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Executive summary 
Prepared in May-July 2021, this paper captures the current state of recovery and planning 
for the post-pandemic city in leading metropolitan regions worldwide. Drawing on a global 
review of evidence and more than 30 interviews with metropolitan leaders and senior 
planners, it has revealed a number of profound ongoing impacts and implications for cities 
nearly 18 months after the start of Covid-19.  

Far from Covid-19 heralding the so-called ‘death of cities’, the global picture already indicates that the 
metropolis will remain an essential unit for markets, for planning and for development. The last 18 
months have been universally experienced as a shock and a wake-up call to those planning 
metropolitan futures, but the pauses have also provided welcome perspective about the long term path 
the city is on and brought into focus the mission now to build on the progress of the last 20 years and 
make cities, individually and collectively, even better.   

Planners, decision-makers and business leaders see that Covid-19’s impacts on demand patterns have 
to a large degree accelerated trends that were already on the horizon. There is now a new context and 
new space, that has to be seized proactively, for cities to plan for a future that is more liveable, affordable 
and distributed, not just specialised, competitive and productive. 

Covid-19 has been a uniquely synchronised challenge for all leading metropolitan cities. Yet this paper 
also reveals some divergences in how these cities are prepared for, and preparing for, life after the 
pandemic (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Chart indicating city-regions’ approximate stage of explicit post-pandemic preparation, and 
effects of Covid-19 on the development path of the region 

Source: The Business of Cities Research. *Based on comparative assessment of scale of change and expert sentiment as of July 2021. Should be treated as 
indicative, not absolute. 
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Leading cities are re-emerging and responding at quite different speeds, due to the different ways that 
the health risks, political decisions, planning cycles, and institutional adaptations have played out. There 
are already signs that the cities willing to make the boldest reforms – to place, space, inclusion and co-
ordination - will be the ones that are most equipped for the post-pandemic city. 

The immediate outlook: urgency and optimism 

Metropolitan regions are now expecting the full picture to emerge at the end of 2021 as people start to 
establish new normal patterns of work, life and travel. This has been a major wakeup call after what was 
for many top cities an exceptional decade (2010-2020) of jobs growth.  

On the one hand, most agree that there are fewer signs of an exodus from their inner city than some 
first predicted, and fewer reasons to believe working from home will become as widespread as initially 
anticipated. On average, metropolitan planners and policymakers are anticipating a 10-15% decline in 
office space demand and associated revenue in their main jobs centres. The world’s leading 
metropolises will remain exceptional places to live, work, meet  and do business, albeit the composition 
and character of this economy remain up for grabs. Many foresee the agglomeration advantages of 
leading cities even being amplified. For those city regions where the deficit of transport capacity has 
been the number one constraint on new jobs, there is some optimism that occasional remote work and 
more distribution of demand across the working 24-hour and 7-day cycle actually creates the potential 
for higher economic activity and productivity in the longer term. 

At the same time there is also now a widely shared urgency to tackle issues of climate, housing and 
inequality more assertively. Senior planners recognise they have to balance the need to discover and 
apply new and sometimes untested models, with the need to act quickly and decisively given the scale 
and timeframes of progress required. 

Figure 2: New areas of post-Covid focus among Top 30 global city-regions 
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Among the trends that are shaping the long-term plans and outlook for the leading cities, we can 
observe those that pre-existed the pandemic and have been accelerated, and trends whose character 
is more novel and require new adaptations. These, and some of the common responses, are detailed 
in Table 1. 

Table 1: Accelerated Trends and New Trends 

Accelerated Trends Metropolitan Responses 

Digitisation and shift to the ‘hybrid’ city, 
blending of physical and virtual 

Whole-city digital infrastructure audits; digital training for 
SMEs; larger public-private partnerships for digital skills.  

Land use and mobility as a driver of 
metropolitan equity 

Sustaining the investment pace in new city-suburb 
transport routes; more multi-family buildings in low density 
areas. 

Green transition in infrastructure and 
jobs 

Regional and national investment in new infrastructure; 
updating building codes, standards and incentives. 

Diversification beyond narrow group of 
sectors and specialisms 

Small number of priority frontier sectors; specialised 
innovation precincts; unlocking jobs land in transport-rich 
locations; connecting anchor institutions.  

Rise of demonstrators and proof of 
concept locations 

Sustainable neighbourhoods supported by match funding; 
carbon and waste neutral testbed visitor locations. 

Re-imagined visitor economy to focus 
on consumer experience and public 
space 

Open streets to re-purpose roads more often as cultural 
and artistic spaces; protection of leading culture/hospitality 
businesses.  

Growth of e-commerce and increased 
logistics demand in urban locations 

Whole region approach; dense and consolidated logistics 
centres; last mile delivery innovation. 

Digital buildings and precinct 
management to improve place flexibility 

Digital city twins as aids for planning and crisis forecasting 
processes. 

New Observed Trends Metropolitan Responses 

Changes to office demand patterns across 
the working day and week, especially in 
CBD 

More innovation and lab space conversions; competitions 
to redesign; increased flagship demand in secondary 
CBDs; altered revenue models to align landlords and 
tenants. 

Public health and wellbeing incorporated 
more systematically into metropolitan 
planning 

Wider wellbeing measures adopted in assessment 
framework for new infrastructure approval; focus on 
walking/bike routes for new suburban developments. 

Rise of ‘as a service’ models re-shaping 
the behaviour of urban business, real 
estate and land use 

‘Office as a service’ models to re-attract workers to the 
office; public-private partnerships and research into 
mobility-as-a-service. 

Growth of remote working and Development and retail focus around suburban transport 
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localisation of service delivery hubs; investment in wider variety of mixed-use formats; 
support for specialised business and residential precincts. 

Reinventing public transport while 
sustaining the boom in active travel 

Seamless multi-modal interchanges; full development of 
mobility-as-a-service; investment in permanent bicycle 
lanes; open streets programmes; shared travel incentives. 

Restoring city reputation and new 
urgency around talent retention 

Coherent narrative messaging; cross-sector co-operation 
to develop talent; more strategic approach to specialist 
recruitment. 

Shift to open data and imperative for 
better citizen co-creation and trust 

Improved online zoning portals; more citizen involvement 
in planning processes; convening civic leadership to 
provide local intelligence. 

Rise of macro-regional (ie. 250km+ 
beyond CBD) strategic planning 

Infrastructure catalysts to connect the mega-regions; 
complementary economic and planning strategies; new 
corridor settlements enabled by rail. 

The paths to recovery 

Many of the differences in the ways metropolitan areas have experienced the crisis, of course, have 
depended on the character of the national policy response to the pandemic – in terms of lockdowns, 
mitigation, fiscal stimulus, and vaccination. Yet certain patterns can be observed across national 
boundaries: overall those cities with more diverse economies, with more established 2nd centres, and 
with more co-ordinated whole-city governance have tended to adapt more confidently to the 
protracted demand shock in key industries, and have now been experimenting for longer with re-
imagining metropolitan land, mobility, streets and neighbourhoods.  

Meanwhile cities that rely heavily on tourism, retail, students and events have had to quickly re-evaluate 
the potential of their city centre and rethink the land use conditions and other incentives that can help 
them build a larger innovation and knowledge-led economy. And cities dominated by the car have 
discovered the potential of unlocking streets for neighbourhood enjoyment.  

Broadly speaking we may see four kinds of leading city regions in terms of the pattern of impacts and 
response. These are detailed below, and while they are not exhaustive, they indicate some distinctive 
directions of travel cities are on:  
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Successful 
Specialists Regionalised Hubs Constrained 

Progressives 
High-Capacity Forward 
Planners 

Boston, Tel Aviv New York, San Francisco Paris, Barcelona Stockholm, Singapore 

Economy 

Surge in innovation and 
R&D/lab space 
demand. 

Make the productivity case 
for high-collaboration 
return to CBDs. Adapt to 
more dispersed tech & 
corporate economy. 

Diversify economic base 
(esp tourism). Early 
adopters of the circular 
economy. 

Prioritise global roles that 
have medium-run 
competitive advantage. 

Spatial 
development 

Integrate equity 
principles into 
development path. 
Complete the re-
urbanisation process. 

Better integration of land 
planning with other city 
systems. 

Pursuing the ‘15 minute 
city’ in the ‘1 hour region’. 

Boldly renew and re-
animate the CBD along with 
highly adaptive regional 
centres. 

Governance and 
Co-ordination 

Mount first cycle of truly 
metropolitan projects 
to drive co-ordination. 

Beyond Zero Sum. Raise 
basic co-ordination 
capacity to address 
revealed disparities. 

Co-ordination gaps 
especially between centre 
and suburbs. 

Maintain good governance 
advantage and align key 
agencies. 

Climate & 
Resilience 

Upgraded resilience 
frameworks to protect 
from risks. 

Business case for resilience 
investment. 

Acceleration of climate 
policies and green 
infrastructure. 

Climate demonstrators and 
the green economy. 

Land use 

Mixed use as a driver of 
a more distributed 
innovation economy. 

High quality densification, 
anchor-led mixed use 
redevelopment. 

Incentives to convert office 
to innovation space and 
residential. More mixed 
use. 

Shift to more flexible and 
agile approach informed by 
business dialogue. 

Mobility 

Multi-modality to 
sustain large-scale 
development. 

Open streets; future proof 
existing systems; pursue 
overdue metropolitan 
commuter infrastructure. 

Create flexibility in the 
public transport and 
micro-mobility. 

Maintain positive modal 
split; EV innovation edge. 

Stakeholders 

Anchor businesses and 
institutions mobilised 
for long-term 
approaches. 

Seek continuous higher 
tier investment; enabling 
framework for RE and 
business leaders to shape 
precincts. 

Enhanced engagement 
and transparency with 
private sector. 

Digital government and 
citizen empowerment; 
more diverse sources of city 
leadership. 

Across this wide ranging review, 10 key dynamics can be observed that will shape the next cycle of 
metropolitan strategic planning: 

1. The changing character of competition for metropolitan areas

The pandemic has accelerated the 100 year shift of the global economic centre of gravity from West to 
East. And in creating more mobility and technology disruption for talent and businesses in many 
sectors, it is altering the character of competition between city regions.  

A common observation in cities worldwide is that even more power is shifting to talent, and talent is 
moving to where it can find other talent. Cities are therefore competing more for all-round liveability, 
income tax and business climate, recognising that they have to work harder to retain and attract talent 
and be places where people would really choose to work. On the one hand this is resulting in a more 
targeted focus on the specialist skills, experts and enablers that regions need for their key sectors to go 
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to the next level. It also is seeing long term planning start to lean into talent development in the existing 
labour market, fostering soft skills, lifelong learning, and dramatically improving how to work with 
employers. 

2. Planning for a hybrid future

Nearly every industry hosted by the world’s most competitive metropolises has been impacted by a 
leap forward in digitisation. Many have commented that this is changing the nature of the task of 
metropolitan planning and leadership. With nearly every urban business being transformed by digital 
technologies and AI, long-term planners now have to think about how to prepare the city both as a 
physical location and as a digital platform. From a public policy perspective this means providing the 
enabling environment for a ‘hybrid’ place.  

Metropolitan strategies are now starting to think less about ‘digital’ as something separate, but are 
taking seriously how the city is now ‘blended’ and how this in turn creates new opportunities and risks 
to city competitiveness. In a post-Covid world, many expect a divergence between cities that see digital 
simply as a driver of remote working and a threat to city centres, and those who see it as a tool to raise 
the productivity of people and land, and for enhancing public trust, improving how government 
operates, and supporting a wider culture of entrepreneurship.  

In practice this means the task of planning metropolitan futures has to take into account how to support 
the efficient transition between digital and face-to-face. Part of this will require auditing whether digital 
infrastructure coverage and capability across the region is fit for purpose and avoids exacerbating 
existing inequities, making sure that digital acceleration does not leave people, ideas or industries 
behind. It also means making sure that more metropolitan centres have the meeting places, 
destinations, and work places that are inspirational in-person as well as ‘smart’. 

3. Long-term planning that confronts the climate emergency

For a large minority of the city regions reviewed, green is now the guiding principle in the new economy 
and the new mode of strategic planning. Long-term planners have seen a shift whereby sustainability is 
now a primary driver of value. Cities no longer have a free license for growth – they find they have to 
create a more proactive framework to promote preferred kinds of growth and deter others. 

Strategic planning organisations are developing more robust assessments of projects based on their 
impact on resilience and their role in community resilience from both natural and social shocks. Some 
cities are making large bets on offshore wind, geothermal energy, or other kinds of renewables. In 
general there is a noticeable shift towards pursuing bolder environmental policies and constraints on 
high carbon transport, although many are concerned not to reduce the divisions that these open up 
between the metropolitan centre and the outer suburbs. 
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4. Re-balancing the centres of metropolitan gravity

The reshuffle effect of Covid-19 means that many city regions now expect a slightly more balanced 
hierarchy between their 3-4 largest centres. In general more cities have started defining 5-10 different 
kinds of places and business locations across the metropolitan space in a more differentiated way – the 
idea is to take into account the kinds of functions they can host, the growth potential they have, their 
readiness for more flexible uses, and to organise around the precinct needs they have at different stages 
in their life cycle. 

Beyond the metropolis there is also a growing ‘megaregion’ consciousness emerging in places where 
talent has scope to move further out and connect easily to the centres where decisions are made. 
National/State governments and larger companies are starting to convene this conversation and 
develop specific working groups (technology, industry, transport) where there is a clear logic to joint 
work. 

These effects also have significant implications for how metropolises prepare for the future of their CBD. 
All of them remain fully committed to an even high overall carrying capacity for their main CBD in future 
- the shift is more towards CBDs seeking resilience by hosting more tech space, flexible live and work
space, experience-rich culture, active travel, and accommodating a changing mix of industries and uses.
Many cities are building a strategy for the ‘enlarged CBD’. Unlocking large central buildings into start-
up hubs, and partnering with consortia of developers to experiment with new use mixes, are two of the
noticeable trends.

5. Adapting to new mixes of metropolitan land

Covid has accelerated the demand and creation of mixed use space in a variety of city locations, and, 
relatedly, more adoption of different real estate business models including where landlords take a share 
of the risk and revenue of occupying businesses.  

In cities with a larger aging stock of hotel, commercial and retail space, there is more appetite to 
reconfigure them for housing, especially in cities like Paris and Hong Kong. However in most leading 
North American metropolitan cities, there are so far very few new attempts to turn existing offices into 
housing. Here, where there is still significant underutilised land, government officials and developers 
would need to see a long-term pattern of high vacancy before expecting more conversions, and instead 
there is more momentum to convert shopping malls and big box retail into residential and experience 
economy uses. Demand for labs and R&D over residential and hotels is also prominent as are 
commitments for office outside of core hubs to now become mixed use. Meanwhile the rise of edge 
computing – where data storage is decentralised closer to the point of use – is raising demand for inner 
city multistorey data centre locations where ceiling heights and power supply can support it, and in 
some cases these facilities are starting to be integrated with district heating functions. 

A big priority for top tier city regions is shaping and supporting the industrial land market, amid scarce 
space and the rise of e-commerce, biotech, and high-tech manufacturing. This is requiring more 
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metropolitan areas to co-ordinate regionally and challenge the dominant focus on housing in many city 
and national planning frameworks. There is a new emphasis on identifying and protecting suitable land 
earlier, enacting more rapid land reviews, making planning to be more presumptively in favour of 
logistics development, and re-imagining logistics as a driver of sustainable development. 

6. Tools and tactics for a sustainable future of housing

House price inflation has become an even more widely shared phenomenon in leading metropolises 
through the pandemic. The familiar ingredients of constrained supply in high demand locations, low 
interest rates, and asset class outperformance, have produced a context of unprecedented median 
multiples and so housing has become an even higher political and planning priority in most cities. 

Around the world one key focus is very much on expanding and diversifying housing tenures and 
formats, through more effective engagement with private and institutional investment, and value 
capture and recycling to enable more public delivery at scale. Another is facilitating the rise in demand 
for sustainable homes among both investors and renters. More cities report signs of better regional co-
ordination of housing in close synergy with infrastructure planning. Where major innovations or reforms 
are proving difficult to mount, demonstration projects and exhibitions of medium density and ‘gentle 
density’ are important in suburban and ‘missing middle’ contexts. Revisiting the planning system’s 
institutional design is also a frequent priority, encouraging approaches to density and zoning that are 
more flexible to specific contexts and less subject to discretionary political decisions. 

7. The metropolis as a platform for innovation and new industries

Economic disruption is forcing metropolitan planners to actively devote time to confront strategic 
agendas around desired industry mix, future value creation, and implications for what kind of spaces, 
mobility, and precincts are needed. Many see that while the corporate sector and the visitor and 
consumption economies have been radically disrupted and their space demands may fall over the 
medium term, the innovation economy is a major opportunity to grow the base of good jobs and create 
new occupants in key locations.  

In general, medium-sized city regions are seeking sharper specialisation in a smaller number of priority 
sectors, rather than trying to claim global leadership on 8+ sectors. They also recognise that Covid-19 
is accelerating a convergence between sectors that were previously more discrete: construction 
companies becoming energy companies, technology companies becoming banks, and so on. 

