

Glasgow, Manchester and Leeds are most frequently seen as the key leaders of urban 
regeneration in the UK outside London. These cities’ record of regeneration and 
transformation are queried by some, but mostly they appear ‘clearly from outside as so 
much stronger than anywhere else’ at articulating the 
necessary agenda and pulling the key actors 
together. The OECD describes Manchester and 
Glasgow as ‘come-back kids’ in a 2007 report for 
having reversed the downward spiral visible in the 
1980s and successfully diversifying their economies 
through inner city revitalisation. 52  
 
Larger British cities are recognised for their investment focus on city centres – where 
most residents, workers and visitors assemble and ‘where investment impulses tend to 
have the most spin off effects.’ The city centre upgrade of Glasgow has, according to the 
report, ‘turn[ed] the banks of the Clyde river into a ‘hip’ artistic zone’, while Birmingham’s 
has lent the city the status of regional retail hub. Meanwhile, Manchester has emerged as 

                                                
52

 European Union Regional Policy (2007), ‘State of European Cities Report’, p.65 

“In terms of higher 

education, Edinburgh is 

an absolute champion in 

the European league. It is 

a very special city, full of 

talent.” 

“The primary regeneration sites of London and 

Manchester are…cited approvingly and with 

some degree of envy. Innovations elsewhere are 

certainly modelled on British influences.” 



   

                                                          
a ‘well-connected and fashionable city…well-positioned to be a viable alternative to 
London in the areas of services, culture and arts.’53  
 
These best regenerating cities are seen to have excellent, even ‘special’ capacities to 
maintain their competitiveness in the absence of regional government or powers. British 
post-industrial best practice cities combine high quality physical infrastructure with an 
excellent business environment and higher education systems. They are considered 
leaders in inclusion, creating fora for debates whereby citizens have become central to 
the policy-making schema. Their business diversification is attributed by several 
commentators to the progress made in international connectivity thanks to airport 
investment and the growth in low-cost airlines. It is also attributed, at least in the case of 
Manchester and Leeds, to the development of other roles beyond just manufacturing 
centres prior to the phase of decline. As one commentator informed, ‘both cities 
organised production and facilitated trade and investment…in developing wealth, both 
encouraged culture and drove university development.’ This historical experience, which 
the UK has more of than any other industrialised nation, provides critical examples to 
fast-growth cities globally about how to minimise the pain of de-industrialisation in the 
future.  
 
Glasgow’s balance sheet was overwhelmingly positive during the interviews. The 
renewal of the city’s historic core, and emphasis on its bohemian cultural quarters as the 
basis for wider economic regeneration, comes in for regular commendation. It is 
separately praised for its ‘clear working mentality’. Along with Edinburgh, several 
specialists saw Glasgow as being the most distinctive, assertive and appealing British 
city outside of London. Others have pointed to Glasgow’s branded re-invention as being 
very convincing and successful, regardless of to what degree this translated to actuality. 
Glasgow was compared by commentators more than once to the successful European 
regenerating nodes of transformation of Rotterdam and Turin, and the city is consistently 
associated with themes of diligence and gregariousness.  Quality of life indexes show 
that the city has overtaken that of Milan, Frankfurt and Athens. The creation of what an 
EU report calls a ‘hip artistic zone’ has brought investment in new retail and leisure 
facilities, apartments and knowledge worker jobs.54 The State of European Cities report is 
especially effusive about Glasgow’s city centre upgrade, citing improved urban 
transportation and physical appeal.55 Glasgow is now consistently considered around the 
20-25th best city in Europe to locate a business, based on the last five years of C&W 
business location surveys. Overall, the city is seen to have a strong business 
environment, good international connectivity and excellent cost benefits.56 
 

 
Manchester is seen as one of the prime examples 
of a post-industrial European city which has 
successfully developed new economic growth 
clusters to compensate for diminished economic 
activity in declining industrial sectors. In this 
respect, Manchester has demonstrated vision and 
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“The fundamental restructuring of the 

Manchester economy has left a diverse and 

dynamic commercial base. Economic and 

industrial strength across Manchester today 

include the four universities…and financial 

and professional services. Manchester Airport 

provides excellent national and international 

connections…greatly enhancing the regions’ 

competitiveness and providing significant 

direct and indirect investment and employment 

benefits” 

EURICUR, 2005 



   

                                                          
commitment in transforming itself into a knowledge-based economy.57  
 
The city was adjudged as a leader by commentators in such areas as creative industries, 
design, media, broadband connectivity and IT infrastructure. Manchester now has 
diverse industries driven by private and public investment and which build on pre-existing 
strengths including research, health and media. Evidence of Manchester’s international 
perception improvement exists in its ranking 29th in its debut appearance on Anholt’s 
2007 City Brands Index, competing amid high-quality cities such as Prague (28th) and 
Helsinki (30th).58 This position puts Manchester third in the UK behind only London (2nd) 
and Edinburgh (22nd). 
 
Creative governance and talented leadership in the pursuit 
of renewal are also connected with Manchester. Its 
executive leadership was cited by two commentators as 
strong and praised elsewhere in urban analyses. In 
addition, it is the ability of Manchester’s administrative 
leaders to initiate collaborative efforts with patience and 
confidence that has been commended, in so doing 
‘successfully sail[ing] the city through tough times’ as one interviewee stated. The 
governance processes in the city are thought to be endowed with the stability and vision 
to pursue long-term goals and assume an identity as a knowledge capital. The 
Conference Board of Canada identifies the importance of the city’s talented 
administration, which has demonstrated focus, drive and entrepreneurial flair. 
 
Inter-municipal cooperation on strategic city-regional issues such as economic 
development and transportation is also noted as an adjacent strength in Manchester. The 
city is seen as a strong example of the successful use of partnerships to create a 
community vision and to drive forward flagship projects. Analysis in Europe has 
commended the Manchester Knowledge Capital region-wide venture, which has involved 
all 10 local authorities in the city-region, the regional health authority, four universities, 
key public agencies and local businesses. It has been described as a ‘unique cross-
regional sectoral partnership that is taking the lead’59 in promoting sustainable growth 
and the knowledge economy.  
 
Manchester is widely praised for contextualising its knowledge economy positioning 
according to its own specific city credentials. Analysis by leading European experts van 
Winden and van den Berg has found that Manchester has outperformed many of its 
European rival cities which had a legacy of declining industries and unfavourable sector 
mixes (namely Rotterdam, Enschede, Dortmund and Aachen). Manchester is considered 
the only one of these five cities which has made substantial progress towards a more 
knowledge-based economy. It has, according to the authors, ‘significantly increased its 
relative attractiveness for the higher-educated’ as a result of its improved amenities 
(thanks to substantial investments in culture and events) and widespread gentrification of 
industrial property. They argue that ‘the city’s image has improved dramatically in the 
past 10 years and the brain-drain to London has decreased sharply.’60 By involving the 
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“Manchester is consistently heralded for 

outstanding leadership, both in its political 

and its executive branches. National and 

local decision-makers stress the ability of 

Manchester’s leaders to collaborate, build 

trust, demonstrate confidence and lead 

partnerships.” 

Conference Board of Canada, 2006 



   

                                                          

“[UK secondary cities] love to portray themselves as 

thriving knowledge hubs, but are they really? I’d say that is 

only partially true and only in some places” 

universities heavily in the process, Manchester is now benefiting from improved 
academic-business links.  
A 2005 work on European 
Cities in the Knowledge 
Economy compared 9 second-
tier European hubs’ efforts to 
position as a twenty-first 
century knowledge economy. 
Manchester was assessed 
against 8 cities on 11 indices of 
knowledge economy status. 
Overall, Manchester is ranked 
joint 4th with Dortmund, scoring 
particularly well in terms of 
knowledge base and urban 
diversity. The full table is visible 
opposite.61 
 
Leeds is well regarded primarily 
for its economic regeneration 
rather than its physical renewal. 
The Leeds Initiative is a primary 
example of what commentators 
describe as UK cities’ 
outstanding knack of overcoming governance limitations - the Initiative has created a 
coalition that has grown gradually from an economic development body to a 
comprehensive partnership encompassing social, regeneration, environmental and 
health initiatives. The Conference Board of Canada explains it is a good example of a 
pragmatic partnership formed to get things done, which can show other regional centres 
how ‘leaders in government, business, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the 
community at large share governance.’ 
 
Secondary performers 
 
Birmingham, Belfast, Liverpool, Sheffield, Cardiff and Newcastle are seen as being in the 
next tier of moderately or partially successful urban regeneration. There is considerable 
scepticism about to what extent this group of 
cities have positioned for the knowledge 
economy. Many point to these cities as 
offering more in terms of branding and 
communication than in concrete results. 
 
Both the current literature and the expert interviews show that Birmingham is a rung or 
half-rung below the typical urban regeneration success stories. Despite some strong on-
the-ground improvements, it has failed to bridge the perception gap to international 
audiences. While the economy’s industrial base is long gone, and despite a thriving 
service-based inner city, this transformation has not been matched by Birmingham’s 
brand strength. More than one commentator straightforwardly implied that Birmingham 
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Knowledge base 5 5 4 5 5 4 4 4 5 
Economic base 3 4 4 4 4 4 3 3 5 
Quality of life 4 5 4 4 4 4 3 4 5 

Accessibility 4 5 4 3 4 4 5 3 5 
Urban diversity 5 5 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 

Urban scale 4 4 4 3 3 3 4 3 4 
Social equity 1 3 3 4 4 4 2 4 5 
Attracting 
knowledge workers 

4 5 4 4 4 4 3 3 4 

Creating knowledge 4 4 4 5 5 4 4 4 5 
Applying knowledge/ 
making new 
combinations 

4 3 4 4 5 3 3 3 5 

Developing new 
growth clusters 

4 3 4 4 4 3 3 4 5 

Total 42 46 42 43 45 40 38 38 51 



   

                                                          

“Many outsiders retain an outdated or very limited picture 

of Birmingham. They associate the city with manufacturing 

industry or obsolete infrastructure, with pedestrians 

delegated to tunnels and cars racing through the inner 

city… Birmingham’s main problem is that the 

metamorphosis is far too little known among outsiders.” 

