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In October 2015, the Indian Ministry of Urban Development and Bloomberg
Philanthropies co-hosted an event in Delhi that offered a critical insight into
contemporary urban practice and thinking. This two-day ideas camp brought
together mayors, municipal commissioners and senior officials from the 98 Indian
cities that took part in India’s Smart City Mission — a national funding programme
for urban interventions in selected cities — and urban experts from India, Colombia,
Europe, Australia and the United States [See Shah, pp. 361-8]. A cornerstone of the
event was an exchange aimed at unpacking several of the central aspirations of the
mission, including the increasingly universal objectives of urban compactness,
mixed use and walkability.

Far beyond the specific Indian case, this was a telling and instructive event
for several reasons. There was the partnership between a national government
and a philanthropic organization, the interaction between local city officials
and international experts, and the dynamics between cities which were asked to
compete with each other for the best ideas in order to access national funding.
And, of particular interest here, there was a framework that underpinned the
event: the guiding role of concepts and general ideas for urban development. This
not only involved the definition of a new paradigm under the elastic ‘smart city’
banner, somehow loosely hinting at new digital technology, but also positioned
physical interventions in cities as the point of departure for socio-economic and
environmental sustainability while recognizing the importance of reference cases.

On the one hand this serves as an important reminder that urban planning,
policy making and design never really broke with the tradition of operating with
preconceived ideas, mostly introduced by professional elites in a top-down fashion
[See Castillo, pp. 230-7]. While notions of urban evolution, emergence and accretion
with far less directed and intentional interventions remain popular, they continue to
struggle to connect with formally developing cities and their strategic infrastructures
at scale. Unsurprisingly, the built environment disciplines, above all architecture,
planning and engineering, essentially remain structured around concepts of how the
city should look rather than pursuing a real transition towards process-orientation,
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is, of course, the desired end result in which ‘functional segregation, ‘towers in the
park’ and ‘urban motorways’ have been replaced by ‘functional mix; ‘fine grain’ and
‘human scale’

On the other hand, if we consider from where these ideas come and how they are
negotiated in local contexts, it does indicate a radically different approach. Rather
than advancing a theoretical ideal of urban form, contemporary models of urban
development are grounded in an empirical understanding of the world. ‘Learning
from the mistakes of the past’ and considering ‘what works and what does not’ seem
to have replaced single-author ‘T know best’ urbanism. We also seem increasingly to
accept that the ways in which people interact with the city are mostly too complex
for modelling, too unpredictable for forecasting and too context-dependent to be
generalized. And where the Modernists operated with theory and conviction, the
currency of today’s debate is insights into comparative cases, key precedents, ex-post
analysis, best practice, tests and trials.

It is this empirical turn in urbanism that I explore here in the case of compact
urban growth, its underlying rationale of resource efficiency and the attempt to
operationalize a fairly simple narrative: a finite planet demands resource efficiency as
a guiding principle; living closer together creates major efficiencies; and rather than
trying to predict futures we need to build liveable, compact cities. This simplified
logic involves a fairly radical departure from business-as-usual urban development
- currently expected to triple global urban land between 2000 and 2030' - and
positions spatial development as an input rather than an outcome of socio-economic
development and targets the decoupling of future global prosperity from the
deterioration of critical natural capital.

While recognizing the risks of spatial determinism and the limits of spatial
fixes for social problems, it is increasingly accepted that this compact urban growth
logic needs to inform the current one-off global transition from rural to urban
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societies during highly uncertain times. In fact, the recent and new recognition of the
important role of cities in global development is as much about cities as governance
actors as it is about a new commitment to shaping the physicality of cities for desired
outcomes of the Anthropocene. This is the logic propagated by the United Nations’
New Urban Agenda and ‘urban’ Sustainable Development Goals and implied by the
Paris Agreement on climate change.

So, how did the compact city idea evolve? Rather than offering a historical
account of influential narratives and speculating on a related tipping point or critical
juncture, I focus here on the shared points of departure that led to its establishment:
above all, a recognition of the shortcomings of urban sprawl, an acknowledgement
of natural resource constraints and an appreciation of good public life as the ultimate
indicator of urban quality. Critically observing the world of cities and urban
agglomerations today, and investigating the interdependencies between urban form,
social life and the environment, has established the rich empirical account that is
increasingly considered to be part of the contemporary urbanism approach.