This is retraining the focus as to how cities harness the overall ecosystem and think of the city as a 
platform that allows ideas to be built, businesses to scale, distinctive clusters to thrive, and more social 
mobility and entrepreneurship can be achieved. As a result there is an emphasis on the coherence 
between assets, not just the performance of particular assets. More is being done on the role that 
‘anchors’ working together in the region (rather than piecemeal) can play to produce knowledge and 
stimulate inclusive innovation. And it is resulting in more of a focus on the foundational economy, not 
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just the frontier sectors. It is raising the importance of how governments in metropolitan regions can act 
as a convenor, curator and customer of innovation, rather than a trying to create innovation by edict.  

Despite speculation that innovation will require fewer dense precincts and tight clusters that act as 
centres of gravity, most cities so far are observing that their high-collaboration locations are the ones 
that have been most resilient in the pandemic and that new cycle technology companies continue to 
seek to be close to the city centre and to each other. Metropolitan plans are looking to create more 
connectivity between leading precincts, and more precincts that can themselves provide the land and 
resource ‘testbeds’ to stimulate innovation in areas where the city really needs to make progress quickly- 
like mobility or the circular economy. 

8. Re-imagined streets and mobility

The prominence of the public realm appears to be growing in metropolitan strategic planning, as 
the opportunities become apparent from reserving street space and releasing the pressure of car 
use. Experiments with open streets have become semi-permanent not just in CBDs but also 
suburbs, while funding for high streets to be reimagined as centres for enterprise, light industry, 
collaboration and innovation. 

Despite the critical fiscal challenges public transport systems face around the world, there are many 
signs that of momentum to re-invest into increased capacity in a broad variety of leading cities and 
reinvent public transport. For North American cities in particular, post-Covid projects have secured 
financing that connect the main economic centres to the suburbs much more effectively. A new 
phase of efforts to introduce congestion charging and low emission zones in inner cities is 
underway. More broadly, planning organisations are looking to use large public assets (land, 
streets, data, airports, technical systems) as a driver of experimentation and testing of new 
approaches to mobility, safety and flows of people. 

9. Data as a vehicle for more compelling metropolitan storytelling

Metropolitan regions are recognising that the way they communicate their future paths and choices to 
the wider public has to dramatically improve in order to renew and reinvigorate the social contract with 
citizens. Many have noted that Covid-19 has revealed a gap in public trust and a need to become more 
transparent, more engaging and enriching about how long term strategic planning makes differences 
to people’s lives and requires bold, collaborative decisions.  

More metropolitan planning organisations are investing in the importance of telling more relatable 
stories and making connections between planning priorities and everyday issues in order to build the 
capacity to engage and empower citizens. At the same time they are looking for ways to permanently 
improve levels of co-ordination, intelligence gathering and data co-creation between local/regional 
governments, business, universities and citizens. This also requires more responsive and co-created 
data and metropolitan planning data hubs, which are becoming more common and established.  
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10. Turning a temporary co-ordination boost into a permanent governance dividend

Among the world’s top city regions, many metropolitan strategic planning organisations are fairly 
young and still accumulating influence, while others are renewing their mission and mandate. The 
Covid crisis creates a context where higher levels of government are playing a more prominent and 
interventionist role in successful cities, and also where city/regional leadership is viewed to be 
becoming more closely linked to a territory’s brand and reputation. The global attention on responses 
to Covid produces a higher premium on city and regional leadership because ineffective or inflexible 
leadership can have a strongly negative effect on external impressions and expectations. 

One of the biggest opportunities senior planners now observe is the quality and depth of relationships 
that metropolitan organisations have with counterparts within and beyond government, and the ability 
of cities to harness the explosion of initiative that has come from the private and civic sectors. In regions 
without mature metropolitan leadership, there are signs that institutions are coming together to fill 
governance deficits to tackle urgent issues whether of climate change, sea level rise or social inequity. 

Summary of the character of change in metropolitan strategic planning 

Last Cycle Next Cycle 
Bold vision galvanised by population 
pressures. 

Vision defined from quantity to quality and 
innovation. 

Crisis response and scenario planning. 
Broader and more integrated approach to 
resilience. Environmental leadership as a 
competitive advantage. 

Discrete priority locations. 
Expanded precincts, complementarities, and 
inter-precinct connectivity. 

Zero-sum allocations between land uses. 
Hybrid uses for 24/7/365. More co-ordination 
and creative industrial land solutions. 

Public health as a ‘nice to have’ in long term 
planning. 

Opportunities for human and planetary health 
linkages. 

Limited role for economic development. 
More focus on economic co-ordination, 
aligning for investment, economic role of 
districts. 

Specific demonstrators to set precedents. Path to regional scale. 

Diversify the city brand. Powerful storytelling to and with citizens. 



Our Metropolitan Futures

11 

Emerging Implications for Greater Sydney 

Based on this outside-in review of the paths other cities are taking, and not based on detailed 
stakeholder engagement in Greater Sydney, the following implications are especially relevant at this 
stage: 

1. The shocks produced by the pandemic present an opportunity for Greater Sydney to
resolve its long term challenges head on. The reset has in fact revealed that the
Metropolis of Three Cities was ahead of its time and that a well-connected and multi-
centre metropolis is the most flexible and resilient way to accommodate acute housing
needs, provide choice for a diversifying economy, connect people fairly to services, and
shape the inspirational places and environments that enrich lives and health. After a long
pause and many distractions, it is imperative to re-articulate how and why delivering the
metropolis vision is essential to address these collective challenges. Sydney is in the first
cycle after major investment in metropolitan infrastructure, so it has to use the post-
pandemic shift to drive ridership in public transport and quality development in its
metropolitan centres if it is to deliver on the promise of its spatial vision.

2. Covid-19 may invite a redefinition of what Greater Sydney really is. As elsewhere,
Sydney’s effective scale is starting to extend beyond the established notion of the travel-
to-work metropolis. More of Sydney’s patterns of work, life and recreation will take place
over a larger geography. As a result metropolitan success will also be more influenced
by how efficiently this wider region ‘catchment area’ works – yet infrastructure and co-
ordination at this scale have a lot of room to catch up to other cities internationally. What
might be called ‘Greater Greater Sydney’ will only succeed if well served by surface
transport, digital infrastructure and the very high quality placemaking that a more
distributed urban pattern will rely on.

3. The ever more serious climate threats affecting Greater Sydney demand it to be more
articulate, proactive and integrated about how it is organising and preparing for its
environmental future. This challenge takes on even sharper relief given that Sydney, now
unlike nearly all other leading global city regions, does not currently benefit from a
national government that is supportive of a decisive set of climate change responses. The
risk of reputational damage demands Greater Sydney clearly and confidently pursues a
push to decarbonise metropolitan systems, and combine it with changes that tangibly
improve human health and wellbeing. This will also be a period where the economic
multipliers of a green recovery will become more visible, for those who can really deliver
it, and where stark gaps open up between the cities that really make progress at scale
and those that are unable to. Policies that line up health, housing, climate change, jobs
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and liveability outcomes will become important to attracting and retaining discretionary 
talent and businesses in Greater Sydney. 

4. Greater Sydney success will rely more on the effective and flexible use and re-use of
strategically located land, so that more locations (e.g. town centres, station interchanges,
cultural and convention hubs) can play hybrid roles over the course of the day/week/year.
An important task will be to ensure under-utilised or obsolescent space is used or re-
purposed efficiently and quickly, to support more housing and industrial use but also for
Sydney to address some of the barriers to entrepreneurship, creative production,
placemaking and neighbourhood variety. Facilitating flexibility and choice, and
demonstrating how hybrid uses can work and succeed in practice, will be key. Full and
ongoing assessments will be needed to make sure that land use planning policies are
really serving blended demand in different locations.

5. Covid-19 will create lasting and permanent impacts on Greater Sydney’s industry mix,
jobs clusters, and appeal to different kinds of capital, as well as the locations and spaces
they require. Many of these impacts are still to fully emerge, but it is already likely that the
volume and nature of demand is significantly disrupted among international students,
tourists, major events, conventions and retail. Planning for a ‘last cycle’ economy will
create waste and disappointment and Greater Sydney has to embrace the fact that
changes are ahead. Metropolitan strategic planning will therefore have to be more
closely integrated with economic development and investment attraction, so that the
spatial and infrastructure development align coherently with the value-creating and job-
creating capabilities Sydney is well placed to really expand and grow into. Close co-
ordination, both across Government and with business, will be especially important to
bring forward the real estate models, land uses, and external communication that can
support Sydney’s future economic capabilities to grow and aid its ability to attract
strategic international investment of the right calibre, patience and scale.

6. A strongly differentiated typology of precincts will provide more confidence and shape
to Greater Sydney’s future. Planning and promoting these precincts will require a clear
evidence base of the performance, distinctiveness and potential of different places. It
may benefit from indicators and KPIs tailored to different types of precinct. Building
confidence and commitment in collaborative governance for precincts will be an
important task, given how significant this has proved to be in other city regions. The
established and emerging CBDs and larger metropolitan centres are obvious priorities
for whole-place approaches – these locations will especially rely on innovation in land
use, co-location, public space, cultural performance, if they are to encourage footfall and
grow the local customer and producer base of the experience economy.

7. Greater Sydney’s spatial form and recent cycle of infrastructure make it well placed to
unlock more spaces and places to the application of technology that can ultimately serve
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its economic and social goals. There is an opportunity to use new and established 
locations as experiments for digitally enabled buildings, integration of land uses, 
collaborative place management, and citizen engagement. 

8. Sydney can make more of its flagships – its most promising innovation precinct(s), its
signature buildings and public spaces, its catalytic interchanges, its forward-looking
companies, its pioneering aerotropolis, and its bold initiatives. These will set standards
for others to emulate, within region and nationally, and attract interest of innovators,
expertise, scaling businesses and forward-thinking investors.

9. In the future, metropolitan strategic planning will have to foster platforms for civic
innovation. This includes how to use wider data sources for public goals and how to
expand and enrich the notion of what it means to be a citizen and ‘member’ of the wider
Sydney community. Partnerships with citizens, community builders, technology
providers, and with other cities innovating in this area, will become a bigger part of the
metropolitan strategy toolkit.

10. Greater Sydney needs to be at the core of Sydney’s renewed message to the world – the
fostering of a common narrative and set of ideas about Sydney as a whole place, that can
be actively supported by civic players and media. This means reminding the sense of
direction that Greater Sydney is prepared for and embracing, and communicating some
of the big adjustments that will be made after Covid-19 (land use, mobility, work, people).
Sydney has to continue to communicate the scale of appetite and transformation the
region is on.



1 Introduction
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This is a critical time for metropolitan cities. Metropolitan planners and city leaders preparing for the 
long-term now encounter a series of synchronised challenges: economic crisis and precarious jobs 
recovery, disruption to the business model of cities, and a growing climate emergency. These have 
arisen in 2021 in a context of embedded short termism in regional and national level politics, increased 
social and cultural polarisation, and division and capacity constraints in local government. 

At the same time, Covid-19’s impact on talent mobility and business location has seen the metropolitan 
and wider regional scale become an even more obvious locus for solutions serving a more distributed 
and better managed model of urbanisation. 

Covid-19 is therefore widely viewed as an accelerator, and in principle an opportunity to forge a better 
and more resilient metropolis that should not be squandered. 

This paper assesses the character of the disruptions on the economies and land use patterns in leading 
metropolitan regions, and observes the responses (at metropolitan, city and regional levels) of a group 
of 20 global city regions. 

City regions interviewed and consulted for this paper: 

This paper is designed to provide insight and answers to two core questions: 

1. What are the priority agendas being pursued by leading metropolitan regions in the long term
following Covid-19, and do these differ from the long-term priorities pre-pandemic?

2. How are metropolitan regions conceiving and designing their next cycle of strategic planning?
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Approach 

This review has been informed by three key sources of data, analysis, insight and commentary: 

1) Research of the Top 20 Global City Regions
● Government, civic and business leadership reports
● Discussion papers
● Press releases
● Webinars
● Strategy and policy meetings

2) Interviews with senior planners, leaders and decision-makers in global city regions. With
sincere thanks to the following individuals for sharing their perspectives and insights:

● Amsterdam: Lex Brans, Director of Housing & Real Estate, Amsterdam Metropolitan Area
● Barcelona: Ramon Torra, General Manager, Barcelona Metropolitan Area (BMA); Albert

Dalmau Miranda, Manager of Economy, Resources and Economic Promotion, Barcelona City
Council

● Bay Area: Allison Brooks, Executive Director, Bay Area Regional Collaborative ; Alicia John-
Baptiste, CEO, SPUR

● Boston: Tegin Teich, Executive Director, Boston Region Metropolitan Planning
Organisation; Lauren Shurtleff, Director of Planning, Boston Planning and Development
Agency

● Hong Kong: Nicholas Brooke, Senior Member of the General Committee of the Hong Kong
Chamber of Commerce and Chairman of its Real Estate and Infrastructure Committee

● London: Lara Goldstein, Principal Strategic Planner, Greater London Authority
● Miami: Jaap Donath, Senior Vice President, Research & Strategic Planning, Miami-Dade

Beacon Council; Matt Haggman, Executive Vice President, One Community One Goal,
Miami-Dade Beacon Council; Jim Murley, Chief Resilience Officer, Miami-Dade County

● New York: Carolyn Grossman Meagher, Director of Regional Planning and Howard Slatkin,
Deputy Executive Director, Strategic Planning, NYC Department of City Planning; Tom
Wright, President and CEO, Regional Plan Association

● Paris: Celine Gipoulon, Director of Strategy and Foresight, Métropole du Grand Paris ;
Vincent Gollain, Chief Economic Development Officer, L’Institut Paris Region

● Philadelphia: Barry Seymour, Executive Director, Delaware Valley Regional Planning
Commission; Maari Porter, Deputy Chief of Staff, Policy & Strategic Initiatives; Renee
Androckitis, Lead Coordinator, Regional Recharge Recover Initiative

● San Diego: Coleen Clementson, Director of Planning and Land Use and Antoinette Meier,
Director of Mobility and Innovation, SANDAG ; Nikia Clarke, Executive Director, World Trade
Center San Diego and Senior Vice President of San Diego Regional Economic Development
Corporation

● Singapore: Yu-Ning Hwang, Chief Planner, Urban Redevelopment Authority
● Stockholm: Daniella Waldfogel, Chief Policy Officer, Stockholm Chamber of Commerce
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● Toronto: Marcy Burchfield, Vice President, Economic Blueprint Institute, Toronto Region
Board of Trade

● Vancouver: Sean Galloway, Director, Regional Planning and Electoral Area Services, Metro
Vancouver; Bryan Buggey, Director of Economic Transformation and Climate Action,
Vancouver Economic Commission

3) Data:
● Google Covid-19 Community Mobility reports
● Knight Frank Global House Prices Index
● 500 annual benchmarks on city performance

All interpretations and analysis of cities and regions both specifically and in general are the 
responsibility of The Business of Cities. 

NB: Interviewees span a variety of roles in their metropolitan governance – their quotes or 
perspectives should not be read necessarily as representing the position of the whole city or 
region. 



2  Context 
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The city-regions in this paper share many attributes by virtue of their broadly comparable population 
size, role in their national system, globally traded sectors, popularity in global circuits (of capital, talent, 
visitors, students etc.), and their leadership on issues of liveability, equity and climate resilience.  

Yet these global city regions are starting out in their post-Covid strategic planning from a variety of 
different starting points, and these influence both their priorities and their strategic capacity. The 
variations are useful and important to lay out at the outset of a scan of this kind.  

Four of the different dimensions are: 

1. Whether the city-regional economy is narrow or diversified.

For cities with highly diversified metropolitan economies, such as Paris, London, New York and 
increasingly San Diego, the impact of Covid-19 has been less severe in terms of immediate overall 
demand shock but more impactful in terms of the extended decentralising effect of remote work.  

“What we see ahead is a rebalancing, a different set of opportunities, that I suspect ultimately 
will allow us to grow more sustainably up to 2050, given how far infrastructure has to catch up” 

Tom Wright, Regional Plan Association, New York 

Meanwhile there are city regions such as Barcelona and Hong Kong which have inherited a high 
reliance on tourism, retail, students and other activities that have proven highly vulnerable to pandemic 
disruption. In these cases, Covid-19 has accelerated the need to develop a city centre and a wider land 
use and skills and enterprise environment that is conducive to host a larger innovation and knowledge-
led economy. There are also city regions that have been highly specialised in certain innovation sectors 
(such as Boston for life sciences and Stockholm for digital), for whom Covid-19 has created a significant 
demand spike resulting in challenges of scarce space and talent. 

2. Whether the regions have a single dominant centre or multiple established hubs

City-regions are on a spectrum between highly monocentric dependence on a single large hub (usually 
a ‘greater CBD’), and a more managed multi-centre approach underpinned by high capacity 
infrastructure.  

The more mono-centric cities such as New York, Stockholm and to a lesser extent Singapore have fewer 
immediate alternatives to the CBD for some of the high-value high-collaboration activities. The shift to 
regional centres 30-90 minutes away from CBD so far appears more pronounced in city regions where: 

● The regional centres have strategies and appetite to pursue growth,
● Where the rental affordability advantage over the CBD is very substantial, and
● Where public transport around the regional centre is already varied and efficient, eliminating

over-reliance on cars for commuting and making the centre a more convenient all-round
alternative.
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A number of historically mono-centric cities are also witnessing high and sometimes unco-ordinated 
competition from secondary metropolitan centres. In Metro Vancouver, although downtown Vancouver 
remains the primary centre in the region, other 2nd centres such as Surrey, Coquitlam and Richmond 
are positioning  themselves to attract office demand to serve their growing populations. 