Erik Braun, 2008, Erasmus Research Institute of 

Management 

 

has yet to overcome its 19th century industrial heritage. The city’s history of marketing 
itself has not been especially auspicious; initially described as a city marketing ‘pioneer’ 
by some62 for its efforts in destination marketing and the MICE-business sector, agencies 
appear to have suffered from a lack of financial power, an overarching long-term vision, 
or coherent governance.63 Some have raised questions about the comparative lack of 
focus on attracting companies and investors, or drive to enhance Birmingham residents’ 
own confidence in city identity. Nevertheless, Birmingham is still cited in some quarters 
as a success story in inner-city urban renewal. Successive city governments have 
prioritised investments in facilities that enhance the city’s competitive power, focusing 
mostly on the city centre. The city’s 20 year 
urban revitalisation programme, dating back to 
the 1987 Highbury Initiative, has wrought 
considerable benefits, most notably in 
business tourism, where Birmingham is one of 
the acknowledged meetings hubs of Europe.64   
 
 
Cited by three interviewees as an example of excellent city 
leadership, Sheffield is seen as being on the verge of the top tier 
of regenerating UK cities. Bob Kerslake’s success at redefining 
the city’s ambition and agenda has clearly gained attention 
among some international specialists, who point to the city’s 
unlikely salvaging from highly unfavourable circumstances. 
 
Despite increased coverage associated with its nomination as Europe’s cultural capital, 
Liverpool is ‘seen to be lagging behind’ according to one expert. A few observers felt 
that Liverpool had received an identity boost with its status as the 2008 Capital of 
Culture, but the city was conspicuous by its absence from discussions of leading British 
cities. A less generous evaluator speculated ‘Liverpool without the Beatles –what exactly 
is it?!’ 
 
Belfast received mixed reviews in our opinion survey. Most argued that the city has been 
through an unusual and noteworthy evolution, and is now an open city, characterised by 

sensible balanced policy approaches. The 
most effusive commentator argued that the 
city is a great example of social cohesion-
driven regeneration, international in 
orientation and positive in seeking out 

opportunities of migration. Others believe it has absolutely no resemblance to being a 
global leader for post-conflict management. One commentator compared Belfast to 
English strugglers Stoke and Hull, recognising few prospects for renewal. 
 
Cardiff is highly rated in the State of European Cities report based on the city’s rapid 
economic growth, profound economic adjustments, and successful large-scale 
regeneration, including the redevelopment of the former docks. 65 The city is recognised 
for its media and science clusters, but a few commentators argued that in comparison to 
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“Sheffield shows how a city a 

without waterfront or cultural 

assets can still make it as a 

knowledge city.” 

“I can’t highlight enough how important [Belfast’s] 

achievement has been to overcome their social problems. 

There is now real optimism, the city is sharing ideas with 

international cities and pushing the boundaries” 



   

                                                          

“Edinburgh is seen here as the 

granddaddy of urban-based festivals” 

the leading Scottish cities, Cardiff has been unambitious and inward-looking in its 
deliberation on future economic development. 
 
Typically grouped as a promising ‘transformer’ that is yet to achieve complete social and 
economic rejuvenation, interviewees point to Newcastle as having regenerated off the 
back of a sporting and entertainment renaissance. One commentator thought 
Newcastle’s collaborative achievements in social housing, skills, and social enterprise 
merited it being considered a top European innovator, but this assessment was 
outweighed by those unconvinced that it offers any substantive lessons beyond UK 
borders. 
 

iv. Cultural and Multi-cultural cities 

London shines out as a global leader in cultural content – including media, television, 
film, theatre, advertising, literature, or cuisine and even sport. In The Communication 
Group’s 2009 study of global cities’ identity, more than 30% of respondents identified 
sporting prowess as a key asset of London’s offering, the only city which recorded such a 
high proportion.66 Nevertheless, many other British cities are emerging from London’s 
shadows to display their cultural diversity. These secondary cities offer a highly dynamic 
contemporary culture that compares favourably to many European hubs. Provision in 
music, art, sport, fashion and design is extremely good in creative pockets of these cities, 
in many cases among the best in Europe. 
 
Edinburgh has a disproportionately high profile among 
international observers, and this is often attributed to its deep 
cultural base, routinely nourished by the summer fringe 
festival.  Edinburgh is seen to operate self-consciously as part of the European and 
global urban system. Edinburgh was assigned ‘mini world city’ status by one 
commentator, compared to Amsterdam and Copenhagen, because of the city’s cultural 
openness and flair. 
 
Qualitative and quantitative indicators suggest that Glasgow has emerged from the pack 
of regenerating cities to mark itself out as a new city of culture and urban regeneration. 
The city’s new cultural image appears to have been transmitted quite effectively across 
Europe and among Commonwealth countries. Along with Edinburgh, Glasgow is singled 
out for its proactive approach to improving its cultural offering, gaining knowledge about 
others, and enhancing its image so as to improve as tourist destinations. One 
commentator stated that the city’s integration into the European system led to the 
prioritisation of cultural investment and a visionary recognition in the 1990s that city 
policies needed to give precedence to soft factors.  
 
While only inviting comment from a handful of interviewees, Birmingham does have an 
image of a successful multicultural city that has also achieved a robust cultural status. 
One contributor pinpointed Birmingham’s success as a cultural city to the re-calibration of 
its economic functions as a complement to London, not as a competitor. 
 
Newcastle is seen by a handful of commentators as a good illustration of substantive 
and committed cultural regeneration in a city where initial conditions were far from ideal. 
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“Racial cohesion in UK cities is 

one of their best stories… How 

did you do it?... [People] feel 

British, which is a real success. 

This is very important in present 

global societies, where more and 

more countries will experience 

intensive migration.” 

One pointed to the ‘legacy of long-term programmes that engage communities and drive 
inclusion.’ 
 
By European and Asian standards, these UK cities are remarkably ethnically diverse. 
Multi-ethnic cohesion, seen elsewhere as a fragile ambition, has come to be taken for 

granted in many British cities. As a result of successive 
historical and policy factors, they enter the twenty-first 
century among the best placed to make even richer and 
multi-faceted international connections. They offer important 
lessons in attracting international talent, management of 
diversity, good community relations, and the leveraging of 
diversity skills for enhanced economic performance. The 
UK’s open borders have become an indisputable competitive 

advantage for its big cities, with critical skills shortages in teaching, nursing and IT just 
some of the recent problems resolved by immigrants. The experience of UK cities is 
emblematic of how internationalisation and openness enables cities to do business 
effectively and make good of their ‘gateway’ ambitions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Appendix:  
 

Interview 1 
 

1. What are UK Cities good at? 

 

UK cities are firstly advantaged by their language status, English cities are prominent in 

much of the European urban policy literature. There is a distinct Anglo-Saxon 

background to questions of urban culture, economic growth, leadership and public-

private partnership, with UK cities at the head of this debate. In my experience, UK cities 

have strength in cultural aspects, in particular their hands-on mentality with regards to 

urban policy. They typically do well at defining projects and making them practical. 

Instead of just being satisfied at the level of discussion and theory, they head straight to 

practical detail.  

 

UK cities have a good reputation with urban renewal, although this may increasingly be 

becoming an outdated judgement, because while there have been a number of good 

flagship city centre projects which have redeveloped and restructured the urban core, 

there remains lots of poverty and social problems in the cities’ outskirts. It is clear that 

some neighbourhoods have not profited due to a lack of finance. There has been a lack 

of comprehensive social regeneration. The voluntary sector in the UK is much more 

prevalent than in many other European cities – this can be an advantage but also reflects 

the lack of government intervention. 

 

Economically-peaking, enterprise zones, deregulation zones and public private 

partnerships on industrial estates have all been innovations in the recent past. There is a 

certain mindset of healthy competitiveness between UK cities, they tend to challenge 

each other in raising national funding and attracting sporting events/interest. This has a 

positive impact. 

 

Finally, UK cities have by far the most diverse societies in Europe, and offer good 

examples of managing social cohesion. 

 

2. What are UK cities not good at? 

 

British cities suffer from excessive centralisation, they do not have that many 

competencies or funding to carry out projects. They suffer from the two-party political 

system operational at national level, which causes asymmetries and makes some cities 

closer to national policy priorities than others. 

 

Counties have lost a lot of competences, so productive authority at the city-regional level 

is lacking somewhat. 

 



   

                                                          
The lack of second language capacities among most residents of British cities is a 

drawback, but overall there are currently more benefits to their mono-lingual status given 

the predominance of English globally. 

 

3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 

 

London is key example of innovation – it is a worldwide example of metropolitan 

transport, environmental policy, a leader in financial markets, and demonstrates the 

capacity to remain and renew as a world city over centuries. The recent introduction of 

the mayoral system shows what the city itself has done to achieve its goals.  

 

Elsewhere, local government has been restricted from being too innovative. However, 

Manchester for ten years has promoted itself as an innovative city, I am quite impressed 

by its good example of how to carry forward that message. The city has successfully 

maintained its priorities by working in the right networks; its leadership has kept things 

going in the right direction. 

 

Liverpool is seen to be lagging behind, despite it recently being a cultural capital. 

 

Glasgow has performed well, and is a city with a clear working mentality, and is 

developing some of the credentials of a second city. 

 

4. What can UK cities showcase to others in collaborative agendas? 

 

I think there is potential to highlight how UK cities have competitive mindsets and work 

towards an upward spiral of achievement. 

 

Secondly, I would highlight the success British cities have had dealing with public finance 

– there is a lot of accountability there. Their mechanisms for involving different partners 

are certainly something others can learn from. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

                                                          
Interview 2 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
I think UK cities have performed well because of the national role played by the UK 
government especially in infrastructural policy and supporting low-income workers. The 
UK has shown that the centralised state can direct support to cities in need better than 
decentralised systems can. City centre disinvestment has been less severe as a result. 
What we have found in the US is that good cities do well in a non-centralised system, but 
bad cities perform particularly badly. The UK system, by comparison, behaves as a 
buffer against disinvestment because of its capacity to intervene such as by bringing in 
national public sector in underperforming areas. 
 