An obvious starting point for exploring the evidence on how compact urban
growth may lead to better outcomes is the urban transport sector, with its underlying
objective of maximizing accessibility. Access to people, goods, services and
information is the basis of economic development in cities. The better and more
efficient this access, the greater the economic benefits through economies of scale,
agglomeration effects and networking advantages. The less resource dependent
and polluting this access, the better it is for environmental sustainability, mitigating
climate change and promoting economic prospects. The more social and equitable
this access, the more it provides the basis for a fair, just and well-functioning society.

By contrast, today’s urban transport sector is in a critical condition.

Around 10 billion trips are made every day in urban areas around the world.
Of these, a significant and increasing proportion is undertaken using high-carbon
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and energy-intensive private motorized vehicles. The costs of congestion suffocates
urban economies, with estimates of up to 2.6 per cent of Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) in Mexico City and 3.4 per cent of GDP in Buenos Aires and Dakar.” Motorized
road transport accidents (which include a considerable urban share) are estimated

to account for 1.3 million deaths per year;’ car use is the single largest contributor

to transport carbon emissions globally;* motorized transport generates much of the
total outdoor air pollution, leading to an estimated 3.2 million deaths a year across the
world;® and increasing levels of motorization have led to a reduction in total physical
activity levels, in turn elevating risks of cardiovascular problems, cancer and diabetes.®

In transport studies, the new interest in accessibility in cities departs from
focusing on these shortcomings and rests on advances in the empirical analysis of the
transport and land-use relationship. The interdependence of fixed structures such
as buildings, public space, streets and infrastructure, as well as their uses for moving
people, goods and information, is often regarded as a determining factor in shaping
the city. Itis also a relationship where cause and effect can be identified in both
directions: urban form affects transport and transport has an impact on urban form.

For the first direction of causality — urban form affecting transport — a prominent
point of reference is the extent to which travel distances (the most relevant factor
for transport-related energy demand) and travel times are affected by land use,
density, urban design and street layouts. It is evident, for example, that the more
co-dependent land uses (residential, workplaces, retail and services) are separated,
the longer the journeys between them are. Similarly, modal choice depends on the
availability of certain travel options, which are themselves a function of urban form,
density and urban design. The comparison in Figure 1 between Kuwait and Hong
Kong, two cities with relatively similar population and wealth levels but diverging
urban form and transport patterns, illustrates this. After travel distances, modal
choice is the second most relevant factor for transport-related energy demand.’

In the past, a central criticism of the attribution of travel behaviour to built-
environment effects highlighted residential self-selection as distorting research
findings. Such effects occur when attitudes of individuals already impact on the
choice of residential location, which in turn also determines mobility patterns.
However, even when controlling for self-selection, studies have confirmed a
significant relationship between urban form and mobility behaviour.®

Among various descriptors for urban form, density (most commonly measured
by residential density) is usually singled out as the most relevant factor for travel
intensity. The United States National Research Council® estimates that doubling
densities within metropolitan regions can reduce vehicle kilometres travelled (VKT)
by up to 25 per cent when also concentrating employment in a region. More detailed
research on the density/transport relationship emphasizes that it is what comes with
higher densities that affects travel choices.'® Influential ‘density associations’ include
better public transport, walkability, cycleability and limited parking.'! For example,

a threshold density of 100 people per hectare (2.5 acres) is essential for a good bus
service'>and about 3,000 dwellings per square kilometre (7,700 per square mile) are
needed for efficient rapid transit."

In terms of impact on policy, one early empirical study by the two Australian
researchers Peter Newman and Jeffrey Kenworthy in 1989 may have been the most
influential in capturing the principal message outlined above. This study included a
diagram of about 30 large cities in advanced economy countries plotted on an axis of
urban density and petrol consumption per capita.* The strong negative correlation
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between the two conveyed a clear, arguably simplified, message that still resonates

today: density equals (resource) efficiency. This study continues to be prominently
referenced in urban policy reports worldwide, including, among others, the Urban
Task Force report, multiple publications by UN Habitat and the 2014 IPCC report.