Meanwhile those regions that have been starting to develop a more polycentric approach have seen 
this trend gain more momentum through the pandemic. In the Bay Area, the region is gradually moving 
towards 3 CBDs, with San Jose and Oakland increasingly mature alternatives to San Francisco, and with 
more mid-sized cities (including Fremont, Berkeley, Palo Alto) in a position to become serious 
commercial centres in future. More mature polycentric regions such as Greater Amsterdam, 
metropolitan Seoul and the Paris Region, have found themselves in a position where they can accelerate 
ongoing patterns and prepare more medium-sized centres for a more managed and connected 
metropolitan dynamic. 

3. Whether the metropolis has strong, weak or absent metropolitan governance

Top city-regions have very varied governance systems. These have proven to be important 
differentiators in terms of pandemic and post-pandemic planning, and the competitive responses and 
(dis)advantages they produce for their region.  

Several cities have fairly recent metropolitan coordination structures - including Paris and Amsterdam. 
In these cases the pandemic has been an opportunity to progress future metropolitan strategic 
planning and prepare a more polycentric prospectus for the metropolis, but sometimes with limited 
tools to implement. 

A number have relatively weak metropolitan structures and their next highest tier of government 
(state/province) are fairly absent from the dialogue on the long term future of the city, because of the 
presence of other cities or because of a rural sway in the electoral balance. In these cases zero-sum 
attitudes are common among local governments and metropolitan approaches have to be developed 
through fragile coalitions. Vancouver for example does not receive systematic support from British 
Columbia provincial government, and the metropolitan authority of Metro Vancouver relies on creating 
gradual consensus among member jurisdictions on large-scale infrastructure projects. Elsewhere, 
charismatic local leadership is also prominent in the post-Covid planning and positioning of Miami. 

Another cluster of cities has weak or absent metropolitan arrangements but benefit from a stronger 
guiding role played by higher tiers of government. In Greater Toronto, where there has long been a 
lack of metropolitan mechanisms in place for integrated land use zoning/planning after a partial 
amalgamation 25 years ago, the federal government has become much more involved in infrastructure, 
transport and green development, as a major source of funding for regional infrastructure and R&D. 
Over the last few years, it has started to take a more active role in influencing how this funding is spent 
in the region. 
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For some regions such as Paris, the pandemic has aligned priorities of different levels of government, 
bringing together the French State, the Paris Region Authority (Conseil régional d’Ile-de-France) and 
the Greater Paris Metropolitan Authority to work together to address the impacts on businesses and 
local public authorities. However, there are many city regions for whom governance fragmentation has 
become recognised as a critical disadvantage during the pandemic. In the Bay Area, planning is 
fragmented between 9 counties, city governments and 101 local govs, and as a result, much is 
delegated to regional agencies. Here, the complexity of managing a region where roles are dispersed 
unevenly across different levels of government has come to a head in the last 12 months. In Greater 
Boston, Greater Philadelphia and other American cities, while regional municipalities may have come 
together to drive economic recovery from the pandemic, metropolitan planning organisations have to 
operate as the convenor for planners across the region, with ongoing issues and conflicts in 
coordinating across planners in municipalities and building trust remain severe.  

4. Whether the region experiences high or low levels of social cohesion and equity

Finally, the pandemic response in city regions around the world diverges considerably based on the 
level of inherited inequality, segregation and disadvantage in the region.  

In American metros in particular, the pandemic coincided with the Black Lives Matter movement and 
has had a profound effect on the thrust of metropolitan planning, re-shaping priorities considerably 
around fairer access to housing and jobs in particular. In European and Asian metropolises, where there 
are typically lower levels of income inequality especially along racial/ethnic lines, the focus has been 
more on the potential obsolescence of the industry and jobs mix in leading cities, the need to shift more 
locations to inclusive mixed use, and how to avoid a labour market that is bifurcated between high paid 
and low paid jobs. 

Stages Reached in Post-Pandemic Planning 

City regions have reached distinct stages in their recovery and long-term planning, for a variety of 
political and public health reasons as well as timing of their planning cycles.  Table 1 compares the 
magnitude of the impacts on city-regions over the past 15 months. 

City region Average whole city effect 
on Office, Transport, 
Retail since 1st March 

2020 
 (% change vs normal) 

Area most negatively 
impacted since March 
2020, comparative to 

other cities 

Sydney -21.6% Office Use 

Average of Top 20 
Global Cities 

-31.4% Transport System Use 

Source: Covid-19 Community Mobility Reports. Google. For Greater Sydney, the region surveyed includes all 32 local government 
areas. 

https://www.google.com/covid19/mobility/
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As of July 2021, most city regions are at the mid-stages of long-term recovery planning. Some have 
updated existing regional plans while others are in the process of assembling entirely new plans for 
2022. In many cities, the work of specific agencies or advocates is driving a new conversation about the 
future of the city region that is set to inform subsequent planning. 

There are clear signs that some regions are looking to integrate the way that more of their metropolitan 
systems are planned. In the Bay Area, the new 2050 strategic plan is the first that focuses on integrating 
housing, transport and climate measures into one comprehensive plan – the final blueprint in fact looks 
to achieve even higher growth in the largest regional centres and 12% more in public transport-rich 
areas, through a more integrated and ambitious approach (See Fig. 1). Metro Vancouver is 
synchronising its Metro 2050 strategic plan with the region’s new transport plan, and has also produced 
a Resilient Region Strategy for the first time which combines environmental planning with equity, social 
support, and disaster relief and prevention. 

Figure 1: Adjustment from pre-Covid draft to mid-Covid projections in Bay Area 

Source: ‘Final Blueprints: Outcomes and Growth Patterns’. Plan Bay Area 2050.  

Regions that lack metropolitan governance are seeing an uptick in collaboration on key agendas. The 
New York region has seen some successful coordination among local governments on long term 
transport planning and investments, while the Miami region is tackling climate change and sea level 
rises through the South Florida Climate Change Compact, involving the key regional planning and 
economic development bodies. 

Other cities are at the beginning of a new planning cycle and will incorporate the lessons learnt from 
the pandemic into their new plans. Starting in 2021, Philadelphia will begin the process of updating the 
Strategic Plan 2035, which sets out the spatial development priorities for the city. 

Others are adapting their established plans to include post-Covid priorities. The Seoul 2030 plan is 
being re-launched Seoul 2040 and will focus on Seoul’s future as a socially responsible eco-city. The 
Stockholm Region has reassessed its progress towards its 2050 goals and is prioritising skills supply, 

https://www.planbayarea.org/sites/default/files/FinalBlueprintRelease_December2020_Presentation.pdf
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more housing, more sustainable transport, facilitating research and innovation and upgrading 
international networks. Singapore is formally adopting 3 new priorities for its long-term economic 
strategy as well as updating its Digital Government Blueprint to improve government efficiency. 

A group of city-regions have updated their metropolitan plans as part of the usual planning cycle. In 
Greater London, the updated London Plan was launched in 2021 and reflects the growing shift towards 
net zero, although questions have been raised about whether its level of detail will make it less flexible 
to changing circumstances. Greater Paris is launching the SCoT (the Metropolitan Territorial Coherence 
Scheme) by the end of 2021 with a focus on inequality, attractiveness and resilience, while the wider 
region is starting to revise the existing Master Plan SDRIF (Schéma Directeur de la région Ile-de-France) 
for 2040. In San Diego, the pandemic has reaffirmed commitment to the region’s bold regional 
transportation plan, subject to securing public approval to increase taxes via a likely ballot in 2022.  

Visions prepared outside of government and initiatives from highly trusted civic organisations provide 
impetus and inspiration for a number of formal metropolitan planning and reimagination processes. In 
the Bay Area, the influential SPUR 2070 plan focuses on the big moves to expand rail and bus rapid 
transport for commuting and rethink approaches to housing and resilience. In Greater London, the 
Centre for London has helped influence the London Plan with its 2050 report and is currently leading 
an Industrial Land Commission. And in Paris, L’institut Paris Region plays an important role in shaping 
the region’s metropolitan policy through published research and seminars. 



3  Key Trends 
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Metropolitan planners observe a number of key emerging trends which shape and inform their long-
term work for their region. 

These can broadly be grouped into (1) trends that pre-existed the pandemic and have been accelerated 
and brought into sharper focus; and (2) trends that are more novel and require new plans, forecasts 
and adaptations. 

In this section we observe 8 key trends: 

1. Housing demand and relocation patterns
2. The future of office space
3. Increased pressure driving a more strategic approach to industrial land
4. Future proofing public transport from sustained passenger demand disruption
5. Embracing neighbourhood density
6. Increased urgency around the transition to net zero
7. Altered relationships with higher tiers of government
8. Heightened profile of equity in metropolitan planning

3.1 Housing Demand and Relocation Patterns 

On balance, the mass relocation away from top global city regions forecast in some quarters has not so 
far manifested. However, a number of notable shifts have been detected. 

Several regions have observed that pandemic-related out-migration has been taking place more from 
outer suburbs to other cities 2+ hours away, rather than from the centre to the metropolitan fringes. In 
Metro Vancouver, there has been no widespread exodus to single family living, with apartments having 
retained the biggest demand. However, attractive locations 1-2 hours away such as Fraser Valley have 
proven fairly popular and have seen some growth potential. In the Bay Area, while 2020 saw the City of 
San Francisco’s net exits increase several fold, most stayed in the city region, and 80% in California.1 
Despite widespread media commentary, there has been limited evidence of wealthy residents leaving 
in large numbers for low tax states such as Texas or Florida. 

For regions which rely on talent in industries that have been more disrupted by remote work, like 
Greater Boston, there has been a recognition that the region has to respond to new talent location 
preferences and remain competitive to a younger innovation workforce, by increasing the supply of 
housing to bring down the cost of living and providing an improved transportation system for 
commuters. 

Meeting housing supply 

Nearly all city regions have grown their jobs base much faster than the number of homes over the past 
10 years. In many cases the urgency to address the crisis has become more widely shared, especially 
as there has been an unexpected last 6-9 months of housing price inflation which is a very common and 
urgent concern in many regions.  
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Figure 2: Prime property price changes in 14 top global city regions (Q1 2020- Q1 2021) 

Source: Knight Frank Prime Global Cities Index. Based on Prime Property prices (top 5% of the market). In Sydney the region surveyed 
included the Eastern Suburbs, Lower North Shore, Inner Sydney and Inner West.

Translating the priority into action is nevertheless a challenge. In Greater London, the London Plan, the 
spatial development strategy for the Greater London area, had to downgrade the annual house 
building target from 64,000 to 52,000, despite an assessed need of 100,000, due to political concerns. 

In central cities where there have been challenges around housing supply, the wider region is seeing 
significant step up in demand. In Munich, enquiries for homes in the outer region have increased by 
57% since 2015 and continued through Covid-19, compared with 31% for the core city.2 In the New 
York Region the outer suburbs have seen a significant increase in house prices – for example Suffolk 
County experienced a 18% rise in house prices between February 2020 and February 2021.3  Locations 
60-150 minutes from the city, like Rochelle and Stanford, have gradually been transitioning to medium 
rise housing along transport corridors, while the state of Connecticut, which is home to a significant 
affluent commuter base for the region, has recently enacted legislation that allows accessory dwellings 
to be built to support the development of new housing.  

In many cities the demand for workspace in strategic locations has seen what was previously a near-
automatic preference for residential development start to change (see the Box below). 

Greater Boston: The competitiveness of commercial lab space versus housing 

Even prior to the pandemic, market demand for high quality commercial lab and R&D space in Greater 
Boston was increasing due to an expanding life science sector. This demand has accelerated in 
comparison to other sectors and now exceeds existing lab space in Boston’s main tech and life science 
precincts. As a result, some new developments are shifting focus to adapt to this increased demand. 

The Boston region’s largest ever private mixed-use development project was recently confirmed at a 73-
hectare Suffolk Downs site, 8km north of Boston’s downtown, spanning two local governments. 
However, developers on one half of the project are now re-categorising 2 blocks of space planned for 
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residential units into a $500million (c. AUD 700million) 37,000m2 5-storey life sciences building that will 
host lab and biomanufacturing space.4 This shift has been welcomed by the local government in Revere 
which is keen to attract life-sciences investment; the first phase has reduced the number of housing units 
to only 800, with the development now 60% commercial and 40% residential.5  

Similar moves are being seen in new housing developments across Allston-Brighton and South Boston, 
and questions are being posed around how to benefit from the expanding life sciences out of the Boston 
city centre while still addressing the region’s housing crisis. 

“We want to keep up the momentum of investment and continue to attract more labs, but 
we also need to figure out how to make this work with our existing housing needs.” 

Lauren Shurtleff, Boston Planning and Development Agency 

3.2 The Future of Office Space 

Many regions are not experiencing an exodus of jobs from the city centre, as was predicted by some at 
the height of the Covd-19 pandemic. In mid-2021, many are seeing a return to strong office demand in 
their main CBD albeit with changed outlook in terms of patterns of use. 

This reflects the success of many leading businesses and sectors through the pandemic, including 
financial services and insurance, along with a growing perspective that the leading city regions will need 
to provide more space centrally for collaboration and innovation. Overall there is strong appetite to 
return to the office and striking confidence that vacancy rates will return to the low rates seen prior to 
the pandemic, amid a widely shared view that CBDs will need to continue to become more mixed use, 
flexible and vibrant over time. 

“Amid the short term losses and economic damage, for whom does that create 
opportunities and bargains? There is risk and opportunity created by the reshuffling of 
space.” 

Carolyn Grossman Meagher, NYC Department of City Planning 

“We will have a more flexible way of working after Covid-19, but this does not at all mean that 
we are seeing the death of the offices. Some businesses might downsize, however they will still 
keep their office space – it will be important for interaction between employees, for creativity 
and for attracting and retaining talent.” 

Daniella Waldfogel, Stockholm Chamber of Commerce 

“People will want and need to come back into work. Although the pandemic shows the 
possibility of flexibility, workers still need to be connected in person”.  

Albert Dalmau Miranda, Barcelona City Council 
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Metro Vancouver is an example where office demand is still high, with the region’s transport provider 
Translink creating a new long-term plan for 2050 that assumes a high proportion of people return to 
the office. In the Paris Region, all major business HQs are currently expected to remain in the City of 
Paris and surrounding business districts such as La Défense, although the regional office stock may 
decrease due to increased remote work, with some badly located or older offices needing to evolve to 
other functions. 

Confidence in the return of employees to work in the office is reflected by the expansion of the office 
space of major companies in city regions.  For example, in Greater Toronto current trends indicate that 
people will return to offices in all 5 types of business district in the region (metropolitan centre, goods 
production and distribution centre, mixed-use and services district, regional centres and knowledge 
centres), with the region continuing to gain large corporate footprints from firms such as Netflix. 

Fast growing hubs of technology and innovation and expansions made by major companies sees office 
demand grow in secondary locations. In Seattle and Munich, top tech companies including Amazon, 
Apple and Google have all announced expansions of office presence and workforce in the region. 
Amazon is looking to expand its presence in both cities consolidating its workforce from fragmented 
locations across the region into a single facility. In Munich, Amazon plans to relocate its 2,500 
employees to the Schwabing district, 10km from the city centre, to benefit from the close proximity to 
other tech giants such as Microsoft, while in Seattle, it has announced that its presence in Bellevue (a 
2nd centre) will grow from 3,000 to 25,000 employees by 2025, with some of these jobs being filled by 
workers at Amazon’s city centre offices relocating to the 2nd office.6,7 The surge in lab and R&D space 
demand is also competing in re-urbanising regions where the CBD now hosts increased capacity and 
where flexible space can be adapted, such as San Diego, which as a region now has 10 million m2 of 
industrial and flex space.8 

This reflects a broader trend where 2nd and 3rd CBDs and high performing suburbs start to compete 
more successfully for firms that are either disaggregating functions or looking to create a consolidated 
urban presence. Greater Philadelphia and the Bay Area are two examples - in the Bay Area the 2nd and 
3rd centres of Oakland and San Jose are growing, with Alphabet anchoring a new district in rail-
connected San Jose CBD. Salesforce, an anchor employer in the main San Francisco CBD remains 
explicitly committed to San Francisco but has abandoned plans for further office expansion in the area. 

Figure 3: Spread of assumptions for three main scenarios for Central London up to 2030, March 2021 

Source: GLA/Arup 2021 

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/caz_economic_future_phase_2_report.pdf
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The makeup of businesses within CBDs is also starting to change. In particular, financial service firms 
are typically reducing their presence while tech firms are taking up more office space. For example, in 
Singapore the amount of real estate rented by the financial industry fell from close to 50% between 
2004-2014 to 26% between 2015-2020 with the pandemic accelerating this trend as banks have been 
aiming to cut rental costs. Conversely, tech rentals grew to 22% over the same period with both 
Bytedance and Amazon increasing their footprint in the region. 9 In the City of London, technology and 
media companies accounted for 40% of rentals, the highest of any sector, while many large financial 
companies are downsizing. For example HSBC is reducing its office space by 40% amid a shift to more 
remote working.10 

“We are seeing a lot of general purpose space emerge above the ground floor retail here. Pop-
ups, Libraries, Studios, Flex Office Groupings, Leisure. The model has moved from traditional 
landlord-tenant to a master-landlord who shares in the revenues of all the businesses. This 
reflects the need for greater flexibility in the way we occupy and use space in the future.” 