The UK’s Northern cities have done very well at central city regeneration. Compared to 
the US, Northern cities now have a vibrancy to their city centres which is totally lacking in 
comparable cities such as Cleveland, Detroit, Buffalo and Rochester. This is primarily 
due to the difference in support from central government. Manchester and Birmingham 
have found new economic functions, which is impressive, while US cities have not made 
the case as well for investment. The authority that national government has over retail 
location, in particular its control over out-of-town retail hubs, is massively beneficial and 
gives greater definition to cities in the mind of travellers and business people. There is a 
sense of place in the downtowns and city centres in the UK that is totally absent 
compared to the US. Valuing city centres and prioritising investment there is very helpful.  
This furthermore offers something that international investors value highly. 
 
Infrastructure and higher education have been effectively used to nourish cities with 
young people in UK. In the UK, higher education seems to be used as a real tool for 
regeneration, which stands out. 
UK cities are more spatially and economically integrated than European cities. There is 
greater support for integrating affordable housing into wider urban fabric. There is a 
distinct economic and ethnic diversity in these cities, and this can be attributed to the role 
of central government in creating essentially decent places, far better than the banlieues 
prevalent in France and elsewhere. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
There is an urgent need for directly elected mayors at city-regional level with enhanced 
fiscal flexibilities. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
London has shown key innovation in the policy area of transport, with the congestion 
charge, bus improvements and Crossrail. They have also shown leadership developing 
affordable housing targets and with its regenerative preparation for the 2012 Olympics. 
The elected mayor has given London a strong international urban policy profile, and the 
position is now known for its big personalities. London’s equity and environmental policy 
are also important strengths. The city is clearly a great example of the importance of 
devolving to the tier of local metropolitan government. 
 
Manchester’s leadership is strong and has successfully sailed the city through tough 
times, giving the city a firm identity as a knowledge capital. The city successfully attracts 



   

                                                          
and uses investment and has innovated with its positioning of universities vis-à-vis the 
economy. While it has perhaps been unsuccessful in trying to develop city-regional 
policy, Manchester remains a beacon. 
Sheffield is an example of excellent leadership in the form of Bob Kerslake, who has 
been highly successful. Generally, though, outside of London only Manchester, 
Birmingham and Edinburgh feature prominently in corporate and city leaders’ minds in 
the US. Meanwhile Leeds, Bristol and Sheffield have no real image or presence among 
the business sectors in the US. In terms of the UK, there is a big distinction between 
‘international capitals’ at the top of the urban landscape, headed by London, and the 
specialised regional centres which are heavily domestically oriented in terms of trade, 
travel and industry. I think this functional division needs to be drawn out in any analysis 
of UK cities, given the particular functional hierarchy that one finds there. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
The UK must tell the story about what its former industrial cities have transformed into, 
Manchester, Birmingham and Sheffield all have a phoenix from the flames feel about 
them. There are clear lessons for China, for when production eventually moves to 
Indonesia or Africa, or wherever is further down the economic food chain, UK cities have 
shown how to use higher education to spur regeneration. This is an impressive feat, and 
indicates the need to focus on historical cycles. They should show how cities will change, 
decline and re-grow. Other cities will not always be on such a fierce growth path, and 
could learn from the UK’s experience in this area. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 3 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
The question is, are there even any other UK cities other than London?! In terms of the British 
urban system, London absolutely dominates the international perception. Even cities such as 
Birmingham do not appear on the radar. Everything in the UK appears to relate to London, and 
when international meetings take place everyone congregates in London. In my experience, UK 
government meetings on cities actually occur only in London. Ultimately, therefore, the British 
urban reputation rests and falls on London’s performance. 
 
The one exception to this cloud of ambiguity is the Scottish cities. Glasgow as a new city of 
culture and urban regeneration has come across very strongly internationally, and is now seen as 
one of the biggest assets in the UK urban system. Edinburgh also has a disproportionately high 
profile, due to its deep culture, festival, and strength in higher education. No other cities feature in 
our country’s (anon) considerations. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
British cities have a weak metropolitan system, it is very much a top-down system of government 
that does not empower the cities at the level of functional geography and economy. Perhaps as a 
result, they are not very good at place-making. There are no real unique characteristics to 
distinguish Birmingham, Manchester and Leeds from my position. The metropolitan advantages 
and disadvantages are not easily discernable from outside, and this is because there is no global 
presence. Birmingham is still seen as a 19th century industrial city, and appears to struggle to 
overcome its industrial heritage. Similarly, Liverpool without the Beatles –what exactly is it?! They 
don’t seem to adequately differentiate themselves, in particular from London. It is not clear what 
you can get there that you can’t get in London. This is partly due to the character of the industrial 
revolution, which created a supply chain to feed London. 
 
I think the Northern English cities need to collectively communicate. I am not sure at the moment 
that these cities have any mechanisms towards working together, such that they can be 
competitive but not with each other. They must try to build a global picture. Because of centralised 
government, they are not proactive in promotion. Their lack of scale demands a certain degree of 
collaborativeness, but collaboration will mean lack of distinctiveness. It is something of a 
conundrum. 
UK cities need a more recognisable urban system, one that enables the key cities to distinguish 
themselves better than currently. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
Nothing much springs to mind at all in this area, particularly if we are considering the global level. 
Belfast has demonstrated some unusual changes, but is certainly not a leader on a global scale 
for post-conflict solutions. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
UK cities must appear to be globally aware and globally connected. They need to demonstrate 
they are not insular and parochial, but that they are outward-looking and thinking ahead. I would 
have thought they need to make clear statements about ‘this is where we are on climate change 
and the green revolution, the knowledge economy, architecture’ and so on. Ultimately British cities 
must promote their connectedness to global agendas, not an obsession with competitive British 
agendas. Their long-term direction is also important; ‘where is it going?’ 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
 
Interview 4 
 
1. What are UK Cities good/not good at? 
 
Firstly, certainly from an international perspective there are only really 8 or 9 cities that show up in 
the UK, otherwise the smaller cities appear to be the same and indistinctive. UK cities have 
followed the European theme of infrastructure investment, improving transport connectivity 
regionally and internationally, restoring the central core and achieving a good physical landscape. 
What is interesting about UK cities is that they have thought through the evolution of their 
economies with some kind of long-term consideration of the future of its manufacturing base. 
Cities like Sheffield for example are now specialising in advanced precision engineering and 
design. UK cities have evolved their economies, building from manufacturing base. 
 
Secondly, as far as the governing of UK cities, from a US perspective, it seems they always have 
to go hat in hand to the national government, manipulating grant competitions instead of having 
the tax base, powers and belief to make big changes. Given that, they have proven incredibly 
entrepreneurial in a system that has taken away its powers, for example with its corporate civic 
partners. I am bullish on future of the ‘core cities’. Sheffield and Manchester are at the top of the 
list, for they are not just victims but in control of their own identity, clearly showing more 
entrepreneurial flair than US cities have. 
 
London is something of an outlier because of its devolved powers, even though in reality its 
powers are not that expansive when compared internationally. London has the big task to rethink 
the structure of its economy. Some sectors have not been as focused on but they will have to pick 
up the slack, as London is now in a different orbit after the recession. There needs to be lots of 
innovation in areas of transport, built environment and questions of economic function. Is London 
prepared for the shift that smaller cities have done? 
 
2 . Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
Within the highly constrained system, a chaotic, inefficient and centralised system, they’ve 
adapted very well, creating substantial market-shaping investments. UK cities have shown that 
cities can be personality-based, for example with Bob Kerslake in Sheffield. US has a much more 
diffuse leadership by comparison. 
 
3. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
The story of restoring the poor areas in British cities must be told, but in truth it is not that special if 
we take a broader view. European centres have done much better at restoring the core, as they 
have had more central support. 
 
London is not really a British city, it is a world city, and so the focus needs to be on the 8 core 
cities. The innovation-led growth and evolution of industries are therefore both more distinctive 
questions to talk about. I think any showcase must give figures of export-intensity, showing who 
are the trading partners and so on. The business evolution story is the real story, along with the 
accompanying successes in regeneration and governance. 
 
Elsewhere the UK can display it success with workforce training and enhancing university 
connections. Britain has been much better than the USA here. Some UK cities are really showing 
signs of developing a high-value niche economy, which is definitely worth explaining. 



   

                                                          
Interview 5 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
International observers only tend to think of London, and don’t think of any others. 
London is seen as an international financial city, a tourist city on a global scale, and is 
recognised over here for its transport innovations. In particular the congestion charge is 
treated with great regard as an example of a behaviour changing implementation by a 
city leader. 
Manchester and Glasgow have re-invented themselves, and have re-branded 
successfully. It is certainly better to have re-branded than not, but it may not be enough 
on its own, it is unclear how much this translates to reality. Other cities are not very 
obvious. 
 
London’s governance is considerably stronger than the rest of the UK, particularly in 
areas of transport and services.   
 
UK cities have shown that success can be achieved with private finance initiatives – 
which I think have worked quite well. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
Governance and finance is the big issue here. London is a large city but even there, 
there are not a lot of financing options available. Cities do best when they are 
responsible and accountable. With this responsibility cities can prioritise better. Currently 
the allocation of resources is seriously skewed by donor preferences and other 
inefficiencies. 
 
Despite the fact that London is seen as decisively different, the geography of governance 
and fiscal arrangements remains weak by international standards. Overall in the UK, 
cities are little more than administrative apparatuses for national policies. 
  
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
I’ve heard of Manchester as a knowledge base, but not much else. London is clearly 
successful, but I’m unsure of specific innovations at city/national level, except for 
transportation. The London City Charter is good and could change perceptions. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
Dealing with recession needs to be a theme. Clearly a major story is the regeneration of 
city centres such as Manchester, Leeds, Edinburgh and Glasgow. What have they done 
to turn it around, and who were the key players? 
The progress and outcomes of London 2012 must feature.  
Canadian cities would be very interested in the role of the private sector over the past 
two decades. The public-private joint ventures hold lessons for others, with the general 
improvement of local government capacity to manage risk. 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 6 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
There is a clear difference between London and the rest of British cities. London is a 
world city, one of the world’s financial centres, with world-class culture typified by its 
high-quality free museums. London has it all, with not much it doesn’t have. Its image is 
fantastic, comparable to Tokyo and New York.  
 