But how far do compact growth advantages manifest themselves beyond
efficient access? Jenks et al."” list as general advantages the conservation of the
countryside, more efficient utility and infrastructure provision, and the revitalization
and regeneration of inner-urban areas. Many analysts and studies also claim that
compact, mixed-use cities can positively impact social inclusion and economic
performance.'® Also, the compact city’s emphasis on place making is well positioned
to respond to a ‘qualitative turn’ in the use of space. The latter captures a shift towards
urban dwellers demanding a higher quality of their wider living and working
environments — the consumption of ‘place’ rather than ‘space’!”

Opverall, the evidence related to environmental benefits of compact urban
development tends to dominate in the literature, in addition to the already mentioned
energy, resource and carbon efficiencies related to transport. The potential for energy
efficiency at the building level, mainly heating and cooling,'*as well as for supplying
decentralized grid-based green energy, such as combined heat and power, are among
the advantages,'®as is a lower embedded energy demand for urban infrastructure
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due to greater utilization.® The importance of design quality for the compact city
agenda, which includes building composition, orientation and the integration of
vegetation and green spaces, further promotes energy efficiency at the building and
neighbourhood level.?! As a result, urban compaction is regarded as a central measure
for reducing carbon emissions**and increasing energy price resilience.”

Urban compaction also involves costs [See Glaeser, pp. 86-93]. A critique of
the compact city model is that it ignores negative side effects, and critics claim that
potentially negative externalities of higher density levels, such as traffic congestion,
increased local air pollution and the urban heat island effect, are not equally
considered.?* Other negative density associations that are frequently highlighted
include overcrowding and reduced privacy, an increase in noise and crime, reduced
access to nature and loss of open and recreational spaces, as well as increased health
hazards and greater vulnerability to natural disasters.*

More implementation-oriented costs of compact city policy concern not so much
the desired output itself (more dense, mixed use and accessible urban development)
but the means by which it is usually achieved. To a significant extent, today’s compact
city policy relies on regulatory planning mechanisms such as protecting undeveloped
land, assigning minimum building densities and a greater balance of floor areas
dedicated to housing, retail and working. These are characterized by some economists
as ‘second best’ as they distort markets and lead to a range of negative side effects. For
example, research has linked the United Kingdom’s broader spatial planning policy to
increased house prices and lower housing quality, greater housing market volatility,
higher office rents, lower retail productivity and lower levels of employment in small
independent retailers.? A particular concern has been with policies that involve
urban growth boundaries, which aim to limit urban sprawl. Without compensating
the resulting constraint on greenfield housing supply with more active promotion of
housing construction within the built-up areas of cities, such restrictions can have a
regressive impact on housing supply, affordability and housing equity.”

Opverall, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD)* concludes that ‘by and large, [the outcomes of urban compaction] appear
to be positive and significant. This has also been confirmed by a recent review of more
than 300 academic papers.” But to what degree does compact growth also present
an opportunity to address the holy grail of sustainable development: decoupling
prosperity and natural resource use in absolute terms? To date, there is little evidence
on this as wealth levels - including those in compact cities — continue to be the most
prominent predictor for our negative global impact on ecological systems. Some
factors of this relationship, such as the consumption of food, clothing and electronics,
are spatially neutral, i.e. they occurr fairly independently from the type of spatial
organization. But others, as we have seen above, may indeed be linked to urban form,
above all resource use linked to transport, heating and cooling, and construction
materials. But even those are further complicated by boundary effects on how
we measure environmental impact. For example, resource use for daily mobility
in compact cities is certainly lower than in sprawling suburbs, but does living in
compact cities lead to ‘compensating activities, such as more frequent short breaks
and flying to destinations further away?

There are indeed opportunities to further improve our empirical insights.