Nicholas Brooke, PPS Group, Hong Kong 

The impact of Covid-19 on office demand in the city centre, as well as a significant rise in e-commerce 
and reduced tourism, is having a direct impact on the success of traditional retail. The accelerated 
closure of traditional retail shops and larger malls has been seen in many types of city, and has been 
noted as an issue for secondary metropolitan centres in particular. Many planners anticipate vacant 
spaces are likely to be replaced with in-person meeting places and more experienced-based malls as 
the experience economy is redefined. 

“We were already before the pandemic seeing challenges for city centre retail. This will 
probably be accelerated due to the pandemic. What we will see is most probably that food 
and beverage and other meeting spots will take over these vacant spaces, as people will still 
want to interact with each other. Many believe that customers who went online during the 
pandemic are there to stay, at least to some extent. So, retail will have to rethink their concepts 
in some locations, to see what works and what doesn’t.” 

Daniella Waldfogel, Stockholm Chamber of Commerce 

3.3 Increased pressures driving a more strategic approach to Industrial Land 

Developing a more systematic regional planning approach to industrial land has become a bigger 
priority in many global city regions. Despite very high demand, industry land is rarely allocated 
appropriately due to competing concerns across local governments, often influenced by a desire for an 
increased tax base. In regions such as Paris, land pressure in densely populated areas means 
developers often prioritise the transformation of industrial land into commercial and residential 
developments. Many other regions share with Paris a growing priority to now drive re-industrialisation 
and protect industrial sites especially those that serve efficient mobility and high-performing industries. 

One example is Metro Vancouver. In response to rising values, low vacancy rates and conversion 
pressures which have forced more industrial projects to move even further out to the outer Fraser Valley 
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region, a 1-2 hours’ drive from the centre, the region has developed a new Regional Industrial Lands 
Strategy. Its core aim is a whole region approach to defining, monitoring and managing the supply of 
industrial lands. One important delivery mechanism is to work with local governments to remove 
unnecessary restrictions on density or height limits where appropriate and develop a framework for 
local governments to coordinate investment and economic growth. Meanwhile in other regions, major 
strategic sites in the inner suburbs, often between city centre and airport, are being prepared for 
logistics use. In Greater Philadelphia, unused industrial land is being repurposed, primarily for logistics 
– the 1,300-acre Philadelphia Energy Solutions refinery is being converted into a 1.1million m2 multi-
modal logistics centre to employ over 10,000 people.11

“We are advocating for a regional strategy on industrial lands to make sure developments 
make sense from a competitive perspective. It will also help local governments work better 
together and see where development make logistical and strategic sense” 

Marcy Burchfield, Toronto Region Board of Trade 

3.4 A sustainable future for public transport 

The unprecedented demand shock on public transport services and fare income is set to have 
significant impacts on the shape of metropolitan recovery and future infrastructure development. The 
worst affected regions see impacts lasting 5-8 years. In the Bay Area, for example, the BART rail system 
is not expecting ridership to hit pre-pandemic levels until 2024, and sees no growth until later in the 
decade. In Greater Philadelphia, studies show that projections of a permanent reduction in commuting 
will result in a 15% drop in wage tax for the City.12 

For some regions such as Boston, the pandemic highlighted the critical role played by certain modes 
of public transport such as buses, which were still used significantly through the pandemic by workers, 
notably frontline and low-income workers whose jobs could not be done remotely. As a result, Boston 
is looking to expand and innovate its bus network.  

“For a while, the pandemic sucked the air out of the political case for addressing the crisis of 
congestion.” 

Tegin Teich, Boston Region MPO 

The pandemic has seen the role of metropolitan transport authorities as agents for wider goals 
come into view - improving public health, shaping high quality places, and accelerating 
regeneration. Ensuring transport authorities do not re-emerge diminished, with much-reduced 
budgets and fewer powers to innovate and integrate, is a key shared priority, requiring effective 
communication especially to more occasional transport users and electorates outside big cities. 

3.5 Embracing vital and densified neighbourhoods 

The case for increased density around transport hubs and high demand locations has continued to 
grow in most regions through the pandemic.  

http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/regional-planning/PlanningPublications/Regional_Industrial_Lands_Strategy_Report.pdf
http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/regional-planning/PlanningPublications/Regional_Industrial_Lands_Strategy_Report.pdf
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One of the clearest examples is the Paris Region, where the Grand Paris Express metro is driving an 
uptick in density in many strategically located suburbs, while the new metropolitan plan (SCOT) stresses 
high density and mixed-use districts based around the new stations, in pursuit of a ‘30 minute city’ for 
the 7 million people in the metropolis.  

There are also examples where secondary locations have started to accept higher levels of density in 
return for clearer social and amenity outcomes, and are showing appetite to grow in order to 
accommodate potential demand from talent and businesses. In one prominent Bay Area example, the 
suburb Berkley is driving $53 million (c. AUD 75 million) in housing developments at its two main public 
transport stations, Ashby and North Berkeley BART stations, with 35% as affordable housing.13  

“Growing centres on rapid transit lines, outside of downtown Vancouver, continue to push for 
a greater share of the pie.” 

Sean Galloway, Metro Vancouver 

3.6 Increased urgency around the transition to net zero 

“Perhaps the biggest change we see here is the attitude to risk in both government and 
business. Covid has served as a wake-up call for planning for future pandemics, climate change 
and a whole range of risks potentially impacting the community. Risk is high on the agenda of 
every audit committee, every board meeting and every city planning meeting. Resilience and 
strategies to mitigate and minimise risk are undoubtedly becoming more important.” 

Nicholas Brooke, PPS Group, Hong Kong 

The effects of record-breaking wildfires, storm surges and flooding have increased the political and 
social pressure for city regions to tackle and mitigate climate change. This has already been well-
established in European leading cities and is now commonplace in North America. Some leading 
global cities are acutely exposed to the shocks of climate change, with Miami investing heavily in flood 
and sea water defence and Vancouver and the Bay Area both experiencing unprecedented recent 
heatwaves and wildfires. 

Every city region observed has committed to reaching net zero by at least 2050 with many focusing on 
how this situation can be best used to benefit the city. Some such as Vancouver and Miami are 
positioning themselves to become global leaders in the Clean Tech industry, while others, including 
New York, are building expertise in a specific type of energy generation, such as wind power. Cities are 
elevating resilience and climate priorities into the heart of their planning process to ensure that they are 
ready to respond to shocks, while also reducing their own contributions to global emissions. 

3.7 Altered relationships with higher tiers of government 

The level of involvement in city regional planning by higher tiers of government varies between city 
regions. In some, higher levels of government are showing an increased desire to allocate funding to 
infrastructure projects in the region that are capable of generating the highest returns, while in others, 
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they are indicating a desire to reallocate funding away from the cities and towards parts of the country 
that have received historically lower levels of investment.  

Figure 4: Centre for London’s scenarios for 2050 illustrate how much depends on whether national 
government pursues ‘levelling up’ at the expense of London 

Source: Centre For London 

Greater Toronto is an example where federal government has become a much more significant funder 
for the region, with a growing appetite for involvement in regional projects and co-ordination. It has 
provided funding via Infrastructure bank, Green funding and has invested in local public transport 
across the region, such as electric buses. 

With the pandemic heightening the role of higher levels of government in city regions, some are 
reflecting on these relationships and how they might be recalibrated in the future to provide additional 
resources and support for their region. 

3.8 Increased profile of equity in metropolitan planning 

While equity has long been a core part of metropolitan planning, it has come to the forefront in many 
cities as current and historic injustices have become more visible. For cities in the US in particular the 
pandemic coinciding with the BLM movement has brought raised awareness of the long-term links 
between planning, infrastructure and inequality, and highlighted the need for a bolder kind of planning 
that confronts choices made in the past and avoids repeating old and costly mistakes.  

The influence of a stronger equity perspective on economic strategy is also visible. In Greater 
Philadelphia, its life sciences and gene therapy hubs are being examined through the lens of equity, in 
particular how to ensure their growth creates jobs that are available to a wider range of communities 
and do not entrench transport infrastructure disadvantage. 

https://www.centreforlondon.org/reader/london-crossroads/challenges-future-scenarios/#future-scenarios
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“Every recovery that the American economy has experienced has increased systemic 
poverty and widened inequalities in Black and Latino communities- and the Covid-19 
pandemic was no different. Regions must rebuild economies that are more resilient than 
before, so prosperity reaches more people.”  

Nikia Clarke, San Diego Regional EDC 

“Over the last 9 months, Covid-19 has elevated awareness of people suffering from 
historical inequities in transportation, health and jobs, and the link between these inequities 
and Covid-19 are becoming more understood” 

Tegin Teich, Boston Region MPO 

For regions with significant indigenous populations, the dialogue to ensure more equitable treatment 
has become more urgent as indigenous groups have been experiencing disproportionate health and 
jobs impacts through the pandemic. In Metro Vancouver, metropolitan efforts are accelerating to 
ensure that reconciliation actions are incorporated in regional planning (see section 5.2), while the 
wider state of British Columbia has announced a national holiday to commemorate the victims of past 
traumas against indigenous residents.  



4 Planning 
Responses 
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Metropolitan planning in leading city regions has been starting to respond to the changing and often 
unanticipated dynamics in demand for land and how it should be unlocked and optimised to serve a 
post-pandemic context. In many cases Covid-19 has helped bring together government and 
public/private siloes to address how long-term planning of infrastructure, housing, mobility and 
precinct development can drive urgent and overdue change.  

"There has been an explosion of initiative from the public and private sector." 
Albert Dalmau Miranda, Barcelona City Council 

“Recovery in this time means ensuring that small businesses not only recover but thrive. It 
means that everyone has equal access to opportunities and the education that enables them; 
it means designing a region where owning a car is not a requirement to get to those economic 
hubs; it means elevating Black and Latino voices and weaving them into our regional narrative.” 

Nikia Clarke, San Diego Regional EDC 

"While we are not seeing very permanent shifts in live and work arrangements for cities that 
have ‘gone back to normal’ more quickly, introducing more mixed-use and polycentric 
development is a ‘no-regrets’ move. We need to plan for flexibility." 

Yu-Ning Hwang, Urban Redevelopment Authority, Singapore14 

“Our Agency’s role in recovery is to provide a long-term perspective and to provide data and 
transparency to reduce uncertainty and lead back towards an optimistic model of equitable 
and sustainable growth.” 

Carolyn Grossman Meagher, NYC Department of City Planning 

In this section we observe 10 main responses: 

1. New Routes to Increased Housing Supply and Effective Delivery
2. Future-proofing Metropolitan Mobility
3. Extending & Expanding Resilience into Metropolitan Planning
4. Sustainability and Net Zero
5. Re-imagined CBDs
6. Accommodating urban industry and logistics demand
7. Economic diversification and big moves in priority sectors
8. Updated approach to regional centres, specialised precincts and new towns
9. Character of metropolitan neighbourhoods
10. Upgrades to digital infrastructure and skills

4.1 New routes to increased housing supply and effective delivery 

Ensuring a consistent and accelerated pace of housing development across city regions is a top 
priority for nearly all global city regions. This has been made even more urgent by rapid growth in 
house prices over the last 6-9 months. Innovations in the construction and planning of homes, 
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zoning for higher density in strategic locations, and improved access to housing the most 
vulnerable, are all common priorities. 

Among the responses so far include: 
● More effective zoning to accelerate supply and reduce inequality. New regulations to

foster ‘gentle’ suburban density have emerged in more outer suburban areas of some
regions – with the ability to convert single family homes into apartments seen as an
achievable way to deliver 200,000-500,000 new homes in many regions. In the Bay Area,
calls are growing for changing zoning laws to allow for increased density and mixed-use
developments along transport lines. And in one part of the wider New York Region,
Connecticut is now pursuing new forms of housing regulation, to permit development for
basements and extra floor and breaking down separated land uses with a recent bill
mandating local authorities to allow accessory dwelling units.

A better planning approach to local context is seen as key to delivering density. In Greater
London, the density matrix which originally set out a benchmark guidance of homes per
hectare based on a narrow predetermined set of different neighbourhood types -
suburban, urban and central – has been replaced by a model that is more strategically
responsive to local contexts, so that certain well connected locations can densify more. The
aim is now to ‘optimise’ rather than ‘maximise’, with development assessed more on its
design, management and infrastructure capacity in order to avoid a ‘lumpy’ urban form.15

Elsewhere, social balance is also a key priority, and in progressive cities such as Vienna, the
plan has been to increase affordable housing in inner city districts, evaluate procurement
guidelines and provide special facilities for disadvantaged groups.

● Sensitive conversion of older office blocks to housing. Some cities across North
America with modern office stock, including New York, are not reporting any signs of an
increase in applications for conversions, due to the difficulty in converting modern office
blocks into housing that are not designed to similar standards. However, cities with older
office stock in less accessible locations are exploring opportunities to activate CBDs
through supplying more homes. The City of Paris has invited developers to propose
innovative methods to convert under-utilised public and private office blocks into housing
in the third phase of a metropolitan competition (see Box below). The City of London
Corporation has indicated an intention to develop at least 1500 new homes by 2030 as
part of its pandemic recovery strategy, including the refurbishment of old office buildings.16

In a scheme launched in 2019, Singapore is offering boosted gross plot ratios for property
developers that convert eligible office buildings into hotels and homes.17
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● More flexible grants for metropolitan housing production. Other cities are focused on
incentivising affordable housing close to transport links so that workers do not have to travel for
up to 2 hours to reach jobs in the CBD. In the Bay Area the state government has awarded a
one-off $500m in grants to support the climate ambitions of metropolitan planning agencies by
reducing vehicle miles travelled (VMT). It is designed to go beyond one-size-fits-all and
encourage customised solutions. Proposed projects include funding infill housing so that
residents can live close to transport links enabling them to commute by public transport and
not in a car.

● Modular housing. Rather than rely just on low hanging fruit, and in order to create a greater
pool of housing, there are examples of city regions turning to more innovative methods of
supply. In the Bay Area the expansion of modular and industrial housing production is a priority
to meet the predicted demands of 2.2m new housing units by 2070. The developer Lifemoves,
the largest provider of interim housing in the Bay Area, is utilising modular housing’s cost
effectiveness and speed of construction to help support the regional housing plan (see Fig. 6)

Greater Paris: Competition to convert under-utilised office and garage space 

The 3rd edition of the City-led reinventing Paris Competition is focused on converting underused office 
space, both public and private, into housing. The City has identified 6 office blocks and 60,000m2 of 
potential housing space, with a view to transforming up to 800,000m² in the coming years. The 
competition focuses on innovation in space use and each office has different requirements for the 
amount of office space that is converted. 

Some of the first spaces made available for conversion include a university hospital HQ - where 
maximum 50% is allocated to offices and 30% to social housing - and two car garages, one requiring 
at least 60% social housing.18 

Figure 5: A Renault Garage 500m 
from the Eiffel Tower as of May 
2021 being converted into 70 
homes and other micro-industrial 
uses at a cost of E22m after the 
City’s call for projects. 

https://calcog.org/reap2/
https://www.spur.org/featured-project/spur-regional-strategy/housing
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Figure 6: New modular housing as a more cost efficient and flexible method to supply affordable housing 

Source: Playbook for a Modular, Supportive Interim Housing Community. Lifemoves. 

● Metropolitan-wide public land inventories. Other metropolises are pushing local
governments to identify land that is suitable for development and providing the necessary tools
for land acquisition. The Greater London plan creates a map of all publicly owned land to assist
councils in spotting opportunities for building affordable housing, pushing councils to provide
more transparency around viability assessments when approving or blocking new housing.

4.2 Future proofing metropolitan mobility 

Across almost every city region surveyed, future proofing existing mobility systems and maintaining 
planned investment in future system expansion is one of the highest priorities. Many metropolitan 
regions are pushing ahead with multi-billion dollar projects for rail and bus connections to 
accommodate expected population growth and improve services for current residents. At the same 
time, the focus on active mobility via permanent improvements to cycling infrastructure, pedestrian 
safety and alternatives to cars has really grown - especially in cities with strong car dependency. 

While much of the focus is on maintaining pre-existing commitments and avoiding a slowdown in public 
transport investment, there have been some significant new targets set and adjustments made. Some 
look to ensure that more people in the wider city are able to easily access public transport. Among the 
higher capacity systems, Singapore’s target is to ensure that 8 in 10 households will live within a 10 
minute walk of a train station by 2030.19 

A key priority for many regions is adjusting and reforming how mobility is managed, governed and 
financed. The momentum towards a more integrated approach is clearly visible in Greater Toronto and 
also the Bay Area, where proposals for a regional transport coordinator for projects that cut across 
existing departments and jurisdictions are being considered. 