Glasgow and Edinburgh are strong UK cities, similar to Rotterdam and Amsterdam in the 
Netherlands. Glasgow initially lagged behind and is now working hard on regeneration. 
Like Manchester, both are changing their economic positioning and performance. 
Edinburgh meanwhile is a great cultural city, recognised internationally 
 
Most UK cities are good at urban regeneration, but came from a low base, which means 
their current overall performance is average. While many British cities are ambitious, 
some have perhaps been over-ambitious or inauthentic in their communication of their 
improvement. 
The UK has faced many urban challenges before any other country experienced them. 
This in itself is a useful story for others to learn from. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
Many UK cities were allowed to drop below an acceptable level during the process of de-
industrialisation, with great social deprivation. Why were things allowed to get so bad? 
On the social deprivation front, it is not clear if the UK is doing anything particularly 
significant. While the situation is surely better than the 1980s, is there any real progress? 
London’s inner-city transport is a tricky problem, with the high use of private cars, 
congestion, the ring of steel meaning it is bad for cyclists. Cycling in London is very hard 
and needs to be improved. 
 
UK cities have over-embraced financial services. Liverpool is a good example. These 
cities have too many eggs in one basket. With cities such as Glasgow and Liverpool, has 
there been a step by step improvement or instead a big catalyst? It is unclear. 
 
But mostly I must stress the massive social estates in the UK. How are UK cities dealing 
with it? The legacy of 1960s social housing is a particularly acute one in the UK, and it is 
interesting to see what cities have done to address it. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
London is a leader in business development and diversification. The Olympics is 
high on the agenda, but what are lessons from London? There may be legacy and 
sustainability efforts that are relevant for elsewhere. 
 
The best universities –notably Oxford and Cambridge - are not in the top 20 cities. These 
universities contribute to the wider London region, driving the knowledge economy. 
Manchester and Liverpool have strengths in creative industries and design, while 
Edinburgh is a science and culture hub. 
 



   

                                                          
UK cities are innovators in investment, for example with IGLOO, ECF, pension funds and 
blue print. The question is, can these schemes really work to make UK cities leaders? 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
The UK should focus on public private partnerships and how they work. The collaborative 
governance, which provides a stable environment for investment, is the most unusual 
thing about the UK from a European angle. This kind of governance is mot present in 
mainland Europe, which makes it very interesting. But is it necessarily a good thing? The 
role of democracy needs to be considered here in this context. 
UK cities should highlight their advantages and disadvantages. Certainly the UK is a 
laboratory for public-private collaboration on a city and regional level. This has resulted 
due to Margaret Thatcher’s privatisation movement from the 1980s onwards, leading to a 
national approach to local governance. The evolution from there needs to be explained. 
Clearly the national model of the 1980s has evolved – but how? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
 

Interview 7 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
UK cities must be split into two levels. London is all by itself, it is compared to Paris, it 
has a complex, rich history which makes it much more than a business location. London 
is so well known it doesn’t need promotion. London is also nimble in the way it combines 
a world city function with industrial urban regeneration. 
 
UK cities have been drivers of regeneration, especially in the case of Manchester - more 
so than Birmingham. Manchester is leveraging its knowledge assets well. UK cities have 
generated a vast number of connections, developing underlying networks of connectivity.  
They are super-connected, cleverly balancing being an island with being assertive 
internationally. UK cities are good at continuous improvement, with consistent material 
and infrastructural projects. In this respect they are maintaining their competitive level.  
For a very small country, lots of cities are regenerating, comparable in number to whole 
of Europe.   
 
British cities have done well at creating lifetime homes and lifetime neighbourhoods – as 
a whole they are brilliant at dealing with aging societies. This is a message for 
developing countries whose populations are young now but will age rapidly in decades to 
come. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
The social issues stand out as the negative. UK cities struggle accommodating 2nd and 
3rd generation immigrants, and there remain racial issues. This reflects the national 
perspective on immigration, which has been seen as a problem not benefit. The UK’s 
surveillance society reflects a lingering problem-solving mentality. 
 
Otherwise, there are still large pockets of unemployment in Northern cities, for example 
in Manchester. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
Glasgow and Edinburgh are seen to be responding to treatment, as is Sheffield. Sheffield 
shows how city a without waterfront or cultural assets can still make it as a knowledge 
city. Cultural regeneration underlies international perceptions of British urban 
regeneration. No British cities south of London stand out, which is interesting. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
The regeneration story outside London is the main one. This story goes hand in hand 
with UK cities’ success at multi sector collaboration. Governance needs to be highlighted, 
especially the role of special purpose bodies as vehicles able to deliver outcomes with 
few initial resources. There is an entrepreneurial flavour to British cities, with leaders 
working in partnership. 
 
The crystallised governance in Manchester and Leeds into something resembling city-
regional authorities is also an interesting development. Mostly, it is collaboration which 



   

                                                          
stands out – the sensitive honest appraisal of city strengths and weaknesses which many 
cities elsewhere are afraid to engage in. Mobility, such as Crossrail and the Thames 
Gateway also is a big strength to talk about. 
 
There should also be a consideration of the definite disconnect between UK cities’ 
business strength and their livability. What exactly have been the priorities of British 
cities? 
 
 



   

                                                          
 
Interview 8 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
London’s new governance system with the introduction of the Mayor and GLA has 
worked pretty well and needs to be a model for others. In some cases, UK cities have 
learnt to work well in partnerships, borne of necessity through working with others. These 
partnerships can have other good outcomes. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
UK cities suffer profoundly from the institutional setup, which I see as very 
disadvantageous. The powers they have are detrimental to cities themselves. They do 
not have enough power to become place-shapers and create an identification of place 
among their citizens. British cities lack pride and identity among the people that live 
there. British cities do not identify with the place they live in. There is a big disconnect 
between people and their area, they absolutely do not self-regard as citizens, and are not 
part of the democratic make-up of city. Compared to Germany and Finland there is very 
little civic pride. 
 
Local democracy should be seen as a stepping stone to national democracy. To curb 
their powers is to prompt a vicious circle, whereby citizens disengage with city politics, 
there is a low turnout at local elections, and as a result there is no impetus to relocate 
powers at a more local level. 
 
Elsewhere, British cities’ climate change agenda is poor. Larger cities have not taken it 
on board as much as they should.  The built fabric of UK cities is old and carbon-
inefficient. They overly concentrate on new-build, which don’t account for much of the 
building stock proportionally. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
The partnership agenda can be considered a leading aspect. Innovation is certainly still 
happening at local level but is constantly held back. The question is how to magnify that 
innovation. Self-government can give the resources to power these innovations. As long 
as cities lack genuine self-governing capacities, they will not be able to make many of the 
best innovations work. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
There are of course the usual suspects of urban regeneration. I also think the Transition 
Town Network is a very interesting experiment at the small city level. However, ultimately 
UK cities need to develop a desire to learn. They need to learn about environmental 
management, city regional governance, policing, emergency and disaster management 
(from Japan in this last case). German cities are all way ahead in these areas, with 
Stuttgart, Hannover and Frankfurt all exemplars. 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 9 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
Perceptions within UK certainly vary with those outside in my experience. London is 
certainly the number one. But what is next? Edinburgh is a knowledge capital – this is not 
contested internationally. In terms of higher education, Edinburgh is an absolute 
champion in the European league. It is a very special city, full of talent. 
 
There is a grey part of the North where I have trouble locating which city is where. This is 
a question of image and profile. Modern Northern cities are squeezed in the shadow of 
London, while Scottish cities have a higher independent profile, with both overshadowing 
Northern cities. 
In general UK cities are good at transformation, indicated by the number of 
transformation poles in the country. They are assertive in articulating a regeneration 
agenda and actors are brought together well. This is seen clearly from outside as so 
much stronger than anywhere else. While there is a lack of local public finance, there is 
more strength in what can be called financial engineering, effectively bringing funds to 
UK cities, with all sorts of schemes have been developed. UK cities are more innovative 
than their continental neighbours. 
 
Sport and culture are definitely drivers of UK cities’ development – in some cases sport 
(Manchester), others culture (Edinburgh). Many are great at finding and building their 
identity through this kind of medium. 
 
UK cities have also proven very successful at attracting new member state migrants. So 
many Polish and Lithuanian educated people have come to Britain because of the 
degree of openness, which very typical for all UK cities. They are open to newcomers, 
based on the language and the lack of barriers. They are therefore able to attract talent 
and young people much better than European cities are.  There is more of a melting pot 
concept, and fewer problems associated with assimilation. There are higher levels of 
engagement and less exclusion than in French or Belgian cities where 25% of workforce 
are in welfare schemes. The easy access to the labour market is key. 
 
International connectivity of second cities in the UK is excellent, albeit mainly due to the 
growth of low-cost airlines. Nevertheless they are all much better connected. Continental 
people can make easier hops to second cities. I would like to know, though, whether the 
flows are outwards more than inwards? I’m not sure to what extent this is improving 
international business in the city. 
 
The perception is the UK cities are quite successful at public private partnerships. 
Europe is always looking at UK models of this, which are seen to be leading. Leadership 
is also considered a strong point. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
Liverpool, Sheffield, Bradford, Newcastle and Cardiff all have a very limited profile. There 
is a great difficulty from Europe in distinguishing the selling points of these UK cities.  
Beyond the occasional publicity surrounding their football teams, what exactly is unique 
about them? Manchester has been on the move, with their urban transport schemes an 
example that the city is coming out of the fog. Leeds is also in this category. But with the 



   

                                                          
other cities it is not obvious what they have been transformed into, or where are they 
heading – are they going in similar or distinct directions? Many UK cities have become 
simply commercial and retail cities, with a low share of talented people. A particular 
problem in relation to this is that the real talent and knowledge hubs are  the university 
cities of Oxford and Cambridge. Unlike the others, these are extremely unique places 
and their reputation in terms of attractiveness and quality of life is excellent.  How can 
you get talented people into these underperforming cities, how do you get them to have 
distinctive offerings? They shouldn’t do the same things. 
 