First, the analysis of empirical patterns of change: as compact city policy matures,
there is an expanding opportunity to conduct time-series analysis allowing us to
better understand outcomes before and after interventions take place. For example,



this would allow the disaggregation of the contribution of densification and shifts
towards public transport to climate action in London, where per capita emissions fell
by 40 per cent between 2005 and 2014.% Second, a full integration of environmental
costs: empirical evidence for planning policy tends to be presented around discrete
bundles of interest: housing, transport, environment, social exclusion, etc. Future
cross-sectoral research will have to make special efforts to incorporate robust data
on natural capital values, including biodiversity within and around cities, to account
for the real costs of urban expansion. Third, better disaggregation: a fuller analysis

of socio-economic and environmental outcomes of urban form needs to be more
sensitive to the role of different local geographies, types/groups of residents and a
city’s economic base/industrial composition. Not unrelated, more attention needs
to be paid to the current research gap between aggregation and anecdotes. And
fourth, accounting for boundary effects: the geographic scale at which cities operate
is increasingly blurred and certainly beyond the local level. Future analysis needs to
better capture the social and environmental consequences of one city’s structure on
others as well as on wider regional and national patterns of development.

Furthermore, advancing our empirical understanding of urban governance,
policy instruments and planning processes critically complements the substantive
insights above.” But besides potentially complementing existing knowledge in the
tuture, this list also reminds us of the limitations of an empirical turn in urbanism:
we simply can’t produce and therefore rely on ‘total evidence’ This is an important
reminder at a time when data is increasingly abundant and easier to generate and
access. Not only is making sense of this data a considerable research challenge, a
retreat to empiricism also risks appearing apolitical when it actually never is. For
the foreseeable future, cities will certainly remain too complex to be fully mapped,
modelled and scientifically understood. Similarly, the tensions across urban research
traditions, such as between diverging economic and political research practices of the
city, are here to stay. But these differences may ultimately prove to be an important
asset, as this is precisely where the second difference to a Modernist approach
becomes relevant: today’s urbanism needs to be negotiated and have access to situated
knowledge alongside ‘global evidence’

To conclude, efficiency has always been a fundamental raison d&tre of cities.
‘Doing more with less’ underpins the economic and cultural success of cities, helps
to explain their appeal as places to live, learn, work and love, and also establishes
far-reaching synergies with environmental sustainability. Unsurprisingly, references
to the efficiency of cities have become the quintessential point of departure for the
work of an unusual coalition of urbanists addressing accessibility, environmentalists
concerned with resource efficiency and economists highlighting agglomeration
effects. The compact and connected urban growth agenda brings them together.

But what is even more of interest here is the degree to which we seem to accept
that ideas about the physical development of cities matter. Irrespective of the critique
of Modernism, the rejection of spatial determinism and the healthy scepticism about
spatial fixes for social problems, the proactive role of planning and policy in shaping
the physical environment with specific outputs in mind is here to stay. This brings me
back to the event in Delhi. While this ideas camp operated with a clear set of concepts,
reference cases and international input, it also understood its role in negotiating and
contextualizing these ideas. Acknowledging both broad concepts for development
based on empirical insights and the importance of alocal process, is perhaps an
approach to urbanism that needs to evolve further.



NOTES

1K.C. Seto, B. Giineralp and L.R. Hutyra, ‘Global
Forecasts of Urban Expansion to 2030 and Direct
Impacts on Biodiversity and Carbon Pools’,
Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences,Vol. 109, No. 40, 2012, pp. 16083-88.
2World Bank, ‘Cities on the Move’ (Washington,
DC, 2002).

3 K. Bhalla, M. Shotten et al., Transport for
Health: The Global Burden of Disease from
Motorized Road Transport (Global Road Safety
Facility, World Bank Group and Institute for
Health Metrics and Evaluation, Washington, DC,
2014). 4IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change), ‘Climate Change 2014:
Mitigation of Climate Change Working Group Ill
Contribution to the Fifth Assessment Report of
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’
(Cambridge, UK and NewYork, 2014).