Among the key dynamics in metropolitan mobility are: 
• Towards the flexible metropolis. City regions are recognising that the key task is to

improve the convenience of the whole public transport journey to incentivise trips to work
and other locations. This means a focus on improving connections between transport
modes and on increasing the number and frequency of bus/train stops in low-access
locations. This is for example the priority for Barcelona Metropolitan Area (BMA), where the
aim is to increase the number of bus stops, coordinate long distance and metropolitan

https://www.lifemoves.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/LifeMoves-Playbook-Supportive-Interim-Housing-2.pdf
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services and coordinate services by peak times for commuting and school journeys. To 
achieve this, in 2020 the BMA approved a new metropolitan pact for mobility.20 

• Connecting the whole metropolitan loop. Many regions are seeking to ensure there is
continuous connectivity along and around the region. The Bay Area 2040 Plan and the SPUR
2070 are pushing forward with the electrification of the commuter service Caltrain, the
expansion of the BART subway and Muni buses and an effort to link all of these services to
provide a unified service across all 3 cities. Meanwhile in Greater Paris, the 200km Grand
Paris Express and the East-West commuter line Eole line E will transform the connectivity of
suburban districts. In Vienna, the ambition is to halve the number of car commuters by 2030,
by constructing new underground lines and expanding tram links from the city centre to the
surrounding regions as a second axis to support current high speed rail links.

• Fixing long-standing gateways: The upgrade and replacement of bridges, tunnels, and
terminus stations is a major priority now being galvanised in leading American
metropolises. In New York, funding for these projects is dependent on support from the
federal government. These upgrades are also seen as an opportunity to pivot into
multimodal transport and electrification, such as in Greater Los Angeles.

• First and last mile. In Greater Philadelphia while the biggest priority in the Transport Plan
2021 is modernising the suburban tram network and improving capacity by 167%, the
region has identified 353 potential 1.6km long bus corridors and has created a framework
using metrics and qualitative analysis to rank which 20 corridors it should prioritise
investment in first, based off the frequency of services, the share of low-income riders on
each route and connections to high capacity public transport stations.21

• Bundled mobility hubs. Vienna is experimenting with accessibility to shared mobility
networks, by bundling services together in 100 fully equipped hubs around the city.22 These
hubs will include e-scooters, rental bikes, storage facilities and car-sharing services.

• Connecting underserved centres and precincts. Other regions are investing in entirely
new infrastructure to connect previously unconnected suburbs, precincts or satellite cities
to the CBD. For example:

o In Miami-Dade, the new plan for 6 public transport corridors aims for 63% of homes
and 73% of workplaces to be within 3.2km of a corridor.23

o In Seattle, $54bn (c. AUD 80bn) in light rail investments have been approved to
connect Seattle to the 4 other  main metropolitan centres, creating one of the largest
systems in the USA, transforming commutes from outer Seattle.

o In Toronto, the provincial government in Ontario has announced funding for a two
way commuter service between Toronto and the region’s main innovation hub of
Waterloo, to between connect the talent with the capital.

o In Greater Boston, over the pandemic, the state transport agency, with support from
the  metropolitan planning organisation has sped up the period of implementation
of bus corridors from 8 months to 4 months, to help serve low-income residents who
rely on the transport node for work.
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Figure 7: Corridor development in metropolitan Miami, Seattle, Philadelphia and Paris respectively 

Sources: Miami-Dade County Department of Transportation and Public Works, Societe du Grand Paris , Philadelphia Transit Plan 

• Active Mobility. Covid-19 has proved the latent capacity and appetite in city-regions
for a much higher share of cycling and scooters. Many regions, including Paris,

Seattle 
CBD

https://www.societedugrandparis.fr/info/grand-paris-express-largest-transport-project-europe-1061
https://www.phila.gov/media/20210222110702/OTIS-Philadelphia-Transit-Plan.pdf
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Barcelona and Stockholm have made temporary cycling routes from the pandemic 
permanent and are now encouraging cycling for commuters and active mobility, as a 
way to address health and climate issues by expanding bike lane infrastructure and 
access to bike-share services. The most ambitious cities include Paris where 50km of 
bike lanes are being made permanent along with 200km in the wider Greater Paris 
area, Seoul, which plans to utilise the large-scale uptake of public bikeshare schemes 
during the pandemic to expand cycle mobility and Singapore, which is aiming for a 
185% increase in cycle lanes by 2030. 24 

San Diego Region: Transformation planned in connecting a growth region 

Over recent years, the San Diego Region’s rising population and traffic congestion has created an 
imperative to reduce reliance on single occupancy cars in favour of shared public transportation. 
SANDAG (San Diego Association of Governments) has launched a long-term transport plan to 
completely transform the region’s transport. It has a bold aim to increase commuting by public 
transport by 10%, despite some municipal opposition.25 

SANDAG is looking to achieve the new regional transport system through 5 Big Moves: 
• Complete Corridors: Ensuring major roads are seamlessly connected across

municipalities and modes of transport.
• Transit Leap: Creating a high capacity network of fast and frequent services, focusing on

linking low income communities to employment and education centres by high speed rail.
• Mobility Hubs: Creating 30 hubs across the region to links different travel options like

walking, biking, the airport and public transport, including a $4bn (c. AUD 6bn) major
Grand Central hub in the city centre.26

• Flexible Fleets: Increasing and improving rideshare services, including bikeshare and e-
scooter subscription services, especially for last-mile journeys.

• Next OS: Creating a digital platform to compile information to better plan mobility.
SANDAG calls this the “brain” of the transportation system.

Figure 8: Proposed complete corridors and mobility hubs under the 5 Big Moves 

Source: 5 Big Moves .SANDAG  

https://www.sdforward.com/mobility-planning/5-big-moves
https://www.sdforward.com/mobility-planning/5-big-moves
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4.3 Extending & Expanding Resilience into Metropolitan Planning 

The pandemic and the imminent risks of climate change have meant that many cities are prioritising 
their ability to survive anticipated future disasters and shocks. While European city regions have more 
established arrangements, North American regions are catching up; whether it is Miami’s long term 
capital plan for rising seawater, San Francisco’s formal integration of sea level rise and earthquake risk 
into its urban plan or Boston’s zoning assessment for coastal storms in low-income vulnerable 
neighbourhoods, the recognition that environmental and social resilience have to be achieved together 
has become clearer in metropolitan approaches over the past 18 months.  

Key initiatives include: 
• Resilience at the heart of regional planning. Metro Vancouver has developed a new

framework which will assess all new infrastructure projects on their ability to resist
environmental shocks and how they insulate communities from social shocks. The
framework will be used to inform the upcoming Regional Growth Strategy and other long
term plans. In Miami-Dade County, all departments are creating their budgets and
programmes based around how effective they are at promoting resilience.

• Harnessing more urban assets as resilient infrastructure. In Greater Paris, the central City
is focused on how to use existing infrastructure as resilient assets to protect against rising
temperatures – the OASIS programme includes turning schoolyards into open nature
gardens, new city parks and permeable pavements. The aim is to turn all 770 school sites in
the city into public gardens which are open outside of school hours.

4.4 Sustainability and Net Zero 

The race to net zero has moved much more to the centre of metropolitan plans and approaches over 
the past 2 years, with pandemic-induced lifestyle changes accelerating the adoption of new methods 
and new confidence to tackle the climate crisis. Across the leading group of metropolises, firmer 
targets, larger demonstrations, and new incentives for green buildings and mobility are all visible: 

● Acceleration of targets and deadlines. Most city regions surveyed have set updated
targets for net zero emissions for at least 2050 through to 2030. Public sector is taking the
lead, with metropolitan Barcelona setting a new target for local governments to run on
100% renewable energy by 2030 and the Greater Philadelphia 2021 Climate Plan aiming to
cut emissions produced by city buildings and streetlights by 50% by the same point.27,28

● Demonstrator places and projects. In order to develop the technology and showcase the
experience required to transition a whole metropolis to net zero, certain cities are
establishing demonstrator zones. In Singapore, Sentosa, the leisure island 20 minutes from
the CBD, will be transformed to carbon-neutral by using technology to track and eliminate
food waste, decarbonising the energy system and investing in green transport options. At
a smaller scale, in Greater London, the Future Neighbourhoods 2030 is a Mayoral
competition initiative to provide match funding from development partners to support 2-4
exemplar sustainable neighbourhoods within some of the region’s most deprived and
climate vulnerable locations, with a focus on local skills and supporting local jobs.
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● Enhanced building codes and regulations are an important tool being applied to public,
commercial and residential buildings. Singapore’s Green Building Masterplan requires new
developments to green 80% of building floor space, ensure 80% of new buildings are super
low energy, and ensure green buildings see a 80% improvement in 2005 levels of energy
efficiency.29 Elsewhere in North America and Europe, there have been conscious efforts to
drive changes in construction and energy use in housing. In Greater Boston, the Boston
Planning & Development Agency has introduced a Zero Net Carbon Building Zoning
Initiative to ensure green building zoning requirements for new construction projects meet
a net zero standard, whilst in the City of San Francisco, all new buildings and family homes
up to 10 stories tall now require solar panels on their roofs. In the Greater Toronto region,
support from the federal government into a $1.5bn (c. AUD 2bn) fund for the retrofitting of
community buildings aims for 25%+ improvement in energy efficiency, while the
Metropolitan Barcelona Region is partly subsidising c. AUD 150m of public-private
investment, with a loan from the European Investment Bank, to upgrade the energy
efficiency of over 50,000 homes by 2030.30

● Acceleration of electric mobility. Some cities are beginning with the decarbonisation of
their own fleets, with the City of Toronto’s 300 electric buses and 300 hybrid buses soon to
be the largest electric bus fleet in North America, while Miami-Dade County has renewed
its bus fleet with the largest purchase of electric buses on the east coast of the US. Installing
charging stations in lower density areas is a challenge, and in Metro Vancouver, there is
$506m (c. AUD 700m) in the British Colombia province budget to support the expansion of
EV charging stations and the electrification of school buses and ferries. In Barcelona, the
metropolitan authority’s new €100m (c. AUD 150m) Environmental Sustainability Plan
provides subsidies for electric vehicle (EV) infrastructure. The region has also made efforts
to incentivise the use of electric mobility by creating low emission zones. The BMA has
created and manages the 95km2 Low Emission Zone, one of the largest in Europe, around
the roundabouts of Barcelona, and are starting to create more in other BMA municipalities
such as Sant Cugat del Vallès. For some regions, most notably Stockholm and Vancouver,
investments in EVs are also an opportunity to build a regional economic specialization. The
Stockholm Region with KTH University is running the project Fordonsdalen which aims to
strengthen the region’s automotive industry competitiveness.31

● Net zero infrastructure investments. Certain regions are aiming to meet their net zero
commitments through investing in new energy infrastructure. In New York, the City is
pursuing an investment in new transmission lines to access hydropower from Canada and
has signed a purchase agreement to ensure all city operations are powered by renewable
energy by 2025. The region is also viewed as one of the best locations globally for the
deployment of wind turbines and federal government has recently released more areas for
leasing to develop offshore wind programmes with the potential for 7GW of wind power.

● New financing methods. The Miami region is also developing innovative new ways of
financing its resilience and net zero projects. These include selling the stormwater utility fee
as a bond to raise capital to finance infrastructure projects and the City of Miami’s forever
bond, a type of general obligation bond backed by the city’s ability to raise money from
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taxation, which raised $400million (c. AUD 600million) for affordable housing and 
protection against sea level rise. 

4.5 Reimagined CBDs 

 In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic and with some uncertainties around the role offices will play in 
the future of CBDs, cities are re-examining the makeup of their city centres with a particular focus on 
investing in mixed-use districts, centred around transport hubs and improving the liveability of these 
places. 

Vienna Region: City-wide efforts to address the climate 
crisis 
 
Although for some regions the pandemic gave a new urgency to the climate crisis, Vienna was already 
leading efforts by proactively adopting new technologies and tools under a strategy to help transition 
into a low carbon society.  
 
It is one of the most forward thinking cities in the world on climate and in early 2020 committed to a 
further €1bn (c. AUD 1.6bn) to strategically position itself as a climate ‘model city’. Among the 
components are an even more ambitious modal shift, 400,000m2 of new suburban ‘green belt’, 
increasing solar energy capacity from 50MW output to 800MW output by 2030 through changes to 
approval procedures, renaturing much of the southern part of the city, and pioneering the ‘sponge-
city principle’ (giving roots more underground space so that they can store more water).32 

Miami Region: A regional commitment to climate adaptation 

The four Counties that make up metropolitan Miami have come together to create a Regional Climate 
Change Compact.  This is the first time in the United States that counties have voluntarily committed to 
a joint regional effort to address climate change. The aim is to work collaboratively to address 
vulnerabilities caused by climate change and sea-level rise, to implement adaptation strategies, and to 
build climate resilience across municipal and county lines. 

Greater Toronto: The shift to remote working 

The pandemic’s impact on working and office demand has led to the need for the Toronto region to 
rethink spatial patterns of workers over the long-term.  

In Toronto more than 67% of workers (370,000) are now working 
remotely all or some of the time, which has resulted in office 
vacancy rates reaching 7%. The remaining 181,000 workers who 
cannot work remotely have also faced a greater risk of losing their 
jobs.33 The region’s Board of Trade noted that this is an 
opportunity to reimagine the office model and focus on place-
based investments, with a potentially more significant role for 
suburban office parks due to workers relocating to the suburbs.  
 

In a recent report on reimaging recovery, the Board of Trade calls 
for flexibility in government regulations on the use of buildings to 
enable downtown office space to be used to support a greater 
range of amenities. It also focuses on using planning to ensure that changes to working patterns do 
not exacerbate existing social and economic divides. 

https://www.bot.com/Portals/_default/Retrofitting_our_Urban_Region.pdf
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● Rejuvenating the CBD through more mixed uses, alternative sectors and a larger
residential population. Coming out of the pandemic, many regions have intensified the
importance they place on mixed-use districts. Some regions are focusing specifically on the
future of the CBD as a possible decline in office occupancy opens up more opportunities to
develop more mixed-use neighbourhoods in the heart of the city and ensure the city centre is
not overly reliant on narrow group of sectors. As part of its 2019 Master Plan, Singapore’s Urban
Redevelopment Authority was already in the midst of repositioning the CBD as an attractive,
24/7 mixed-use district as a vibrant place to live, work and play.  However, Covid-19 has
sharpened the need for the CBD to have more mixed uses and a greater live-in population. It
has introduced an incentive scheme to encourage the redevelopment of older office space into
residences, hotels and lifestyle developments and is encouraging multiple developers to work
together on these projects. This focus on diversity of use and collaborative place governance is
supported by investment in active transport, improved train links between the city centre and
surrounding neighbourhoods with new lines and more frequent services. Similarly, in
downtown Los Angeles, a $2bn (C. AUD 3bn) development proposal in the arts district aims to
turn a 7.6 acre cold storage industrial site into a mixed use development to attract tech and
entertainment businesses (Apple, Sony, Spotify) into the area with more desirable offices.

● Private sector co-investment in signature public space. Many new developments are
benefiting from more ambitious private investment in public space in recognition of the need
for signature experience to attract a full spectrum of people back to CBDs. In New York, the

Greater London: The future of the ‘Greater CBD’ 

In London the focus is very much on ensuring the resilience of the enlarged city centre known as the 
the “Central Activities Zone” (CAZ). The Greater London Authority published a report in early 2021 on 
the future of the CAZ. Key planning highlights include: 

• A higher quality and more diverse public realm with more green and natural spaces.
• Greater quantity and quality of urban living, premised on more people using active travel,

sustainable deliveries and servicing, and a recovery grounded in sustainable industries.
• An increased residential population in the CAZ which is more people friendly, with a focus

on liveability wellbeing and culture.

Pedestrianisation is a key aspect of improving the quality of the CAZ. Oxford Circus, one of the most 
popular areas in London for culture and nightlife, is being adapted into two fully pedestrianised 
piazzas, to demonstrate that the city centre is for people and for walkable experience. 

The city has also launched its high streets for all challenge, which aims to revitalise the city’s 600+ high 
streets to secure them for the future, by meeting all Londoner’s needs within a short walk or cycle ride. 
It aims to protect the creative, cultural and night time economies of the high streets and reimagine the 
high streets as a centre for enterprise, collaboration and innovation. The challenge invites groups 
comprising public, private and third sector organisations to bid for £20,000 (c. AUD 38,000) seed 
funding with transformative ideas for their local high street, with up to 12 successful groups receiving 
a further £200,000 (c. AUD 380,000) to develop their proposals.34 

https://www.ura.gov.sg/Corporate/Planning/Master-Plan
https://www.london.gov.uk/business-and-economy-publications/central-activities-zone-caz-economic-futures-research
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One Vanderbilt tower is viewed as setting a positive new standard for super high density urban 
design, with the development having invested far above the typical level of investment in public 
space by a private development. Over $200million in investments have targeted transportation 
and public realm improvements, including a new pedestrian plaza and significant upgrades to 
the concourse linking the tower and subway.35  

● Creating more spaces for enterprise. For example, in Barcelona, the City Council is
looking to re-imagine the economy in the city centre after the pandemic, away from an
unsustainable focus on tourism and instead towards a focus on technology, innovation and
economic promotion. It is kickstarting this effort through the redevelopment of an
underused tourist-focused historic post office building into a 30,000m2 technology
incubator for 150 startups and 1,500 workers, following a similar model to Station F, the
world’s largest startup campus in Paris.36 In Munich, Google is looking to double its
workforce to 2,500, by also converting a listed post office building into modern office
space.37

● Expanding the CBD into neighbouring innovation-rich precincts. Some city regions have
developed economic clusters or innovation precincts that are located close to the existing CBD.
As both these areas develop and expand there is increasing pressure on these areas to merge
in order to realise the benefits of a larger CBD which contains specialised assets. For example
in Greater Philadelphia, the CBD is expanding from the city centre to cover the nearby University
City district in recognition that there are two major economic centres that can benefit from
working more closely together, whilst in Paris, the CBD is expanding into the nearby leading
business district La Défense and areas hosting attractive amenities including transport links and
R&D facilities.
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Figure 9: The expansion of the CBD into the wider Paris Region Office Market 

Source: L’Institut Paris Region 

● Reimagining mobility in the CBD. During the pandemic many cities temporarily transitioned
their city centres to pedestrian only zones and providing more space for outdoor dining. This
focus on the importance of roads for non-vehicular traffic looks set to continue with San
Francisco planning office shifting the emphasis for roads to their importance for pedestrians,
cyclists and public transport. The Mayor of New York has announced that its Open Restaurants
programme, which closed off roads to increase space for outside dining and community
socialising, will be made permanent with the temporary programme universally popular. Other
regions are focusing on banning cars outright with the Mayor of Paris announcing a ban on all
through traffic in the city centre and 50km of permanent bike lanes, alongside the Paris
metropole region aiming to ban diesel and gasoline vehicles by 2030. In Munich, the inner city
is aiming to be low-car or car-free by 2040, using park and ride schemes and cycle lanes.