I am doubtful to what extent secondary cities in the UK have positioned for the  
knowledge economy. They are not overall successful at either achieving or 
communicating this fact in my view. They love to portray themselves as thriving 
knowledge hubs, but are they really? I’d say that is only partially true and only in some 
places. 
Governance is a weak point – there is no consistent level of mediating between very 
local and national relationships. There is no real concept of the French région or German  
länder, no institutionalised stable government layer at the metro or regional level. 
Consistency is the key here, there is no uniformity. 
 
UK cities have a reputation for unaffordable housing and being still more expensive than 
most European cities, even if there have been improvements. Public transport is also 
below par in most British cities, and while London is good, it is still not as strong as Paris. 
Overall the challenges seem to revolve around, ‘yes there has been progress but in what 
direction will the UK cities now go?’ 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
Bristol is recognised as a different kind of UK city with higher quality of life, it is 
recognised as quite a trendy hip area. 
Glasgow has become a special and unique place, it has improved a lot over the past 2 
decades. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
UK cities are much more open and well placed to make connections, others can learn 
from this attitude of openness and how it enables cities to do business. UK can show the 
model gateway approach. Openness is a unique feature of system as a whole. In 
showing how other cities can embrace international relationships, UK cities can explain 
how this makes them better placed to deal with the new world order. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 10 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
Northern European cities think that the UK core cities are good at making the most of the 
good times, but suffer excessively in the economic downturn. Generally the UK cities are 
good at dealing with adversity and renewing themselves – particularly Liverpool, 
Manchester and Edinburgh. UK cities have been among the most challenged historically 
in terms of changing into knowledge economies, but they have by and large succeeded 
in place-shaping. 
UK cities appear more confident than others do. There is a sense that they are 
increasingly specialised. Manchester is at forefront of technological advances, in its 
development of usable IT infrastructure. Belfast is a strong example of social cohesion, 
the way it is expanding outwards and attracting migration, the city really has seen the 
opportunities of migration. Migration is often seen as a cause for concern elsewhere. 
Belfast is an exemplary city, with great opportunities for the future. 
 
Newcastle has achieved real success socially, its context was one of deprivation and 
office blocks, but its social housing initiatives have been innovative. The city has 
succeeded in getting low-income people back into work, getting them to support 
themselves through dynamic social enterprise and the third sector, which has been 
pushed to a new level. Public policy in this area has developed in partnership very well. 
 
UK cities have the right attitude in the way they embrace top-down policy, and use 
national government initiatives. If an idea is good, UK cities can take it to a new level and 
make use of the opportunities. They will run with it, and show dynamism. They have 
shown a great response to the challenges facing them, in spite of government policy. The 
cities are looking for new ways to self-promote, reflecting a real entrepreneurial spirit 
among city administrations. 
 
Something really interesting is happening in the UK, they are a special example where 
the cities don’t have regional government or powers, but are still being competitive. Cities 
are at the forefront of UK policy areas, and their sense of proving themselves should be 
commended. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
I would say there are definite attitudinal issues peculiar to their international engagement. 
UK cities don’t stretch beyond national and regional borders very often in our experience. 
They are good at driving and lobbying for local support, but there is scope to move on 
now and deepen the collaborative process. There is a comparative lack of international 
partners of the same depth of national partners. The UK’s island mentality is slowing 
down the process of Europeanisation. Overall, though there is nothing that obvious that 
they perform badly at. In many cases they are not bad, only could do a bit better.  
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
London is many cities combined into one, so in many senses I feel is exempt from this 
question. Elsewhere, Liverpool is seen as European leader in cultural affairs, as is 
Nottingham. All of the core cities are well engaged in thematic areas. 
 



   

                                                          
Newcastle is a good example of cultural regeneration, with a legacy of long-term 
programmes that engage communities and drive inclusion. They are not just token 
gestures but go further. 
Manchester is a go-to city. Its broadband connectivity really stands out, and this supports 
innovation and business growth across the city and Greater Manchester, for example 
with its clustering and triple helix model. They are challenging the norms, and punching 
above their weight. 
 
Bristol is strong at supporting SMEs and innovation in the knowledge economy. It is 
really good at getting the knowledge economy built, and has achieved great success 
without a great profile. It is pretty damn impressive. 
Coming back to Belfast, I can’t highlight enough how important their achievement has 
been to overcome their social problems. There is now real optimism, the city is sharing 
ideas with international cities and pushing the boundaries, for example in the area of 
migration. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
Unfortunately what I’d expect to see is a relatively benign display, with the British stand 
saying ‘aren’t our cities lovely?’, full of blissful pictures and nice projects. What I would 
hope to see, however, is a message about the strong strategic challenges, the way UK 
cities are facing up to them and coming out the other side. 
 
Manchester for example is now a real leader in economic areas. It is catching up with 
Barcelona and Vienna, even though the city was way behind 15 years ago. It is the 
specialist things that are important – the great British story is reconstruction, 
redevelopment and place-shaping, not just economic improvements. The way British 
cities combine physical infrastructure, business support, higher education systems and 
community initiatives, their success at harnessing thriving third sectors. 
 
You won’t find such a holistic approach elsewhere, many places have a sector-specific 
approach, and it is the holistic vision that is great to share with others. Local governance 
also needs to be featured, the way it performs both bottom-up and top-down. Local 
government in Britain has done really well at managing local communications, and local 
area agreements are actually the fabric that links together all the fancy initiatives. This is 
the great story. How that is communicated is a tough question, but that’s what I’d hope to 
see.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 11 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
I would firstly think of Edinburgh and Glasgow. They are very proactive at looking to 
improve and gain knowledge about others, and obtain better image so as to improve as 
tourist destinations. Birmingham was very Europe-facing, and has profited from 
European funding, but then went inward-looking, and in recent years has been less 
active at trying to learn best practice for improved management. Manchester, meanwhile, 
has a good understanding of its position as a knowledge economy and what it hopes to 
achieve 
 
London’s strength is its creation of all kinds of partnerships, from a government point of 
view it is very interesting and strong. UK cities do have explicit urban policies unlike 
many European countries. In general the UK is very explicit in outlining that the future of 
the country depends on cities as engines and drivers. Such a concentration on cities is 
unusual. Like Holland, the UK has been very active in urban planning. The UK is a trend-
setting nation in this regard, and is leading in its attitude to cities.  
 
City leadership is important in the UK, it really matters who is in charge to see what kind 
of European co-operation they seek. The cities are strong at city centre driven 
regeneration and strong local leadership, though this can change. 
 
Sport and culture are both key drivers of UK city success. Higher education is certainly a 
strength, but it must be remembered that the quality of education is only one factor here 
(see below). 
 
Racial cohesion in UK cities is one of their best stories, it is much better than in Holland. 
How did you do it? Relatively few problems are visible. The integration of multiple 
cultures has been relatively successful. They feel British, which is a real success. This is 
very important in present global societies, where more and more countries will 
experience intensive migration. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
UK cities are less good at their innovation capacities, which is interesting considering 
their apparent higher education strengths. Their organisational capacities, such that they 
know how to develop strategic partnerships in creating knowledge centres, this is a weak 
point. 
 
The quality of life is problematic, UK cities are less attractive for highly educated people 
to live in. How to become attractive as a residential place remains a big dilemma for 
them. 
 
More generally, London’s dominance is a real weakness. It means there are reduced 
opportunities for secondary cities. It is best for countries to have a harmonious and 
balanced urban system in order to be sustainable. This optimal national urban structure 
produces better innovation and spatial equity. London has created huge strengths but 
this is detrimental to opportunities elsewhere. Sometimes this has caused some 
successes; Birmingham for example has achieved success as a cultural city, because 
London is so big, expensive and disorganised. Smaller cities can benefit if they are also 



   

                                                          
re-calibrating their offer to be a complement to London, not as a competitor. Birmingham 
has realised this well, realising they need to offer high-quality facilities. They were 
creative at getting money, and made use of the problems of London. 
 
There is a lack of strong local government outside London, which means it cannot be 
innovative because it is so weak. The urban structure and hierarchy is sub-optimal in the 
way it performs, it needs to be empowered at the city level. The UK must strengthen its 
governance structure, because somebody must take the lead and can do something, 
globally we are moving to a society which is increasingly bottom-up, because we have 
recognised that only at the lower level can proper strategies can be created. Currently 
UK cities have to develop partnerships with private sector as well as higher authorities. 
Instead, cities should be able to dictate to government what kind of changes in 
investment and governance are needed to achieve their potential. Local government 
should influence national government as much as the other way round, it should be two-
way process. 
It is not obvious that London can become sustainable given the recent financial collapse. 
The city has the most affluent areas but also most problematic areas in the UK. Can it be 
sustainable as a metropolitan region? There is a tremendous challenge in London to 
bridge gaps between haves and have-nots. The leaders at least recognised through the 
bidding and hosting of the Olympics that the city has needed to do something big to 
remain at the top of the tree. So London is a leader in some areas but problems are 
unresolved, problems other cities globally may have in the future. London really shows 
the case of problems and opportunities concentrated in urban areas most starkly, London 
shows the extreme. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
Every city has something to tell, in particular the change from industrial to knowledge 
cities. Birmingham is a great example in 1990s of changing into an innovative city. 
Manchester too is trying hard to make the transition to internationally focused choices.  
 
Glasgow has really shown how to become integrated into the European system, 
developing links with other cities, prioritising cultural investment and quality of life. 
Glasgow was one of the first cities in Europe to understand that it had to change its 
policies from hard factors to soft factors. Other cities have learnt from Glasgow in this 
respect. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
The social dimension in local policy needs to be explained, the partnerships that have 
been developed to achieve social happiness and the revitalisation of centres. Inclusion is 
important; there has been lots of effort at including the population in policy-making in UK 
cities. There are really strong debates with citizens central to the process of policy 
creation.  
 
UK cities offer lessons in how to incorporate different cultures – this is very important. 
 
Finally, the national attention to focus on cities as main drivers of future well being is an 
almost unique story. It is rather exceptional, worldwide. National urban policy and 
dialogue is itself an interesting factor. 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 12 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
UK cities are good at smaller and medium urban regeneration, achieving city centre 
revival, and are mostly good on their social and economic agenda, showing a strong 
sense of responsibility to their citizens. 
 