5 OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development), The Cost of Air Pollution:
Health Impacts of Road Transport (Paris, 2014). 6
WHO, ‘Physical Activity’, World Health
Organization. Accessed 12 June 2017: <who.int/
mediacentre/factsheets/fs385/en/>

7 ECOTEC, Reducing Transport Emissions
Through Planning (HMSO, London, 1993).

See also UN Habitat, Planning and Design for
Sustainable Urban Mobility: Global Report on
Human Settlements 2013 (Abingdon, UK and
NewYork, 2013).

8 X. Cao, PL. Mokhtarian and S.L. Handy,
‘Examining the Impacts of Residential Self
Selection onTravel Behaviour: A Focus on
Empirical Findings’, Transport Reviews,Vol. 29,
No. 3, 2009, pp. 359-95. See also S. Handy, X.
Cao and PL. Mokhtarian, ‘Self-Selection in the
Relationship between the Built Environment and
Walking: Empirical Evidence from Northern
California’, Journal of the American Planning
Association,Vol.72, No. 1, 2006, pp. 55-74.
9Transportation Research Board and

National Research Council, ‘Driving and the Built
Environment:The Effects of Compact
Development on MotorizedTravel, Energy

Use, and CO, Emissions - Special Report 298"
(Washington, DC, 2009).

10 J. Holtzclaw, R. Clear et al., ‘Location
Efficiency: Neighborhood and Socio-Economic
Characteristics Determine Auto Ownership

and Use - Studies in Chicago, Los Angeles and
San Francisco’, Transportation Planning and
Technology,Vol. 25, No. 1, 2002, pp. 1-27.

11 0. Mindali, A. Raveh and |. Salomon, ‘Urban
Density and Energy Consumption: A New Look at
0Old Statistics’, Transportation Research Part A:
Policy and Practice,Vol. 38, No. 2, 2004, pp. 143—
62.

12 UTF (UrbanTask Force), Towards an Urban
Renaissance (London, 1999).

13 OECD, Compact City Policies: A Comparative
Assessment (Paris, 2012).

14 P.Newman and J.R. Kenworthy, Cities and
Automobile Dependence: an International
Sourcebook (Aldershot, UK, 1989).

15 M. Jenks, E. Burton and K. Williams, eds,

The Compact City: A Sustainable Urban Form?
(London, 1996).

16 OECD, 2012, op. cit. See also L.Thomas and W.
Cousins, ‘A New Compact City Form: Concepts in
Practice’, in M. Jenks, E. Burton and K. Williams,
eds, op. cit.; GCEC (Global Commission on

the Economy and Climate), Better Growth, Better
Climate: The New Climate Economy

Report (Washington, DC, 2014); and E. Burton,
‘Measuring Urban Compactness in UKTowns and
Cities’, Environment and Planning B: Planning
and Design,Vol. 29, No. 2, 2002, pp. 219-50.

17 M. Hajer andW. Zonneveld ‘Spatial Planning in
the Network Society — Rethinking the Principles of
Planning in the Netherlands’, European Planning
Studies, Vol. 8, No. 3, 2000, pp. 337-55.

18 UNEP (United Nations Environment
Programme), ‘Towards a Green Economy:
Pathways to Sustainable Development and
Poverty Eradication’ (NewYork, 2011). See

NOTES

also P. Rode, C. Keim et al., ‘Cities and Energy:
Urban Morphology and Residential Heat Energy
Demand’, Environment and Planning B: Planning
and Design,Vol. 41, No. 1, 2014, pp. 138-62; and
P.Rode, A. Gomes et al., ‘Resource Urbanisms:
Asia’s Divergent City Models of Kuwait, Abu
Dhabi, Singapore and Hong Kong' (LSE Cities,
London, 2017).

19 S. Owens, ‘Energy, Environmental
Sustainability and Land-use Planning’, in M.
Breheny, ed., Sustainable Development and
Urban Form (London, 1992), pp. 79-105. See also
OECD, Cities and Climate Change, (Paris, 2010).
20 UNEP op. cit.

21 Ibid. See also UTF, op. cit.

22 GCEC, op.cit. See also UN Habitat, Leveraging
Density: Urban Patterns for a Green Economy
(Nairobi, 2012).

23 J. Cortright, ‘Driven to the Brink: How the Gas
Price Spike Popped the Housing Bubble and
Devalued the Suburbs’ (CEO for Cities, Chicago,
1L, 2008).