● Ability to adapt to the demands of net zero. As the need to reduce climate emissions
imposes increasingly strict demands on buildings in city centres, some CBDs will find it
harder to adapt than others. Those with a large stock of old buildings will find it hard to
quickly retrofit or redevelop these areas to reach net zero resulting in rapid value
destruction in some areas of CBDs. Areas such as the Financial District in San Francisco and
East Kowloon, Hong Kong, that are predominantly dominated by offices are already facing
these new energy efficiency challenges.

https://en.institutparisregion.fr/resources/publications/paris-region-key-figures-2020.html
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4.6 Accommodating urban industry and logistics demand 
The urbanisation of logistics has emerged as an important dimension of the post-Covid metropolitan 
economy, as locations and development types diversify to meet last-mile needs. Cities are increasingly 
focusing on the possibilities of alternative methods of freight distributions and the impact of smaller 
sites in strategic locations. There are differences of emphasis among metropolitan planning teams – 
some view protection of industrial lands as essential to their long-term competitiveness, and others are 
working to consolidate and densify the existing stock of industrial land. 

“The planning process faces a difficult juggling act to satisfy conflicting industrial, logistics and 
housing demands but there are many examples of successful coexistence across London from 
which to learn.” 

Andrew Dowell, Ingleton Wood, London38 

The scarce supply of industrial land has seen logistics operators start to compete much more often with 
residential sites and retail warehouses. The land is facing competing pressures from housing and retail 
space, a long term trend that has accelerated in recent years. Recent efforts include: 

• Protecting existing stock. Some regions are starting to act to protect existing stock before
it is transformed into residential or recreational land. Metro Vancouver’s industrial
intensification strategy is working to shield existing industrial land from the pressures of
tourism and residential development whilst increasing its density through removing
restrictions on height and allowing for smaller, new industry.39 Meanwhile Greater
Philadelphia is identifying industrial protection areas that will be secured against market
pressures to convert away from industrial uses and promote light manufacturing (e.g. in
Schuylkill industrial area).

• Consolidating industrial land. In the Greater London Plan, protection for industrial land
will be diluted, with new direction to provide sufficient industrial and logistics capacity
(replacing “no net loss”), and it can be expected that competition between residential and
industrial will intensify. The Centre for London’s Industrial Land Commission suggests the
metropolis release some of its industrial land and consolidate operations into higher density
areas.

• Improved management of industrial lands. In Paris, the regional economic development
agency is increasing the visibility of and actively promoting opportunities for investors on
industrial lands. It has created a guide of the 26 main industrial sites in the region to help
direct companies to suitable locations and kick-start their industrial activities and has also
created a new real estate company to manage the assets (see section 5.1).

● Multi-modal and sustainable logistics. Large firms with major delivery footprints are
occupying strategic sites – among prominent examples, Ikea is occupying a 16-hectare
distribution site on the Seine 50km outside Paris’ CBD and will use the river to deliver to
stores across the Greater Paris region.  In the New York Region, the NYC Freight Plan looks
to tackle future freight growth by investing $25million (c. AUD 35million) in a hub and spoke
marine freight model linking the city and nearby state, and by investing $15million (c. AUD
20million) in a railway transfer hub to provide access to the national rail network for freight.40

In Los Angeles, the regional association of local governments has launched Calls for

https://www.chooseparisregion.org/ready-use-industrial-sites-paris-region
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Projects for its $10million (c. AUD 15million) match-funded project to support last mile 
transport tech to encourage commercial investment in zero emissions trucks and 
supporting infrastructure.  

4.7 Economic diversification and big moves in priority sectors 

The imperative to diversify economies has been thrown into sharp relief in the last 18 months, given the 
fragility of retail, tourism, hospitality and to a certain extent higher education. City regions have used 
the pandemic as a period to reflect on the importance of economic resilience and the relative 
importance of different sectors for their economies.  

The pandemic made clear to regions including Barcelona, Amsterdam and Paris the need to move away 
from a pre-pandemic economic model too reliant on low-value tourism. Going forward, Barcelona City 
Council’s new focus is on 6 strategic sectors including digital, creative industries, industry 4.0, health 
and life sciences, alongside a less dominant visitor economy. The region plans to consolidate existing 
specialised local precincts for each of these strategic sectors, such as the blue hub for the maritime 
sector at the Port Olympic Area and plans to boost the 22@ innovation precinct development by 
unlocking an additional 1million m2 of productive land for new technology companies to set up in the 
north of the district. 

Figure 10: Plans for new spatial developments in Barcelona City Centre  

Source: Barcelona City Council, Barcelona Green Deal: a new economic agenda for Barcelona 2030 

Although many regions are shifting away from a dependency on tourism, some remain focused on pre-
pandemic aims to expand the industry. Prior to the pandemic, Osaka was looking to expand the role of 
high-value tourism in its economic model due to a decade long boom in the region, and continues to 
prioritise the long-term growth of international tourism as the sector begins to recover. The Osaka 
Prefecture and City governments remain committed to pre-pandemic aims of transforming the region 
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into Japan’s prime tourist destination by utilising the region’s large population, its expanding transport 
infrastructure and strong local political support to extend the economic benefits of the World Expo 
2025. It plans to transform the Expo’s reclaimed island site into a Las Vegas-style casino resort under 
one of Japan’s three Integrated Resort Development initiatives. Local government estimates that the 
projected 1million m2 casino resort could generate over AUD 4.7bn in gaming revenue alone.41  

Other city regions are building off their existing strengths in a specific strategic sector to underpin the 
next cycle of economic growth, business attraction and talent retention. These are taking place in the 
sectors that have been accelerated by the pandemic: 

● Life Sciences. The industry is seeing a spike in demand associated with the pandemic,
combined with the ongoing trend of businesses seeking to cluster in inner city districts next to
leading institutions to benefit from the “kinetic energy” of close proximity. Examples include
Greater Philadelphia, which has become a global specialist in life sciences over the last 10 years,
especially gene therapy, and is using it to support important secondary industries such as
pharmaceutical logistics, with investment in cold storage at the airport. The $2.5bn (c. AUD
3.6bn) Navy Yard development includes 2 biotech labs and $400million (c. AUD 600million)  of
office space and laboratories to be completed by 2022. Meanwhile in New York, LifeSci NYC is
a recent $1bn (c. AUD 1.5bn), 10 year plan funded by the City and led by economic
development agency NYCEDC launched to support investment in well-located life sciences
facilities. The plan provides up to $20million (c. AUD 30million) in grant money to innovation
proposals and $300m to support non-profit research facilities. There is also a clear aim to
disperse New York’s medical expertise around the city and region, bringing the benefits of the
life sciences clusters to different districts rather than consolidate business activity in one
dominant location. In the secondary centre of Jersey City, a 13 acre cluster will house
130,000m2 of lab/tech office space and 150,000m2 of homes. The region is aiming to create a
life sciences transportation corridor along the rail route that connects to Yale University,
allowing for even greater agglomeration effects in the industry.

● Cleantech. Metro Vancouver has one of the top 10 cleantech clusters in the world, focusing on
fuel cell technology and wastewater treatment. This has been encouraged by the region’s early
adoption of climate focused measures, branding the city as an ideal place to develop cleantech.
The region has provided $22million (c. AUD 30million) in seed funding to a new climate
innovation centre, partnered with Simon Fraser University.

● Technology. During the pandemic, Miami has seen an influx of businesses into the region, with
a particular focus on technology businesses. This has been enabled by a long-term focus on
talent in the region with, for example, Softbank committing to train 10,000 data scientists in the
region in the next decade. The region would also consider Cleantech as part of its drive to boost
technology businesses and a potential growth sector, given the regions exposure to climate
change related stresses. In the Paris Region, an agenda to invest in strategic innovations such
as digitalisation and green industries as part of post Covid-19 shift to a more resilient economy
is driving the creation of thousands of startups in the CBD and in innovation precincts including
Paris Saclay, Genopole d’Evry and Paris Seine Campus. Even prior to the pandemic, Munich had
established itself as a leading technology cluster. Its skilled and young workforce, leading
educational institutions, large start-up ecosystem and dynamic mix of business sectors offering
cross-sectoral partnership opportunities is leading many top tech firms including Apple,
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Microsoft and Amazon to expand their presence in the region, with Apple announcing €1bn (c. 
AUD 1.7bn) in investment in the region between 2021 and 2024.42 

● Maritime and Trade. In Seattle, the Port of Tacoma, along with the Northwest Seaport’s
alliance, has just passed a $3.7bn (C. AUD  5.4bn) 5 year capital plan focused on recovering
from Covid-19, which includes a new terminal for cruise and cargo ships with shore power
capabilities. This aims to help to upgrade logistics capacity and also reduce emissions, anchor
jobs locally, and ensure the region’s place as a maritime shipping centre.

More regions are considering in what ways the economic strategy can be better integrated into land 
use/planning responsibilities. Metro Vancouver for example established the Regional Economic 
Prosperity Service to try to convene the economic proposition at the metropolitan level. In effect its 
focus on international investment attempts to recreate a regional version of the central city’s existing 
Vancouver Economic Commission (VEC). It is growing towards a $2.5million (c. AUD 3.6million) annual 
budget with 12 full-time staff. 

“A major gap has been a focused approach on attracting strategic investment. The creation of 
the Regional Economic Prosperity Service will address that gap” 

Jerry Dobrovolny, Metro Vancouver43 

4.8 Updated approach to regional centres, specialised precincts and new towns 

Cities are thinking carefully about the new hierarchy of employment precincts and the altered 
relationship between them, and have been considering how to best to use distinct city areas from long 
before the pandemic. The role of specialised precincts, reformatted business districts, mixed-use 
developments and innovation areas are all to the fore, because they are seen as catalysts for investment, 
specialisation and liveability. 

Greater Toronto is one where progress has been made to identify 5 types of business districts in the 
region and better understand the complexity the regional economy and how bespoke responses are 
needed. These five are: (1) the metropolitan centre; (2) a goods, production and distribution centre (3) 
services and mixed-use centres (4) regional centres and (5) knowledge creation centres.  

https://supportbusiness.bot.com/ready-toronto/business-districts/
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Figure 11: Types of business districts in the Greater Toronto Region 

Source: Toronto Region Board of Trade. 

Meanwhile Singapore’s commitment to a rich variety of adaptive centres has grown as part of its aim to 
strengthen its economic gateways and linkage to external markets, under its 2019 Master Plan, 
consisting of the main CBD, three large regional centres and 16 industrial estates/parks.  

Figure 12: Types of business, academic and innovation districts in Singapore 

Source: URA Master Plan 2019 

https://supportbusiness.bot.com/ready-toronto/business-districts/
https://www.listsothebysrealty.sg/eng/insights/2139/ura-draft-master-plan-2019-a-plan-for-the-future?full=1
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In London, there is a less formal approach with Opportunity Areas continuing to operate as an 
essential planning tool to direct and coordinate growth and development around new 
infrastructure. There are now 48 in the new London Plan which classifies OAs, for the first time, 
according to their delivery progress as: nascent, ready to grow, underway, maturing or mature.44 
The majority are still ‘nascent’ or ‘ready to grow’. 

● Towards mixed use precincts. Covid-19 has led to many regions re-thinking the land-use
resilience of their precincts and in general acknowledging the resilience that greater
diversity of use provides, whether in the CBD, suburbs or city fringes. Regions such as San
Diego recognise that they have a narrow window to build mixed-use in to new mega-
projects to deliver sustainable levels of density and inclusivity. Others are actively seeking
opportunities to convert office into residential especially in near-CBD locations.

High capacity transport is viewed as a catalyst and demonstrator of higher-density and
better connected mixed-use. Suburban redevelopment around new Grand Paris Express
stations is a high priority for the Paris Region. Les Groues is a signature new mixed use
district around the station at 2nd CBD La Defense, with 340,000m2 of housing (nearly 5,000
homes), 225,000m2 of office space,  and 65,000m2 of amenity and retail space. In Seoul,
under a train station revitalisation initiative, the metropolitan government is aiming to
deliver mixed use ‘compact cities’ and assigning 50% of the increased floor area for public-
funded facilities.45 The trend also applies to regions less used to TOD. The Miami Region
districts along the new Brightline commuter rail have moved ahead with efforts to integrate
mixed developments into rail stations to mitigate growing housing unaffordability. In many
cases, there are conversations about how higher levels of government can ensure land
allocated to new developments prepares for mixed-use needs.

“The Boston Region has a housing crisis. We want to encourage more transit-oriented 
development in the surrounding region to encourage more commuting into Boston by public 
transit”. 

Lauren Shurtleff, Boston Planning and Development Agency 

● Business anchoring flagship precincts. New models of precinct development are
emerging when major businesses move to an area and look to improve services in the area.
In the Bay Area, Google investing in downtown San Jose, the 2nd CBD of the region, is
widely seen as a very positive development in an underserved downtown. After Covid in
2021, the local government altered the vision to increase office space by 10% and triple
hotel space, widening the boundaries of the CBD and allowing for much taller buildings
and greater densities on its western fringes.
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Figure 13: Before (l) and Planned ® of Diridon Station redevelopment 

Source: SITELABStudio 

“Innovation districts are not dead and even with the introduction of telework, the traditional 
city model will remain predominant. We think it is unlikely to see a massive shift away from 
in person interactions in the longer term, although foot traffic driven economic activity may 
well lag in the recovery.” 

Carolyn Grossman Meagher, NYC Department of City Planning 

● Growth of new specialised precincts. Many region’s innovation economies have
continued to flourish during the pandemic. Strategic planners now view the expansion of
innovation industries as a priority to drive recovery in the region, strengthen
competitiveness and attract investment. Many are doing so through more explicitly
specialised precincts in life sciences, low carbon, and niche tech sectors. This is
accompanied by an attempt to re-establish the innovation brand of the region.

“The innovation economy will lead us out of this pandemic-driven economic downturn- just like 
it has in every dip before- but it is not accessible to everyone.” 

Nikia Clarke, San Diego Regional EDC 

For example in the San Diego Region, efforts to expand the life-science innovation economy 
through new innovation precincts include the $1.5bn (c. AUD 2bn) waterfront San Diego 
Research and Development District development and the city-led 125,000m2 commercial 
development in Tailgate Park to target tech and biotech companies.46 Meanwhile in Greater 
Paris, the very large Paris-Saclay project has united 3 universities, 7 research organisations 
and 9 business and engineering schools with direction from national government to create 
a leading innovation hub. R&D is seen as a high priority for the region, although there are 
concerns the district is too complex and has too many partners to be effective. 
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4.9 The character of metropolitan neighbourhoods 

The shift to working from home as a result of the pandemic has led to the need to re-define 
predominantly residential neighborhoods outside of the urban core, in terms of land-use, connectivity, 
amenity and green infrastructure. This is a priority for public investment but the built-environment sector 
is also prominent in articulating new codes and standards for future development (see Fig 14.) 

Figure 14: London Checklist 2035, to gauge contribution of buildings and places. 

Source: NLA. 

Stockholm Region: A dedicated life science innovation precinct 

As part of the city region’s long-term aim to expand the innovation economy under the city’s Vision 
2040, Stockholm is accelerating the ongoing development (since 2010) of a new 96-hectare 
knowledge-intensive urban district just north of the inner city, Hagastaden. 

With 50% of the region’s life science companies situated within a 5km radius of the district, the district’s 
primary aim is to become a world-leading location for life sciences. The city government plans to attract 
and cluster knowledge-intensive and innovation business, and deliver 50,000 new jobs in life science 
and knowledge intensive sectors. 

In December 2020, the city government finally gave the go-ahead for the precinct’s first new 
construction. This SEK1.7billion (c. AUD 260million) project will deliver 20,000m2 worth of new 
workspace.47 

https://nla.london/news/london-leaders-set-green-vision-for-the-capital
https://international.stockholm.se/globalassets/vision-2040_eng.pdf
https://international.stockholm.se/globalassets/vision-2040_eng.pdf
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Key responses in city-regions include: 
● Open Streets. New York City’s Open Streets programme, which closed off entire roads to

daytime traffic, with the space used for exercise classes, restaurants, distributing food and
community socialising, has been made permanent in part in early 2021. The city Mayor
announced 10 new Open Boulevards as the first permanent locations where the focus is
increasingly about art projects, beautification and cultural initiatives.