Some places in the UK are good at urban leadership, whether there is an elected system 
or not in place. Overall though the leadership record I would say is patchy. There has 
also been a patchy record in harnessing business leaders and engaging with community 
groups. Strong in some cities, weak in others. 
 
Urban design has been a strong point, particularly in city centres that have been re-
designed and re-formulated. 
 
Finally, diversity is a good area, most people in the UK think they live in tolerant and 
coherent places, only a few cities are seen as intolerant. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
UK cities lack bold long term vision. This is largely a result of institutional weakness. 
There are difficulties in co-operating with neighbouring municipalities. Therefore groups 
of authorities find it hard to think about the city-region in a systematic way. 
 
Social deprivation is a key problem. Despite fifty years of urban policy, how come the 
situation is still so bad? A small number of places are really struggling. There is a 
constant tinkering with the local government machinery, meaning a lack of consistency 
going forward. Excessive centralism in the UK system has produced negative outputs. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
London  is a global city and a global leader in finance, the field of climate and 
congestion, ensuring cycling/walking provision, creating low carbon zones, and in the 
regularisation of irregular workers and immigrants. 
 
Manchester has been an innovator in governance through the creation of AGMA, while 
economically it is a regional leader in media, showing signs of a strong emerging 
knowledge economy. Belfast has also taken a lead in being an open city, demonstrating 
a good balanced approach given its social context. 
 
At the smaller city level, there are some innovations at this scale, notably in Yorkshire 
and regional east. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
The UK should show that is has overcome its smoke stack, tartan heritage.  It should be 
an indication that UK cities are open to the world, connected to world, and serious about 
their future in it. 
 



   

                                                          
Leadership can be highlighted. The personal contacts that are harnessed in some cities 
make them something a one stop shop. The leveraging of global brands is also a good 
opportunity. Manchester United, The Beatles and the BBC are synonymous with their 
respective cities. 



   

                                                          
Interview 13 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
Over the last few decades, the innovations in governance in the UK have been plain for 
all to see, and the partnership model has successfully emerged as an alternative to 
government. The link to a deliberate focus and can-do spirit has resonated strongly, as 
has made a big impact on how cities can transform themselves, with a bit of help from 
above. National government has provided the regulatory space and financial 
mechanisms, but UK cities are really making headway themselves too. They have 
overcome significant challenges and are now aligning resources appropriately. 
 
The primary regeneration sites of London and Manchester are the most well known. Both 
are cited approvingly and with some degree of envy. Innovations elsewhere are certainly 
modelled on British influences. By comparison, we lack formal government mechanisms, 
and do not engage the business community nearly as effectively. UK cities have great 
dynamism to attract national funds. The UK has the collaborative capacity to organise 
locally and promote entrepreneurial governance. 
 
The senior level government and its relationship to larger cities is an interesting point. Big 
cities’ relationship with national government stands out as distinctive and different. 
National and local interaction elsewhere is weaker and ephemeral. 
 
UK cities are very effective in leading a process of physical regeneration. Manchester, 
Glasgow and Cardiff are the best examples. The UK economy encountered 
deindustrialisation 1-2 decades before others, so there are obvious messages there. In 
terms of the economic regeneration, there has been a transformation to a knowledge and 
creative economy, but it is the emergence of innovation centres in Oxford and Cambridge 
that is most well known. Edinburgh and Bristol are successful but not so well known – 
they are though being recognised more recently.  
 
UK cities have success at attracting and retaining talent. London is hugely qualified at 
sucking talent from around the world, and has been remarkably harmonious considering. 
That degree of social cohesion is quite astounding, the ability to absorb that number of 
people in such a short time is absolutely astounding. 
 
Higher education as an export industry in UK cities is starting to get noticed. A set of 
cities, including London and others, have come to regard higher education as part of the 
economic base. It is not just about building a knowledge-based labour force, but UK 
cities have shown you can draw income and talent from it. London, Oxford, Cambridge, 
Durham, Edinburgh and Glasgow are all places that are successful at attracting 
international students. The strategic awareness of the possibilities is great. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
Transportation is a weak area (excluding the congestion charge), the experiments 
around deregulation are seen as brave but perhaps ill-considered, and not a model to be 
emulated! There has been under-investment in transport infrastructure. This has brought 
the growing phenomenon of traffic congestion in centres and also suburban rings, 
exacerbated by the tendency in the UK to live far from the place of work. The high 
degree of inter-city commuting in Southern England is a negative note.  



   

                                                          
 
As far as governance is concerned, while there are problems we must be clear. 
Autonomous self-government is not the goal. The goal is to create great cities. 
Autonomous self-government can help, but other mechanisms can compensate very 
well, and while the UK has not quite got the balance right, it is getting there. 
 
On a separate note, the air quality is bad across British cities in my experience.  
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
London dominates on the cultural front but Manchester and Cardiff have strengths in 
their media clusters, Glasgow in terms of its regeneration of brownfield sites, and 
Edinburgh because of its festival which has a big profile. Edinburgh seen as the 
granddaddy of urban-based festivals.  Overall, though, these are the cities we recognise 
here. 
 
There is a lot more daily and weekly immigration and commuting in London, thanks to the 
rise in the number of low-cost flights. London appears to host many people with double 
lives, who work in city A and live in city B. This process seems to be driven by property 
values. London hosts diversity across all ends of labour market spectrum.  
 
London’s congestion charge is seen here as an audacious act of environmental 
innovation, a brash and bold and brave move by Ken Livingstone. It was a game-changer 
in terms of changing perceptions and changing the way people access the central city. 
This innovation shows the costs and consequences of business-as-usual behaviour, and 
is one of the most significant decisions by a local politician with respect to shaping the 
city that one can point to. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
UK cities should show they are centres of innovation, not only of knowledge-base 
enterprise and higher education, but also they have innovated by developing 
governance, creating audacious policy initiatives (eg the congestion charge), and 
cultivating dynamic cultural industries. 
Social cohesion is a big message. A city like London where social cohesion and diversity 
is taken for granted, is very unique. This cohesion is in fact very fragile, and this 
confident diversity is what differentiates London. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 14 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
While regeneration is certainly not complete in UK cities, the game isn’t over. It should be 
conceived as a 50 year project to fully regenerate cities which have been in industrial 
mode for 150 years. We need to think in terms of long-term cycles, not short ones. The 
physical regeneration that has taken place is itself very important, not so much because 
of the intrinsic social outcomes, but because physical transformation of the city centre 
has enabled the subsequent development process. It has been necessary for the 
subsequent growth in retail, entertainment, science, medicine and the attraction of 
central populations. All these areas require high quality central cities, so UK cities have 
had to start with city centres. 
 
The UK is a highly centralised model, local authorities have limited authority and control 
in a governance environment heavily impacted by de-industrialisation. Community 
leaders have worked in collaboration, proving they can implement big things effectively, 
demonstrating that something new can emerge. This process was important in building 
the trust in local government as a service provider and deliverer, it has driven confidence 
among communities that improvement is possible, and is breeding the confidence among 
local governments to incrementally to do bigger and bolder things. Therefore the physical 
regeneration is clearly more significant than bricks and mortar. The urban renaissance 
that UK cities have experienced has made the political case for further devolution for 
cities. 
 
2. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
There must be a consideration of differences between and among non-English cities and 
English cities. Edinburgh is a high performer in the vein of London, Oxford and 
Cambridge. Glasgow is in the same category of Manchester, Leeds and Sheffield – 
moderately successful transformation poles. Cardiff resembles Nottingham and Bristol, in 
the sense that is a smaller scale city with high-value individual clusters. Belfast is, 
however, on a par with Stoke and Hull, small cities that declined in the de-
industrialisation process and offer few prospects for renewal. 
 
Scottish cities are much more self confident and outward and extrovert and globally 
connected than their English counterparts. Both Edinburgh and Glasgow operate self-
consciously as part of an international urban system. Edinburgh is a mini world city, like 
Amsterdam and Copenhagen. Glasgow is internationally focused even if it is undergoing 
a challenging regeneration process, and is comparable to Turin and Rotterdam. There is 
a sense of self-confidence in both, they seek to carve a niche internationally. As a result 
they are better differentiated than Northern English cities.  Meanwhile Cardiff’s debates 
are all internal inward-looking debates, as are Belfast’s, and there are doubts that either 
can emerge culturally. 
 
3. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
They should tell the tale of the UK as the first industrial nation historically, which had the 
first industrial cities and thus the first decline. Any showcase should be honest that the 
cities were badly hit, and should show which are the problems to avoid, and what did and 
didn’t work over the past two decades of experimental regeneration. 



   

                                                          
 
There are also lessons from successful non-industrial UK cities about how to become 
knowledge and cultural cities. Some have become exceptional places, namely London, 
Oxford, Cambridge and Edinburgh.   
  
 



   

                                                          
Interview 15 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at and not good at? 
 
UK cities have shown they are very good at turnaround. They have been embroiled in 35 
years of de-industrialisation, and have had had the most widespread attempts at 
Regeneration. There has been some definite progress in building a new economy. But, it 
has been a highly unequal response. The bigger cities have done better while smaller 
industrial cities have done very badly. UK cities can essentially be grouped into the 
following categories. 
 

Large cities Small cities 

Diversified 
London Bristol Nottingham Edinburgh 
Manchester Birmingham  (all done well) 

Have performed well in niches 
 
York, Warwick, Cardiff, etc 

Non diversified 
Liverpool, Sheffield, Hull, Stoke much more 
challenges 

Terrible problems for smaller industrial 
cities 
 
Burnley, Blackpool, etc  

 
The problem is that even the larger successfully regenerating industrial cities are only 
partially successful. Transformation has mainly been in city centres, not in the places 
where people live, the poor estates with widespread social deprivation. So while the 
physical regeneration of UK cities has been quite good, economic regeneration has only 
been patchy, while social regeneration has been a big failure. Social deprivation is one 
the biggest challenges in the UK, there are utterly unemployable people in large 
concentrated numbers. These people are highly uncompetitive relative to immigrants, 
and this creates tensions in labour markets and neighbourhoods. Other places may have 
done better at social transformation, such as cities in Northern France such as Lille. 
German cities have also been better at skills development of industrial workers. Dutch 
cities such as Rotterdam may also have perhaps carried out social regeneration better. 
 
