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Urban assets have become a very substantial part of the asset base of the 
global economy. 

Just as a corporation must secure productivity through the effective design, 
management, and maintenance of its factories, an urbanized national 
economy must secure productivity through the effective design, management, 
and maintenance of its urban asset base.
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For some decades, we have demonstrated and documented the immense, 
latent potential in urban areas for significant, economical increases in systems 
productivity and in human productivity. The greater the productivity increase, 
and the greater the scale and complexity of the increase, the more that the 
productivity strategy needs to involve measures in all three forms: space, 
resources, and human productivity.
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Our strategies for urban sustainability have evolved along a ‘learning curve’ 
that has taken us from an understanding of cities as resource consuming 
systems in need of better management (i.e., pollution control of waste 
throughputs) to geographies of potential net resource production.
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Today there are a wide range of regeneration and new build projects that are 
aiming for net positive primary productivity—in other words, for actual 
ecological function in urban districts.
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The last decades have seen an explosion of new development and policy 
agendas for cities. These ‘agendas’ have built communities of practice and 
provided laboratories for innovation that each reflect:

! The growing understanding of the underdeveloped performance and 
productivity potential of urban places, systems, and assets

! The pressure upon cities to advance their productivity performance, not 
only to achieve their policy priorities, but to compete in a world of 
capital mobility and resource constraints.

Although each of these agendas has typically been categorized as an 
economic development, environmental or ‘green’, or social agenda, in fact 
they each typically address the city’s potential more comprehensively when it 
comes to practice. 
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As a result, the new practices generated by these different urban agendas are 
now being integrated into mainstream regeneration projects by mainstream 
(i.e., non-boutique) property developers. Qualtiy development projects in the 
coming years will be less and less specialized in one area of advanced practice, 
such as green building or healthy building. They will more and more be 
focused on optimizing the currently available productivity potential of 
land/space, resources, and people in the redeveloped asset.
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For example, the Westbank Corporation (Canada) has purchased the worn
retail building in the preceding slide, and has proposed a denser, mixed use 
development that reflects a variety of the urban agendas of the 1990-2010 
period: equity, economic development, sustainability, culture, urban 
agriculture, eco-mobility etc.
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As builders attempt to incorporate the practices from different ‘agendas’ into 
their individual development projects, some of the agendas have been
advancing multi-sector partnership to create whole new categories of urban 
performance. In North America, for instance, the establishment of ‘wellness 
districts’ represents a move towards redeveloping, leasing, managing, and 
programming commercial-residential districts, in coordination with medical 
facilities, so that they directly contribute to the improvement of targeted 
health outcomes. This also reflects a shift from a traditional notion of 
productivity—more outputs with relatively less inputs—to a notion of 
productivity in urban areas based on the managed delivery of targeted 
outcomes.
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In addition to trends in productivity at the scale of individual building projects 
and of districts, the Urban Nexus approach focuses on urban productivity at 
the scale of citywide infrastructure/resource systems.
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In the case of Linköping, Sweden, optimization opportunities are identified 
and developed by breaking down the silos of modern city building, that for 
instance conceptualize transportation as being a system with processes 
fundamentally different and separate from, say, waste management.
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Finally, the potential for trans-jurisdictional productive systems is being 
proven at the scale of whole urban regions.  This image highlights the 
urbanized areas within the 21 municipalities of Metro Vancouver, Canada.
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This image highlights the productive agricultural areas that are substantially 
protected within the region’s Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR). With further 
support programs and incentives, the region’s agricultural system produces a 
farm income that is about double that of the region’s annual household food 
expenditures.
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Regional food production is extremely diverse, covering the full range of food 
groups.
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In a world of growth challenges, increasing productivity becomes an economic 
imperative. In a world that also must ultimately transition to a steady state 
economy, a different form of productivity in human economy and ecology also 
must be established: one that shifts the growth calculus from outputs to 
outcomes.

In the 1960-70s, the economics profession and the business world came to 
recognize the need for a broadened understanding of the sources of 
productivity in industrial economies—Total Factor Productivity (TFP). Urban 
Productivity offers an even more comprehensive understanding of TFP for 
dematerializing economies in highly urbanized societies.
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As practitioners and policy makers, we are still often focusing narrowly, on 
selected agendas—sustainability for some, competitiveness for others, and so 
forth. Urban productivity strategy, by contrast, seeks to optimize the broad, 
available distinct performance potential of urban regions across all of the 
distinct.

I will be further elaborating the practice of urban productivity enhancement 
in a pending book, The Productive City: Growth in a No-Growth World.
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