● Access to green spaces and services from residential suburbs. In the Bay Area there is a
growing push for increased nature trails and connectivity across the region. Providing
essential services where people live is a priority in Vienna where redesigned areas by the
residential Danube Canal and Graztl Squares make them greener, more attractive and
multifunctional. In Greater Paris the new ScoT metropolitan project is much more focused
on working in the spirit of the ‘15 minute city’ and what investments in mobility beyond the
rail backbone are necessary to make it achievable throughout the metropolis.

● Greening and rewilding. Some regions are accelerating plans to ensure that green spaces are
at the heart of new plans: Seoul now explicitly aims to become a pedestrian-friendly metropolis
where the entire city is connected with green forest paths (with a plan for 68 forest paths with
400,000 trees). The government is planning for “modular parks” that can be easily installed in
various vacant places: planters can be easily moved and rearranged to suit the characteristics
of each location.48 Meanwhile, Vienna is looking to re-wild many of its inner suburbs and the
City of Paris has launched a new manifesto for “a new Parisian aesthetic” due for release in
September 2021, with a focus on greening future districts. The city is beginning to convert
schoolyards into “courtyard oases”, as green meeting places open to the whole neighbourhood
outside of school hours. Signature roads such as the Champs-Élysées will become a green
avenue - this would reduce the road space by half, create tree tunnels to improve air quality,
boost cycle lanes and dot gardens along the road.

4.10 Investment in digital infrastructure and skills 

The importance of digital connectivity has been highlighted during the Covid-19 pandemic, especially 
with the rise of remote working and learning. Many cities are beginning to view having a high speed 
broadband network that is accessible to all as a fundamental economic resilience issue, as opposed to 
a desirable objective, recognising that future shocks will be better managed with improved 
connectivity. Alongside investing in infrastructure, many regions are providing equipment to low 
income communities and supporting training at scale for SMEs and individuals to improve their digital 
literacy.  

Key measures include: 
● Investment in digital infrastructure. With more workers and entrepreneurs having

become more reliant on lower bandwidth residential networks, new imperatives have arisen
for high internet speeds available city-wide as opposed to concentrated in certain locations.
New York City is aiming to provide broadband access to all its residents as part of its $2.1bn
internet masterplan by creating fibre junctions at every intersection and providing free
access for up to 30,000 residents.49
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● Focus on digital skills and training. For many regions, digital skills are seen as key to
enabling a greater share of the higher value innovation economy. Some cities have decided
that a primary mechanism to deliver this is via businesses and universities. In Miami, the City
is working with Softbank who are providing training for data engineers with the aim of
creating 10,000 new graduates in the coming years. Meanwhile, New York City has
introduced CS4All which guarantees computer science (CS) training for all levels of school
education by 2025 and is working with City University to double the number of CS
graduates. It has also partnered with LG to distribute 10,000 internet-connected devices to
elderly residents of the city as part of an effort to close the city’s digital divide. Others are
directly upskilling their population in the use of digital tools. For example, the Government
of Singapore has set up the new SG Digital Office (SDO) which recruited 1,000 “digital
ambassadors”, tasked with promoting digital know-how among the elderly, stallholders in
local cafeterias/hawker centres, and small businesses.

● Using data and digitisation as a means of making urban destinations more compelling,
visible and accessible. Even before the pandemic, city regions were beginning to view
digitisation as a key enabler of agility and urban consumer confidence and the pandemic
has only emphasised such thoughts. The mainstreaming of data and digital tools in
industries such as retail, hospitality and leisure is visible. Some city regions are actively
courting digital businesses, such as Miami, while others are providing training for small
business in digital technology or working with businesses to assess how digital capability
can improve the experience economy. In a more limited sense, some regions have also
introduced digital tools to collect, map and share data for planning. In the Paris Region,
since 2019, the Ile-de-France Smart Services Platform provides and shares online free big
data on city-services and infrastructure (including mapping solar potential on roofs, green
spaces and 3D maps for the region). Metropolitan Amsterdam has also developed  a digital
tool to support talent to map commutable locations and discover more prospective
neighbourhoods virtually (see Fig. 15).

Figure 15: Metropolitan Amsterdam’s Digital Tool to map commuter locations. 

 Source: I amsterdam

https://mapitout.iamsterdam.com/
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Singapore Region: Refresh to the city’s digital government strategy 

The  Singapore government’s Digital Government Blueprint was updated at the end of 2020 in 
recognition of the increased need for digital to be a driver of city government transparency, social trust, 
and government responsiveness.50 

The  plan has been updated in the following ways: 
• A “digital to the core” framework has been developed to describe how the Government is

developing and measuring itself towards this vision. There is a greater emphasis on “Serves
with heart” to explain how the use of digital technologies can help the Government achieve
its main purpose of serving citizens better and building trust.

• Placing greater  importance on user centricity and co-creation, improving harnessing new
technology including AI.

• New targets are driving the city to move its data online and encourage data sharing:
o At least 70% of eligible Government systems to be on commercial cloud by 2023.
o The time required to fuse and share core data for cross-agency projects must be

no more than 7 working days.



5 Co-ordinating 
the Metropolis: 
Key Innovations 
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Alongside formal responses of metropolitan and regional planning, city-regions are also experiencing 
or embarking on a number of important new changes in terms of how they are led and co-ordinated, 
or what tools they have at their disposal.  

In this section we observe 4 main innovations so far: 

1. More distributed governance and management
2. Embedding equity into metropolitan decision making processes
3. Organising the future of regional talent
4. Channels for better multi-level coordination

5.1 More distributed governance and management 

• Public-private taskforces and agencies have proven their value in the co-ordination of
pandemic response, and there are clear signs in some cities of a shift to strengthen and
formalise collaboration to share risks more appropriately. In Barcelona, public-private
partnership approaches are being used to manage transport and housing, as these only
receive 5% of the metropolitan agency budget (see Box). Greater Philadelphia is utilising
the voice and resources of the business community to drive economic recovery through a
public-private initiative, Recharge-Recover, with over 160 state government players and
region-oriented business leaders. And Paris has created a new semi-public real estate
company, the SEM Ile-de-France Investissements et Territoires, in March 2020 to manage
industrial property assets with the aim of retaining and developing productive activity.

Barcelona Region: Amplifying public-private partnerships for whole-city agendas 

Barcelona’s culture of public-private partnerships is maturing to help improve the way infrastructure 
is planned and operated, attract investment, create a new shared story and improve the quality and 
value of tourism. 

Several significant partnerships have emerged: 
• ‘Habitatge Metropolis Barcelona’, a new public-private company to promote affordable

rental housing. This has been set up by metropolitan and city government tiers and will be
50% public owned and 50% owned by private companies. With an initial investment of
€160million (c. AUD 260million), its aim is to construct 4,500 rental houses a year over the next
6 years, 50% of which to be in the inner city.51

• ‘Barcelona & Partners’, a new public-private agency to attract international investment into
the city and create new jobs. Set up by city government with Barcelona Global – an organisation
similar to the Committee for Sydney – it will identify sectors, businesses and investors with the
potential to carry out activities in the region, will develop strategies and projects to attract these
stakeholders and offer them support to make it easier to set up in the city.52

• ‘Barcelona Accelera’, a new public-private venture capital fund with €60 million (c. AUD 100
million) (€10 million from the city council) to help local companies grow and attract
international talent and startups to Barcelona.53

https://idf-investissements.fr/
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• Business and institution-led coalitions for long-term planning. The wider development
plan for Miami region, Renew305, was developed with a coalition of stakeholders from
across the private sector, building on the long-standing One Community One Goal
initiative, managed by the public-private Beacon Council economic development
organisation. The initiative built a collective approach to 7 key sectors: Aviation, Banking &
Finance, Creative Design, Hospitality & Tourism, Life Science & Healthcare, Tech, and Trade
& Logistics. It encourages collective sign-up to efforts such as MiamiTech, an 11 point
pledge working to make the region more welcoming to technology companies. Similarly,
in Greater Philadelphia, the Chamber of Commerce is leading efforts to ensure
procurement from 100 large organisations is focused on suppliers from previously
underserved communities.

• Partnership-led missions for recovery. In the wake of the pandemic, the Greater London
Authority is pursuing a recovery programme based off 9 key missions, which invite
partnerships from across councils, public sector organisations and businesses to propose
initiatives that can solve the identified challenges. These are: high streets for all, building
strong communities, digital access for all, a green new deal, a robust safety net, a new deal
for young people, healthy food and weight, good work for Londoners and mental health
and wellbeing. These missions appear to recognise the limitations of the city government’s
capabilities and seek to utilise the expertise of various actors across the region. Other
regions are also prioritising the alignment of different levels of government through
partnerships, with the Paris Region Authority looking to come together with the state
government and public and private sectors to create a new economic development strategy
(SRDEii), that will be released in 2022.
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• More integrated financing mechanisms to address key issues of housing. As public
funding sources are stretched thin, new revenue streams and better organising of funding
are being explored. Alongside the demonstrator in the Bay Area (see Box), city regions such
as Boston are creating new revenue streams by increasing the linkage fees for large scale
commercial developments. In Boston’s case, this 42% increase is being used to support the
creation of affordable housing and also workforce development programmes.55

San Diego Region: A coalition of anchor institutions 

In the San Diego region, small businesses employ over 60% of the total workforce, a share that is 
double the national average.54 The economic shock of the pandemic led to 1 in 3 small businesses 
closing across the region, and therefore helping these businesses recover and increase their resilience 
to similar future shocks is seen to be critical for the long-term health of the region’s economy. 

Through the Anchor Institution Collaborative, 45 major anchor institutions in the San Diego Region 
- who collectively employ over 70,000 workers in the region and collectively purchase $9.9bn in goods
and services every year - are looking to help small businesses recover from shocks of the pandemic.
The anchors include major universities, healthcare institutions, the navy, national cybersecurity lab,
utility companies and the port authority.

Using procurement data from 14 anchors analysed by the San Diego Regional EDC, these 
organisations are coming together to set goals to increase local procurement and to strengthen 
connections between large buyers and small local suppliers. The San Diego example illustrates the 
importance of: 

• Consistency and coordination in terms of the creation of a consistent set of
definitions/requirements for bidding out contracts and encouraging coordination in bidding
processes.

• Leadership and resourcing, in terms of the need for shared resources and platforms to ensure
that organisational leadership and procurement targets are aligned.

• Leveraging prime contractors to help set and achieve procurement goals.

San Francisco Bay Area: A Demonstration Project for Shared Housing Finance 

In an attempt to renew efforts to address  a chronic region-wide housing shortage in the San Francisco 
Bay Area, the local government coalition (ABAG) and the regional transport planning agency (MTC) 
have set up a new housing finance authority. This authority, BAHFA, will look to raise, administer and 
allocate funds for more coordinated affordable housing development from new funding sources. This 
financing facility is seen as a demonstrator project to show the ability for agencies and governments to 
come together and tackle housing issues at a regional scale. 

80% of the money raised by BAHFA goes back to local government control as its role is primarily in 
developing new fundraising tools and coordinating regional housing efforts, with local governments 
retaining responsibility for building housing itself. Due to public funding and debt pressures, 
alternative revenue measures are being sought including from general obligation bonds, parcel tax 
and commercial linkage fees. 

http://procurelocal.inclusivesd.org/
https://abag.ca.gov/our-work/housing/bahfa-bay-area-housing-finance-authority
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5.2 Embedding equity into metropolitan decision-making processes 

Many metropolitan regions, especially in North America, have used the pandemic as a catalyst to 
accelerate the formal integration of equity issues into long-term planning processes. Efforts are 
concentrated in reforming zoning laws around housing developments to allow for a more diverse 
housing stock. The unequal impact of the pandemic, alongside the BLM movement of 2020 created an 
increased impetus for placing equity at the centre of new planning. 

Some regions are further ahead in this process, notably Greater Boston, which has become the first US 
city to introduce fair housing requirements for new developments into its zoning code (see Box). 
Meanwhile there are strong calls for more inclusionary zoning, including calls in New York to rewrite 
regional zoning laws to encourage and increase the ease of creating of higher-density and more 
affordable Accessory Dwelling Units (‘granny flats’) and make it easier to convert large houses into 
multiple units. 

Greater Philadelphia is focusing on its life sciences hub to ensure that the higher paying jobs are 
available to all, through ensuring there are high quality transport links from historically underserved 
areas into these areas and modernising the existing tram system. The City is in the process of creating 
a steering committee to advise on the creation of its next comprehensive plan and is specifically 
reaching out to residents from previously underserved communities to participate and inform the 
planning process. 

Other cities are ensuring that future planning decisions have a strong equity focus at their centre 
through new governance roles. San Francisco City has created a Community Equity Advisory Council 
made up of 11 community leaders to advise city leaders on strategic policies, investments and decisions 
and the impact they will have on various communities around the city. The city’s planning department 
has adopted a resolution which centres its resource allocation and work programmes on racial equity 
by taking concrete steps to improve access to  open space, housing, transportation, quality amenities 
and public services for these communities. Miami-Dade County has appointed a Chief Equity & 
Inclusion Officer to make sure that any planning is reviewed and undertaken with equity at its core.  
Metro Vancouver has a well-established Indigenous Relations Council that is currently developing a 
framework to ensure that indigenous communities and reconciliation are central to the region’s new 
strategic plan.   
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5.3 Organising for the future of regional talent 

Given the newfound flexibility for certain portions of the knowledge economy workforce, cities are 
taking proactive steps to ensure they attract talent, hang on to existing talent and work to build the skills 
locally for the post-Covid-19 economy.  

Miami has been a prominent example of the focus on attraction which is government-endorsed but 
strongly business-led. In addition to its Mayor’s public calls for tech companies and VCs to relocate, 
Miami-Dade council is running a CEO ambassador programme where existing CEOs and leaders, 
including the COO of the leading multinational Softbank, reach out to their counterparts at other 
businesses and help connect them to local leaders who can aid their transition. 

In Amsterdam, the metropolitan Economic Board, in partnership with local governments, universities 
and employment associations, has developed a new online employment agency to help address the 
asymmetric impact of the pandemic on job losses. It focuses on helping jobseekers understand their 
specific skillset through an online skills ‘fitting room’, because this means they can connect better with 
future jobs that are well suited for them, and can target the skills they need to develop. A further aim of 
the agency is to assist some of the estimated 500,000 employees in the region who will need reskilling 
by 2030 to develop the new skills needed due to increased digitisation of work.   

Greater Boston: Equity in city development and regional planning 

In Boston, regional planners, city government and commercial developers are introducing stronger 
equity considerations into formal planning processes for housing and transport developments. For 
example: 

• The region has introduced new requirements to its zoning process to avoid displacing pre-
existing tenants and to increase low income housing access,

• Developers of large projects have to conduct a “fair housing analysis” to calculate, and then
offset, any impact the development would have on protected minority groups, and

• A new interagency committee has been established to develop a more cross-departmental
approach to examining development proposals.56

At the same time Greater Boston’s Metropolitan Planning Organisation has introduced a new initiative, 
the ‘Disparate Impact and Disproportionate Burden Policy’ to formalise equity criteria into the decision 
making process on which regional transport projects to fund under its long term Transportation Plan. 
This takes a much more integrated impact assessment of projects around access to education, 
healthcare, employment and essential services, as well as congestion and pollution, to reduce the risk 
that funded projects do not discriminate or negatively impact minority and low-income communities. 

https://www.bostonmpo.org/data/pdf/programs/equity/2020-Disparate-Impact-Disproportionate-Burden-Policy.pdf
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5.4 Channels for multi-level coordination 

There are signs that higher tiers of government are taking a more concerted approach to long-term 
metropolitan development of their major cities, with developments that started before the pandemic 
beginning to bear fruit. This includes an increased presence of federal government (e.g. Greater 
Toronto – see Box) and greater state-metro alignment on climate priorities (e.g. the Bay Area).  

This also applies to the local-metropolitan dynamic - in Ile-de-France the new metropolitan authority 
now helps to coordinate the 131 local governments by placing them into 11 groups of 10 cities and 
advising Mayors on how to develop specific investments, especially those around new transport 
stations. The Amsterdam Metropolitan Area (MRA) has offered to work with the national government 
on solving the regions housing crisis by delivering a plan for 250,000 homes by 2040. The proposition 
involved the region agreeing to the new housing numbers in return for investments in key infrastructure 
around the airport and metropolitan transport. In Munich, the city has set up UnternehmerTUM, in 
collaboration with the Technical University of Munich, to accelerate start-ups and businesses proposing 
smart city solutions and facilitate their interaction with city government. 