To reiterate, the lack of social regeneration is the key failure of UK cities. Industrial 
workforces were not reskilled or equipped for the new dimensions of the economy. That 
said, there has been some progress economically speaking. Higher education has 
proved to be a massively important ingredient in city success. In many cases, higher 
education has been the critical difference between otherwise similar places (Preston has 
a higher education institution, but Blackpool does not). Creative sectors are drawn to 
bigger cities with good universities, for they need the talent and the milieu. In this respect 
it is harder for smaller cities unless they have very attractive niches, for example Hebdon 
Bridge or Ludlow.  
 
Red brick universities are key advantages to UK cities. Other larger cities with good red 
brick universities, such as Manchester, Leeds and Newcastle, have recognised them as 
big assets.  Warwick, Brighton, Bath and York have all benefited from their higher 
education institutions. 
Manchester and Leeds have been successful because both moved beyond being just 
manufacturing centres early enough and thus developed other mercantilist roles. They 
organised production and facilitated trade and investment, and were not just producing 



   

                                                          
cities. In developing wealth, both encouraged culture and drove university development. 
Leeds had the Building Society movement for example. 
 
2. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
Oxford and Cambridge are clear leaders because of their historical significance, and the 
accumulation of knowledge they have built up over time. Knowledge is now an economic 
driver in both cities in ways it wasn’t before. Both have successfully introduced the 
commercialisation of knowledge, positioning universities to make high value connections. 
 
Bristol is a special case among British cities. It has a very strong red brick university with 
a diversified economy and great quality of life. It also has a great second university in 
UWE, and the presence of the BBC adds a further dimension to the city.  
 
Manchester has had great city leadership from Howard Bernstein, he continues to attract 
talent around him. Sheffield is the same with Bob Kerslake.  London has shown a great 
capacity for reinvention, which makes it a leader. Birmingham showed great renewal in 
the 1980s and 1990s, showing strategic vision and a can-do spirit. 
 
UK cities are more constrained than many others, but government money is there to be 
had if the cities will be creative and enterprising with it. This is a great skill. Winning the 
money and using it wisely to leverage other investment has become a UK speciality. 
 
3.  What to showcase at future collaborative urban agendas? 
 
UK cities should demonstrate the capacity for self criticism and an awareness of 
challenges and failures, as well as promoting successful outcomes. This will be both 
more honest and more useful to other nations struggling with challenged cities. 
 
The UK has a unique contribution to make. As the first fully industrialised nation it had 
the first wholly industrial cities and has learned much about the challenges that de-
industrialisation places on such cities. The UK has relevance for nations and cities at all 
points in the cycle of industrialisation. The UK story is coming to other countries cities, 
they can look to the UK to see what the future might hold and how to avoid some 
problems and to solve others. Furthermore, there are enormous lessons from the UK for 
others to learn, both on to how remedy problems and also on how to avoid getting them! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 16 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
London shines out as a generator of cultural content - be it television, culture, creativity, 
advertising, writing, film, theatre, literature, or media. The city is also a global tourism 
hub. It is also a city which has invested in new infrastructure investment, with upgrades 
to the tube and the new Channel Tunnel Rail Link. 
 
Other than London, very few other UK cities stand out. Edinburgh is strong on arts and 
culture, history and science. Cambridge is a research and entrepreneurship hub, while 
Bristol is also recognised as doing well, but what does it really produce? 
 
Elsewhere, it is not clear if older industrial cities have really accomplished anything 
socially and economically. Is there is a fundamental long term change going on, and a 
sustainable new economy on the way? I question if the older industrial cities have really 
reinvented themselves. Birmingham and Manchester need to show what they really can 
be. 
UK cities are not helped by a below par education system that does not produce good 
outcomes for ordinary people. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
Local government is weak, they have very limited autonomy and very weak fiscal and 
financial arrangements. There is very limited action for investment in cities. Partnerships 
have been a reasonable alternative but there is something of partnership fatigue setting 
in. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
London is a clear world leader in the arts, creativity, and its information and media. 
Glasgow deserves respect for its regeneration, and maintains its great history and 
architecture. Edinburgh is a leader because of its great festival, and its emerging science 
prowess, such as the Nobel Prize team. Cambridge is showing great innovation and 
enterprise in new sectors, while Manchester has successfully used the brand of 
Manchester United to its benefit. 
 
It is not visible what old industrial cities are doing – it seems the public sector is very 
important and dominant in both the economy and public subsidies, such as welfare. In 
Manchester, for example, it is not clear what people there actually do, what really is the 
economy? Do their top students stay and do they attract talent or lose it? Do these 
industrial cities have international connectivity? These are all questions that appear 
unanswered from an international perspective. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
An agenda should inform about which UK cities are actually on the right road. The 
processes of UK cities being the oldest of the world’s industrial cities, and subsequently 
regenerating earliest are useful narratives. What is the cycle of regeneration and where 
are UK cities now? They should show where the cities stand globally according to 



   

                                                          
various measures, be they economic base, population flow, investment, niches, 
productivity or identity.  
 
Ultimately the honest lessons from the UK should be communicated. What does 
successful regeneration include? Other countries will have these problems in the future, 
particularly China and Eastern Europe. The wider factors that have helped, such as 
diversification, skills and entrepreneurship, can be mentioned. UK cities do have a story 
to tell to others 
 
Long patient investments in people are key, as are new infrastructures. UK cities are at 
different points in the cycle of regeneration. A collaborative agenda can illustrate what 
they do at different points in cycle and from different starting points. Edinburgh and Bristol 
should be showcased, and the tangible investments highlighted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 17 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
At the larger end, there are essentially two groups of UK cities. London and some of the 
other strong performers such as Bristol, Edinburgh, Leeds, and central Manchester are in 
one category. Glasgow, Liverpool, Birmingham, and the rest of Manchester are in 
another. The first group were never overly-dependent on manufacturing, they have had 
diversified economies, they did not have large ghettos, they are not mono cultural, they 
have a mixed population and affluent inner cities. The second group had a large 
industrial dependency that has hollowed out, they are more mono cultural and have more 
social problems. Their single industry indepence has meant they are fairly non-
entrepreneurial and unadaptable to change. 
 
At the smaller scale, there are another two types of city. The exciting research centres of 
Cambridge, Oxford, Warwick and others show real potential because of their knowledge 
intensity. On the other hand, there are lots of small UK cities which are effectively basket 
cases; they have no knowledge assets, and are overshadowed by better performing 
large cities which attract all their best workers. 
 
In general though there is a relative social heterogeneity about UK cities which is healthy, 
and the pepper pot of poverty is much less profound in the UK than in US or French 
cities. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
 
UK cities are not so good at finding an economic purpose for declined areas in cities: 
there is a need for more precise purpose. These are big questions and the answers have 
not been sought. Glitzy inner city apartments are not the long term answer. Moreover 
financial services are not the answer for every city. There will also be less growth in 
business services in the future. What is to grow in their place? This is an unanswered 
question. 
 
The first group of cities had financial sectors before the recession, but also had other 
things, such as education, skills, entrepreneurship and private sector strength. Group two 
cities tried for finance but had less of the helpful context. They have only had job growth 
in the public sector, and will now go into decline. Thus creating a sustainable private 
sector economy, and harnessing entrepreneurship and skills are key requirements. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
The city is a porous concept. Large towns/small cities like Cambridge Oxford, York, 
Brighton, Warwick and Canterbury are twenty-first century cities of the future. They have 
strong universities plus quality of life, widespread entrepreneurship and labour market 
flexibility. London, Edinburgh, Bristol and Leeds also have these but they are large cities. 
Group two cities are more challenged and other smaller cities such as Burnley, 
Blackburn, Hull and Stoke have profound long-term problems. Ultimately, the 
government can’t fight the market forever. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 



   

                                                          
UK cities have been at the forefront of the industrial revolution for several centuries. They 
have shown that they have been able to survive economic decline and move on. The 
replacement of the docks and manufacturing industry with financial services is a case in 
point. Many UK places have shown that they lose their economic rationale, they have the 
capacity to move on. Exactly which cities work and how, which factors brought success 
and failure. That cities could cope with de industrialisation and re-engineer their 
economies is the stand-out feature. 
 
Other countries will go through the UK cycle in 40 years rather than 120. There are 
lessons from the UK for other parts of the world. Cities in other countries need to know 
that infrastructure should be built now for the future, producing lower maintenance costs 
in the future. They can learn from the UK here. It can be pointed out that industrial cities 
need more than just industry, so cities should make themselves fit for the future now. 
Industry will always go eventually; it is what happens afterwards that is important. 
It is uncertain if there is a UK system of cities, or whether there is one dominant city in 
London. The UK showcase can draw out the comparative benefits of different urban 
systems, and the lessons for others. For example, Manchester is not easily able to 
emerge as a second city, because of the dominance of London. Lottery investment is 
dispersed in the north and concentrated in the south. Agglomeration economics needs to 
be explained. Manchester can’t emerge because it competes with other places in the 
north for market and public investment. There is competition between Northern cities 
which makes it difficult to prioritise Manchester properly. Overall, the French system is 
probably better. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 18 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
Policy, discipline and philosophy in UK cities is well developed – the principle of inclusion 
is well understood and efforts are made to internalise it even if it is not yet fully resolved. 
The culture and creativity in large cities is certainly strong too. These cities have seen 
innovations in finance, with the use of public-private partnerships. There is a 
concentration of strengths in major cities – London, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Belfast and 
Cardiff. 
 
It is important to recognise that London is not one place: parts of London are not of high 
quality, and this must be taken into account. Quality, rather than size, is important. 
Quality of life needs to come to the centre of the equation. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at?  
 
UK cities suffer from political weaknesses. Their governance capabilities are not 
structured to deal with infrastructure, economic development and environmental 
sustainability. Therefore the long terms issues are harder to tackle. 
 
The governance and investment issues in the UK are serious. Local authorities are 
somewhat unstable and short-term in the UK. The local government system does not 
promote long term continuity. There is little continuity of leadership, apart from a few 
exceptions. Perhaps because of this, UK cities are not outward looking enough. There is 
not enough challenging of their own performance, benchmarking or comparison of 
performance. 
 