24 M. Neuman, ‘The Compact City Fallacy’,
Journal of Planning Education and Research,
Vol. 25, No. 1, 2005, pp. 11-26. See also J. van der
Waals, ‘The Compact City and the Environment:
AReview', Tijdschrift voor economische en
sociale geografie,Vol. 91, No. 2, 2000, pp.
111-21; A.M. Coutts, J. Beringer and N.J.Tapper,
‘Impact of Increasing Urban Density on Local
Climate: Spatial andTemporal Variations in

the Surface Energy Balance in Melbourne,
Australia’, Journal of Applied Meteorology and
Climatology,Vol. 46, No. 4, 2007, pp. 477-93;

W. Cox, ‘UrbanTravel and Urban Population
Density’, newgeography (December 3, 2012); and
G. de Roo, ‘Environmental Conflicts in Compact
Cities: Complexity, Decisionmaking, and Policy
Approaches’, Environment and Planning B:
Planning and Design,Vol. 27, No. 1, 2000, pp.
151-62.

25 OECD (2012), op. cit. See also R. Burgess, ‘The
Compact City Debate: A Global Perspective’, in
M. Jenks and R. Burgess, eds, Compact Cities
—Sustainable Urban Forms for Developing
Countries (London, 2000); D. Rudlin and N. Falk,
Building the 21st Century Home: The Sustainable
Urban Neighbourhood (Oxford, UK, 1999); and
K.Williams, M. Jenks and E. Burton, Achieving
Sustainable Urban Form (London, 2000).

26 PC. Cheshire and C.A.L. Hilber, ‘Office Space
Supply Restrictions in Britain: The Political
Economy of Market Revenge’, Economic
Journal,Vol. 118, No. 529, 2008, F185-221. See
also P.C. Cheshire, C.A.L. Hilber and |. Kaplanis,
‘Evaluating the Effects of Planning Policies on
the Retail Sector: Or doTown Centre First Policies
Deliver the Goods?’, SERC Discussion Paper 66
(London School of Economics, 2011); and P.C.
Cheshire,T. Leunig et al., ‘Links Between Planning
and Economic Performance: Evidence Note for
LSE Growth Commission’ (London School of
Economics, 2012).

27 K. Barker, Barker Review of Land Use
Planning: Final Report, Recommendations
(Stationery Office, London, 2006).

28 OECD (2012), op. cit., p.20.

29 G. Ahlfeldt and E. Pietrostefani, Demystifying
Compact Urban Growth: Evidence From 300
Studies From Across the World (Coalition for
UrbanTransitions and OECD, London and
Washington, DC, 2017).

30 DECC (Department of Energy and Climate
Change), ‘London Carbon Dioxide Emissions,
Borough’ (2017). Accessed 22 November 2017:
<data.london.gov.uk/dataset/carbon-dioxide-
emissions-borough>

31N. da Cruz, P. Rode and M. McQuarrie ‘New
Urban Governance: A Review of CurrentThemes
and Future Priorities’ (LSE CitiesWorking Papers,
2017). See also P. Rode, Governing Compact
Cities: How to Connect Planning, Design and
Transport (Cheltenham, UK, 2018).

DATA, MAPS AND INFORMATION
GRAPHICS CREDITS

p. 283: Connecting Urban Form to Mobility —

P. Rode, A. Gomes, M. Adeel, F. Sajjad, J. McArthur, S.
Alshalfan, P. Schwinger, C. Montagne, D.Tunas, C.
Lange, S. Hertog, A. Koch, S.M. Murshed, A. Duval
and J.Wendel (2017). ‘Resource Urbanisms: Asia’s
Divergent City Models of Kuwait, Abu Dhabi, Singa-
pore and Hong Kong' (LSE Cities, London School of
Economics and Political Science, London, 2017).

PHOTOGRAPHY

279: Linh Pham / Getty Images
280: Alexandra Gomes
281: NicTinworth



	PRode Essay_notes edited2
	Rode, Philipp 2018 - Observations and Actions
	Title page



