
 

Why COVID-19 won't kill cities
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For those of you who live in cities, ask yourself: What it is about your
urban lifestyle that makes it worth it despite the pollution, the noise and
the traffic? Perhaps it's the hundreds of unique restaurants that you like
to dine at. Or the density that fosters a vibrant night life and
cosmopolitan cultural scene. Maybe it's the parks, the museums, the tall
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buildings, the mass transit.

What if much of that went away? Would you still want to live there?

That possibility is worrying many as the pandemic chips away at the
foundations of much of what makes cities special. Restaurants, small
businesses and even big brand-name retail chains are closing in record
numbers. Mass transit systems, like New York City's, are warning of
severe cuts in service if they don't get aid soon as state and local tax
revenue plunges. Many have fled to rural or suburban areas. And the
situation appears likely to only worsen as America endures a "dark
winter" with no guarantee of more aid from Congress.

Despite these challenges, two scholars who study cities explain why they
think urban areas will endure—even if they don't get the aid from
Congress that now seems more likely.

Why some cities will survive—and thrive

John Rennie Short, University of Maryland,
Baltimore County

The death of the city is regularly predicted. But, like Mark Twain's
premature obituary, it is greatly exaggerated.

The city was thought to be redundant when the telephone was introduced
to the world in 1876 and then the first personal computer in 1971. What
was the point of cities when people could communicate over the phone
or through the internet? The future was imagined as a global village of
electronic cottages.

In fact, the future was and continues to be giant metro areas and dense
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cities.

After 9/11, some thought that the threat of terrorism would lead to the
suburbanization of financial services and a drift away from the city. In
the two decades that followed, New York City continued to grow and
prosper as a global financial center.

And today, many cities will survive the pandemic for the same reasons
they survived the telephone, internet and terrorist attacks. That's because
there are powerful economic forces at work.

As early as 1922, British economist Alfred Marshall pointed out three
key traits of cities:

The pools of skilled labor allow the transfer of information, knowledge
and skill.

The presence of so many companies generates more business for
peripheral industries—such as how a big banking sector creates work for
accountants and lawyers.

The proximity of people facilitates contact that leads to the maintenance
of trust and the exchange of information.

These forces are even more powerful for the more dynamic sectors of
the economy, particularly banking and financial services, advertising and
a vast range of cultural and creative industries – all built around face-to-
face contact.

I believe the cities that generate this type of "cognitive capitalism," such
as San Francisco, New York and San Jose, will bounce back. Those that
have more routine industries that can be done anywhere, like Detroit,
Baltimore and Buffalo, may not. This is a trend that is already occurring
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across the U.S. over the past 30 years as cities focused on the knowledge
economy have grown faster than those that are not.

Despite the long tradition of anti-urbanism in the U.S. that always seems
to see the demise of cities just around the corner, they will survive
because they are one of humanity's greatest inventions.

The power of cities: Sharing, matching and learning

Michael Orlando, University of Colorado Denver

Density is what makes a city special. A place can support a dizzying
array of cultural delights only where significant numbers of people live
in close proximity to one another.

But in a pandemic, density is the last thing you want, which is why many
people have moved from the urban core and office buildings sit empty.

This won't last forever. Soon, I believe, new vaccines and improved
treatments will end this pandemic. And when density is no longer cursed
by contagion, cities will reassert their magic, through their ability to
enhance sharing, matching and learning.

Economists refer to these three mechanisms as types of agglomeration
economies because they represent benefits of concentration. They are
the incentives that lead people and production to exist side by side,
enduring the high cost of dense urban areas. Economies of sharing,
matching and learning explain why cities form and grow.

Economies of sharing refer to economies of scale. For example,
businesses that specialize in high-quality instrument repair and
intellectual property law provide important services, but they are
consumed only infrequently and sporadically. These businesses prefer to
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locate in large cities where fixed cost of operations can be spread over
many customers, making it more likely their services are always in
demand.

Economies of matching refer to the cost and time savings in searching
for goods, services and jobs in a large city compared with a less
populous area. Workers such as piano tuners and patent attorneys, for
example, possess a narrow set of skills that are of great value to
particular employers that regularly need these unique services. So
workers with these specialized skills will prefer to locate in larger cities,
where they are more likely to be matched to a job—and quickly find
another if they lose it.

Economies of learning refer to the value derived from serendipitous
interactions. People learn from each other, through both intentional
meetings and chance encounters. Learning through intentional meetings
may occur wherever people seek each other out. But learning through
chance encounters will happen more frequently in dense urban areas
where there are simply better odds of encountering other people. As a
result, companies and workers will prefer to locate in cities where they
can command higher profits and wages associated with the learning that
occurs through serendipitous interactions.

Companies for whom knowledge and ideas are particularly important
may engineer such chance encounters by strategically locating co-
workers from different departments so that they might interact,
seemingly, at random. Similarly, by locating in cities, workers and
businesses engineer chance encounters with those from other companies.

In research on the economic geography of innovation, my co-authors and
I have found that knowledge-intensive workers do disproportionately
locate in cities. The share of workers with a bachelor's degree is highest
in the most populous county areas. And patents per capita correlate to
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the share of workers with a bachelor's degree across dense urban areas.

The risks and costs of contagion will fade. And then workers and
companies will be unable to resist the benefits of sharing, matching and
learning that arise in densely populated areas. These are the factors that
explain the lure of cities.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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