As far as UK cities go, we’ve had the urban renaissance, but we’ve not yet had the 
economic renaissance. We urgently need one. UK cities are rarely forward-thinking in 
this area. 
 
UK cities also haven’t got it right when thinking about city-to-city migration. The 
experience of Open Cities shows that differentiation is key for cities, but British cities are 
not thinking about it in the right way. Overall, therefore, UK cities are behind on 
sustainability, innovation and openness 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
City by city, London is leading in climate-change programmes, with its retro-fitting and 
active involvement in the C40 climate initiative. 
 
Bristol is really making that knowledge switch, and now has a lot of knowledge-based 
companies, with strength in media aided by the BBC. There is a bohemian feel to the 
place. Birmingham’s success has been in city design and its master plan. The big city 
plan, and the Bank of Birmingham are really strong examples of the leadership there. 
 
Liverpool is now really beginning to emerge as a capital of culture and has taken on a 
certain creative identity. The city is positioning its skills well. Leeds is a leader in building 
a financial services cluster. Manchester has been forward-thinking in carrying out an 
independent CO2 review. The city’s leadership has been sober, robust, independent and 



   

                                                          
challenging. Newcastle has done well in improving its bio science offer – it has led the 
Science Cities programme. Effectively the city developed its life sciences cluster from 
nothing, which is a great story. 
 
Outside England, Belfast overcoming conflict and war is in its proper context a great 
lesson for others. Edinburgh and Glasgow both have intensity and are now quality 
places. In some ways I’m surprised they haven’t achieved more given their assets. 
Cardiff, on the other hand, appears somewhat parochial and complacent.  
 
In terms of smaller cities, Huddersfield stands out as a pioneering creative city while 
Cambridge is clearly a leader in science and innovation. I should also point out Brighton, 
which is highly creative while also having strength in financial services. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
The future of cities globally must be considered, the global urban context is paramount 
when considering how strong UK cities are. It appears that liveability will be the key in the 
twenty-first century. UK cities have not got it quite right yet but overall they are doing 
quite well.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 19 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at?  
 
Private sector engagement is very well managed in the UK. Diversity is well managed. 
There has certainly been turnaround success in terms of the regeneration of industrial 
cities. 
 
UK cities are good at taking risks; they make the public case for investment, show why it 
is needed, and are aware of the future. The UK also has many hubs of popular culture, 
some cities have a kind of avant-garde feel about them. The perception of the UK in 
urban terms is dominated by London, though. I am not sure exactly what the other cities 
are except in cultural terms. Perhaps except, Oxford and Cambridge, which are some of 
the most innovative cities in the world. 
British cities have world –class urban design, and there is a real professional culture 
among public officials that you don’t find everywhere. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at?  
 
There is very weak local government. UK cities can only do what the national 
government allows them to achieve. 
 
There are big problems of poverty and deprivation which have not been addressed. 
Public services are not universally high, and the public sector is too dominant in weaker 
cities 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
London is obviously a leader in financial services, but it is also very strong in terms of 
diversity, architecture, transport and urban redevelopment. London is effectively one 
hundred town centres, yet it keeps its diverse, cosmopolitan feel. 
 
Glasgow is a leading example of urban regeneration and city centre redevelopment. 
Edinburgh is also strong, it has a wonderful balance of history and the modern 
knowledge economy, including financial services. UK cities are looking for the big 
answers to big questions, and are beginning to think of themselves in a European space 
and not national space. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
The public-private collaboration in urban development should be highlighted. The 
collaboration on governance and major projects has been a real success. The 
stakeholder dialogue and discourse process is active, animated, meaningful and capable 
of producing outcomes that are useful.  
Branding is also an area the UK can talk about – both of the whole city and individual 
projects, design competitions link. They take their destiny in their own hands, this is quite 
an important story. 
 
The UK can also explain the benefits and drawbacks of their low barriers of entry to 
migrants in cities. The benefits to business but also the social problems is a useful tale 
for other countries. 



   

                                                          
Interview 20 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
Obviously UK cities are a diverse pool. Internationally people think overwhelmingly of 
London, and, if they look beyond that it all, it’s first to heritage gems like Edinburgh, Bath 
and Oxford, and then to industrial/cultural/sporting powerhouses like Liverpool, 
Manchester and Glasgow. 
Higher education is really key. Higher education and university expansion is nearly 
always a driver of city centre regeneration. They are anchor institutions in the UK. The 
golden triangle in the South East is a particularly strong point. 
 
UK cities have a dynamic contemporary culture especially in music, art, sport, fashion 
and design. In all these fields British cities offer genuine international ‘brand leaders’ and 
have had for 30-40 years. Much global contemporary culture originates in British cities. 
Be it music, art, TV, film, cultural products or food, British cities have been responsible 
for inventing and creating material that has been influential all over the world. However 
gems like Penny Lane and Strawberry Fields have absolutely no publically provided on 
site interpretation, 50 years after it all began!   
 
Private housing in UK cities is strong– leafy suburbs are still among the best residential 
environments in the world. 
 
UK cities have very strong urban design and possess the ability to undertake big 
redevelopment projects. They are bold in urban redevelopment areas. There have been 
impressive physical results of economic diversification in the post-industrial city centres. 
Sadly this is a window dressing exercise socially of course. 
 
The UK has glowing riches in its historic environment – possibly better appreciated 
internationally than amongst London–centric domestic policy makers  
 
The UK cities have shown increasingly enlightened race-relations and racial integration. 
The long history of asylum and immigration in London and the big cities has resulted in 
real diversity. Look at Liverpool and Manchester’s China Towns, the ‘Curry Mile’ and 
‘Balti Triangle’ in Birmingham, the Bollywood Oscars being held in Bradford, the Notting 
Hill Carnival, and the Talmudic College in Gateshead. Even the England football team is 
proof of this success. UK cities have come to symbolise very positive messages relative 
to examples such as the Banlieues in France and problems for Turkish ‘gäst-arbeiter’ in 
Germany. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at?  
 
UK cities are perceived as weak at relative to the international best in several areas. 
They firstly have very weak city governments. Governance is a major issue in British 
cities outside of London. National policies and programmes combined with maniacal 
nationally branded schemes of reinvention has resulted in widespread distraction from 
the real task of city leadership. Investment and governance regimes are therefore weak 
by international standards. 
 
Public transport, public spaces and housing are below-par, especially in post-industrial 
towns. Much recent inner city regeneration has in general been a manifest failure, which 



   

                                                          
is ironic given the promise shown by some 1970s, 80s and 90s innovations like housing 
action, early groundwork trust or even UDCs and City Challenge.  
 
Drink and drug related anti-social behaviour and street crime is a major problem in all 
British cities. The Rees Jones tragedy and London knife-crime/Manchester ‘gangland’ 
stories were international stories. British cities have a growing reputation for disaffected 
inter-generational relations and an air of disorder. 
 

3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
Personally I think even the UK’s most innovative cities are only really playing catch up 
with the best internationally, and in terms of governance, low carbon living, and 
sustainable transport, policy makers would be best looking elsewhere to Copenhagen, 
where 40%+ of commuter miles are by bike, the Netherlands (shared space), Germany 
(strong regional economies), France (metro systems), Krakow (trams) and Spain 
(Barcelona). 
 
That said, where the UK is interesting is in the pace of the turnaround now evident in 
central Manchester, Birmingham, Liverpool, Newcastle and even Sheffield. Grosvenor’s 
open air mixed use retail led scheme in Liverpool is irrefutably one of the best of its kind; 
the transformation of Manchester’s central core is likewise.  
 
On the surface in the UK, the complex formation of partnerships, and the integration of 
spatial and economic policy at a regional and city region level would seem enlightened. 
Manchester-Liverpool, Glasgow–Edinburgh and Newcastle-Gateshead-Sunderland are 
examples of enlightened integrated thinking. I can’t help thinking however that much of 
this policy activity serves as inertia – and actually slows down delivery on the ground. But 
such economic masterplans and integrated spatial and economic strategy are interesting 
to cities in the US and China.  
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
It would be useful for international policy makers to know about the worst impacts of 
crude top down quangocracy, as a reminder of how expensive and futile such destructive 
approaches are!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

                                                          
Interview 21 
 
1. What are UK Cities good at? 
 
There has been a revolution in planning and urban management in British cities that 
draws on the US approach. British cities have learnt not to introduce the wrong solutions 
to problems. They used to redevelop land only through gentrification previously, but now 
there are negotiated mixed-use projects, with an enabling framework for the private 
sector while staying committed to public outcomes. Both parties take some responsibility, 
and this has been astoundingly successful. The UK’s city planning tools and negotiated 
solutions make urban infrastructure much more responsive to what people/businesses 
want. The negotiated collaborative approach has been the route out of deindustrialising 
decline. There has been profound city centre regeneration, albeit eventually. 
 
2. What are UK cities not good at? 
  
Public transport is very poor in UK cities, deregulation was a big mistake. UK cities are 
only just realising transport is important to flows. But transport will become a big problem 
in Britain as a greater proportion of people who use it will be non-revenue generating 
individuals. 
 
3. Which UK cities lead or innovate? 
 
London is not a typical British city. Docklands regeneration was a superb achievement, 
enabled by the DLR, Jubilee Line, City Airport, the Channel Tunnel Rail Link, and 
Crossrail. The infrastructure platform is the key innovation, enabling other spin-offs, such 
as financial services. The Olympic regeneration now will be like Docklands 20 years on. 
London has a wider economic depth and breadth which gives it automatic global 
relevance. 
 
Manchester is overhyped in my opinion, the importance of its economic changes are 
overstated, as are its social/public accomplishments. Birmingham is also not exceptional. 
On the other hand, Belfast and Glasgow are extremely good examples of overcoming 
crisis devastated situations, reinventing from devastation. 
 
4. What should UK cities showcase to others in collaborative urban agendas? 
 
London, Glasgow and Belfast’s achievements; they should point to the diversity of British 
inventions and interactions with private sector, and that different cities are doing different 
things. They are all working with the market, getting collaboration, and seeking new 
financing paradigms. There should be an emphasis on active local government in 
building public-private partnerships. 
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