Barcelona Region: A simplified regional one-stop-shop for talent 

Recognising that its future economy is even more talent dependent, Barcelona City Council has taken 
further steps to improve the ease and convenience of talent moving to the region and setting up 
businesses. The city government has set up a digital platform, Barcelona International Welcome, to 
connect the international talent ecosystem in Barcelona. Services include much more effective practical 
information on property, finances, healthcare, education, home utilities, and start up advice, alongside 
networking workshops, online training and access to entrepreneurs in the region. The city government 
is creating a physical one-stop-shop for this service, to encourage in-person interactions between the 
international community for start-ups. 

https://www.barcelona.cat/internationalwelcome/en
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Greater Toronto: Convening regional groups to provide local intelligence for 
Federal Government 

The  Canadian Federal Government is a big funder for infrastructure and R&D projects and over time 
has started to play a larger and more intentional role in shaping the development of Greater Toronto. 
It is currently looking for a better way to assess the impact of spending in local regions and is now 
seeking to fund longer term projects and to have more of a say in where money is directed. Key 
suggestions for increasing the impact of the federal government include: 

• Using federal stimulus funding to help integrate the regions transport fares
• Leading the coordination of the electrification of transport infrastructure between

municipalities

Figure 16: Agenda for Greater Toronto led by Toronto Board of Trade with federal government input 

Source: Toronto Board of Trade 

After the success of the One Corridor Working Committee convened by the Toronto Region Board of 
Trade in creating a recovery playbook focused on agreed shared priorities (housing, growth, talent 
etc.) with input from city leaders from across the region, the federal government is now keen to work 
systematically with local stakeholders to gain local context and establish a process to drive consensus 
on regional priorities. In addition to the metropolitan Mayors and Chairs meeting regularly through the 
pandemic to align and share information, City managers have formed a GTHA Recovery Prosperity 
Alliance to meet for the next 2 years to work through issues requiring regional coordination such as 
public transport broadband, housing, and sustainable municipal finance. 



6 Looking 
ahead: longer-
term priorities 
and aspirations 
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Metropolitan leaders, chief planners and decision-makers identify a number of critical areas where their 
region has to make progress in the medium-term, to underpin future capacity to deliver locally and 
succeed globally. 

Many have observed to us that the metropolis – an often neglected scale in government – is now gaining 
increased attention because of the dispersive dynamics of the Covid-19, and the growing recognition 
of inter-dependence. 

“It’s exciting – there’s a whole lot more attention of metropolitan scale planning than there was 
before.” 

Tom Wright, Regional Plan Association, New York 

“Covid-19 helped counties come together on public health planning and political leadership, 
whereas previously this was much more segregated. It helped to strengthen relationships and 
build more trust”  
Barry Seymour, Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission, Greater Philadelphia 

However, there are long-standing issues that have become even more stark and which require future 
cycles of leadership, reform and innovation. 

In this section we observe 6 main long-term priorities: 

1. More integration in the regional planning process
2. Financing regional public transport
3. Collaborative stakeholder governance
4. Rethinking roles of levels of government
5. Maturing dialogue on the growth and coordination of the wider megaregion
6. Shifts in how data is used in regional planning

6.1 More integration in the regional planning process 

“We need coordination mechanisms so that we function as one regional system” 
Alicia John-Baptiste, SPUR, Bay Area 

The path to overcoming deep fragmentation in how the region is managed, led, planned and financed 
is under renewed discussion in many city regions. There is increasing appetite for improving 
connections between planners within larger regions, however a common concern is that in practice 
overstretched planning teams struggle to find the time to meaningfully coordinate and collaborate. This 
fragmentation existed long before the pandemic, which served to highlight how integrated regional 
planning is needed to deal with regional problems. 
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Opportunities for institutional mergers and consolidation have been again proposed in the San 
Francisco Bay Area to distinguish more clearly between regional transformation projects and local 
delivery, while more incremental adjustments are being fostered in Greater Toronto where there is 
dialogue about a shared approach to industrial lands across the 34 local governments to allocate land 
more strategically. Regions such as Greater Amsterdam and Greater Paris are also looking to find a path 
to more a streamlined planning approach. 

“The legislation promotes a consensus model between regional and local governments; 
creating a process that requires significant discussion to build agreement for the Regional 
Growth Strategy’s approval.” 

Sean Galloway, Metro Vancouver 

In many city regions, climate change is the driver for more integration. Potential regionwide adjustments 
of planning processes have a focus on climate resilience, through zoning changes, increased 
assessments, and combined housing/transport planning in the San Francisco Bay Area. Meanwhile, 
Metro Vancouver is focusing on driving $6bn (c. AUD 9bn) of resilience focused infrastructure 
investments over the next 5 years where all future infrastructure projects will be assessed on their impact 
on resilience, both how they themselves are protected from future shocks and how they will help 
insulate communities from both natural and social shocks. 

Greater Amsterdam: Towards a more integrated metropolitan approach 

As part of an evaluation into cooperation in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area (MRA), a committee led 
by the Mayor of Amsterdam and metropolitan area Chairman proposed a simplification of existing 
metropolitan governance. The region has identified 3 key objectives, for which this simplification is 
necessary: 

• The most inventive region in Europe, with the best education population
• A region for all, on a human scale
• A sustainably connected region

The region is focusing on reducing administrative pressures and ensuring that all consultation 
processes clearly serve decision making and are submitted to the appropriate councils in good time. 
This is aimed at creating a streamlined governance model for the region, with the MRA able to develop 
plans and policies that will advance the entire region. 
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6.2 Financing Regional Public Transport 

With remote working continuing to affect commuter patterns and revenue from fares, a lack of 
confidence in safe public transport from a health perspective, strained public budgets and fragmented 
management models, many city regions face increasing concerns over the future of their transport 
agencies. One illustration is Greater Philadelphia, where there is a working assumption of a long term 
15% reduction in total weekday commutes into the city centre, which will have a significantly detrimental 
impact on the revenues of the transport agency, SEPTA.57 

Questions remain around how to better finance public transport at a regional level as a result of the 
pandemic. In the Barcelona Region, Barcelona Global, an independent and nonprofit association, has 
proposed the need for a new public-private instrument to regulate, plan, operate and manage the 
entire transport system and emphasises the importance of including the private sector in its 
governance. Suggestions also include having a regional body responsible for securing investment and 
introducing congestion charges as an additional revenue stream. Barcelona and New York are two cities 
that have moved closer to implementing a congestion charge. In Barcelona’s case, this would generate 
€400million (c. AUD 650million) annually for financing public transport.58 In New York, advocates hope 
the traffic congestion fee for Manhattan CBD that has been enacted in legislation will be implemented 

Greater Boston: New zoning requirements to improve coastal resilience 
The region is looking to incorporate a focus on climate resilience into the formal planning process, 
given threats posed by coastal storms and sea level rise. Planners are suggesting new zoning processes 
to ensure that future developments, especially those in high-risk areas, are designed to be resilient to 
such risks. For example, Boston has: 

• Introduced Coastal Flood Risk Design Guidelines designed to provide region-wide best
practices for flood resistant designs and which are intended to be administered by BPDA staff
for the review of projects.

• Created a new Coastal Flood Resilience Zoning
Overlay District, which means that new
developments have to undergo additional
resilience reviews. The overlay relates to areas of the
City of Boston anticipated to be flooded with a 1%
chance storm event in 2070 with 40-inches of sea
level rise. It is designed to help formalise the
implementation of the Guidelines, and to establish
sea level rise design flood elevations for new
construction and retrofits.

Figure 18: Coastal Flood Resilience Zoning Overlay 
District 

Source: BPDA 

http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/d1114318-1b95-487c-bc36-682f8594e8b2
http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/dc0c7824-21ff-416c-a49b-b0240e64e340
http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/dc0c7824-21ff-416c-a49b-b0240e64e340
http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/dc0c7824-21ff-416c-a49b-b0240e64e340
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in 2023, the first such fee scheme enacted in the USA. The San Diego Region is looking to implement 
financial charges that will act to both generate resources to finance major transport developments and 
also influence behaviour. It is looking to introduce a per mile fee on its highway system for additional 
revenue whilst also discouraging the use of personal vehicles to help address climate issues and 
congestion in the region.  

6.3 Collaborative governance and public communication 
Finding ways to work more regularly with non-government stakeholders and achieve better community 
engagement and coordination with the business community has been an area of opportunity and 
priority for strategic planners through the pandemic. 

Some, such as the Singapore Region, are looking to better understand changing demands and 
business models on the ground, so as to adjust land-use policies correctly. The URA, which leads 
Singapore’s globally renowned planning process, is looking to implement a more agile, flexible and 
evidence-based approach to planning following the pandemic, by facilitating more frequent dialogue 
with real estate developers, companies, industry stakeholders and citizens. Others, such as the 
Barcelona Region, are engaging in dialogue with associations such as Barcelona Global, to help shape 
stronger market opportunities for development, technology and venture capital. 

Metropolitan planners are also looking to reach and engage the public to better understand issues such 
as access to housing and public transport, as part of a long running trend from before the pandemic to 
address the most pressing social issues. For example, in the Bay Area there is an increased focus on 
openly engaging with front line communities so that the region can collect insights to inform data and 
new approaches. BARC is allocating funding in its 2020-2022 work plan to develop a model toolkit for 
community engagement partnerships between public agencies and the community, while the region’s 
strategic plan, Bay Area 2050 undertook 35 outreach efforts in 2020, including 9 county-focused digital 
workshops.59,60 Like others, the region is trying create the capacity to engage local communities to 
understand which types of housing are needed most, where and by whom, rather than rely on 
algorithmic models to assign housing developments. 

“It is critical to build social capital and to persuade citizens to be part of the solution, so that 
they will chip in to help each other cope with new vulnerabilities.” 

Dr Cheong Koon Hean, Centre for Liveable Cities, Singapore61 

“What we need are tools to talk about the scale of investment we need, the scale of the 
challenge we face.”  

Tom Wright, Regional Plan Association, New York 

Many interviewees explained that the communication and positioning of metropolitan strategic 
planning requires skill, poise and timing, given the many distractions and high levels of politicisation. 
Many are concerned now with ensuring that their teams are collectively prepared to explain to and 
persuade much wider audiences the urgency, scale and achievability of the tasks ahead.  
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6.4 Rethinking the roles and relationships of levels of government 
The Covid-19 pandemic highlighted gaps and pressure points in the relationship between local, city 
and regional governments. These reflect issues around what roles are most effectively played at what 
level to answer future challenges, deliver major transformation projects, and develop a clearer story 
and position of the city-region. 

Building governance reforms at the metropolitan scale has been a priority for many regions even prior 
to the pandemic. For some, this involves rethinking the relationship between city and metropolitan 
levels of government. Despite failing to implement changes through a second failed referendum, 
Osaka has been attempting to overhaul its current governance structure. This involves clearly defining 
the Osaka Prefecture as the metropolitan government and aligning metropolitan government with city 
government by outlining specific goals for the two levels in order to eliminate inefficient duplications in 
the region’s administration – with city government responsible for local administrative services and the 
Osaka Metropolis for drive broad-based regional governance.    

For other regions, the pandemic has facilitated a shift in the relationship between metropolitan and 
higher-levels of government. In one example the federal government is keen to play a more significant 
role as part of co-governance in Greater Toronto, by making more effort to assess how money is being 
spent in the region. The need to retain federal funding has driven region wide coordination. In the Bay 
Area there is a strong view that the region has to get money flowing and pilot and scale a method for 
adaptation planning. This may involve rethinking its relationship with the state government.  

"The BMA must have a greater influence on the economic agenda of Barcelona, both in terms 
of attracting investment and talent and for the competitiveness and external promotion of 
companies. We also want to have a greater influence on large infrastructures that we have in 
the territory (airport, port, high speed train, highways) but those are managed at the state level." 

Ramon Torra, Barcelona Metropolitan Area 
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6.5 Maturing dialogue on the growth and coordination of the wider megaregion 

Given the growing ‘digital catchment’ area around cities, some regions are beginning to explore the 
economic and strategic benefits of looking beyond the 60-90 minute metropolis towards the 3-4 hour 
megaregion. Emerging dialogues around improving physical connections and increasing collaboration 
are motivated by the opportunities associated with scale and complementarity.  

Key reasons for coordinating the megaregion include: 
• Increasing global visibility. Metro Vancouver see themselves as being too small a region

to be competitive on the global stage on their own. They believe that by including other
large nearby cities, namely Seattle and Portland, they can position themselves as a single
globally competitive and integrated megaregion. Dialogue between Metro Vancouver, the
Seattle City government and investment agencies is currently ongoing to explore the
opportunities that could emerge by linking the region through high speed rail and
developing high density housing precincts at stations between them.

Greater Paris: Facing up to the future of metropolitan governance 

In a recent Senate meeting on the future of the region’s governance it was made clear that solving the 
problems of fragmented regional governance and territorial division is a high priority and will require 
real leadership to solve it. 

Figure 19: Map of the Ile-de-France region with the Metropole du Grand Paris highlighted in red 

In the special meeting it was announced that the focus must be for a major law to simplify the 
institutional format of the capital region.  There are currently 5 levels of government– the communes, 
the Mayor of Paris, the departments, the Metropole du Grand Paris and the Ile-de-France region. The 
metropole was founded in 2016 and retains the support of national government, but due to the highly 
centralised nature of the French state, its powers are limited. 

Potential solutions to this level of fragmentation under consideration include: 
• Maintaining a dense metropolis by transforming the EPTs (municipal districts) into

deconcentrated levels of the Metropole.
• Transforming departments into deconcentrated districts of MGP (effectively expanding the

Metropole).
• Transferring the powers of the Metropole to the Ile-de-Paris region.
• Abolishing the Metropole du Grand Paris or transforming to a simple Metropolitan Pole

model – not favoured as it may permanently entrench financial and territorial divisions.
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• Driving organised economic clusters around a strategic sector. Osaka is coordinating
with cities in the Kyoto-Osaka-Kobe Bay Area to develop a globally leading start-up
ecosystem for the megaregion, focusing on pre-existing strengths in life science, healthcare
and smart city tech. Efforts to improve cooperation between governments in the region,
universities and the private sector are supported by national government efforts: in July
2020, Osaka, alongside Kyoto and Kobe, was chosen as 1 of 8 cities to build a global startup
ecosystem through Japan’s “Startup City Project”

• Increasing trade and investment within the megaregion. Some regions, including the
San Francisco Bay Area, the Hong Kong Greater Bay Area, Stockholm and Paris are driving
a coordinated megaregion to increase trade and investment and facilitate the improved
fluidity of talent.

Currently, many of these dialogues centre around improving physical connections by high speed rail. 
For example, the Bay Area Council Economic Institute has called for a new rail crossing across the San 
Francisco Bay to unlock the northern California mega-region, whilst in Stockholm, dialogue centres 
around improving connections with the neighbouring city Uppsala, as well as with cities in the wider 
Nordic region such as Oslo, through an c. AUD 9bn investment into high speed rail links. 

“Both Stockholm and Uppsala see opportunities to grow into a larger city region as this is a way 
to become more internationally competitive.” 

Daniella Waldfogel, Stockholm Chamber of Commerce

Hong Kong and the Greater Bay Area: Planning the future megaregion 

Over the past 20 years, Hong Kong has established itself as a leading global financial hub and a trade 
and investment gateway between China and the rest of the world. In recent years, its future planning 
has been more co-ordinated with the wider Greater Bay Area, which is not only about more integrated 
infrastructure and supply chains, but also pays close attention to how Hong Kong can play an even 
more strategic economic role for the region. 

The directions of the region is articulated in 14th 5 Year Plan and related think tank publications. Key 
directions include: 

• Strengthening Hong Kong as an international aviation logistics hub and the focal point of
an aviation metropolis across the wider GBA region.

• Ensuring the whole region develops as an innovation and technology hub, and is not only
a derivative innovator but a producer of original innovation (what are called “0 to 1”
breakthroughs).

• Re-shaping Hong Kong’s advantages in the industrial value chain of the wider region.
• Encouraging much more entrepreneurship in Hong Kong and nurturing large homegrown

technology companies.
• Building a unified market in the region with free flow of resources, regulatory alignment

and uniform market standards.

https://www.j-startup-city.go.jp/
http://www.2022foundation.com/images/GBA_Phase%202_full_report_eng.pdf
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Metro Vancouver: The Seattle-Vancouver Megaregion “Cascadia” 

The new 2050 vision for the Seattle-Vancouver megaregion is supported by higher tier governments 
and prominently by the CEO of Microsoft. 

This vision is centred around 3 pillars: housing, transport and environmental stewardship, and has 
identified key next steps to sustainable progress in the region including: 

• Increasing density in and around large urban cores through up-zoning initiatives and
development incentives.

• Creating a regional planning entity that enables cross-border and cross-municipality
coordination.

• Building hub cities on underdeveloped greenfield land and next to high-speed transport
spots between 60km and 160km from existing urban areas.

• Securing  anchor employers within these hub cities to support new homes with jobs.
• Building low emissions, mixed-use developments for 300,000-400,000 people near high-

speed transport stops to reduce car use, with a total aim of building 800,000 new homes
in the region’s mid-sized cities.

Figure 20: Timeline with Key Actions required to achieve the vision 

Source: Cascadia 2050 vision 

https://connectcascadia.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Cascadia-Vision-2050_Published.pdf
https://connectcascadia.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Cascadia-Vision-2050_Published.pdf
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6.6  Shifts in how data is used in strategic planning 
In a number of city-regions interviewed, there is an increasing awareness that metropolitan planning 
will have to develop a stronger capability around the capture, use and communication of data in order 
to improve decision-making and citizen relationships.  

Some planners recognise that tools that use data, such as travel demand models, have been interpreted 
as providing a more objective and intractable prediction of future behaviour. However, the uncertainty 
of the pandemic has reminded planners that some behaviours and outcomes cannot be predicted 
through estimating a few possible scenarios of the future, and that more efficient tools to work in the 
context of uncertainty and political changes are needed. For example in Greater Boston, the 
metropolitan planning organisation is developing new travel demand modelling tools, using available 
data to systematise a more transparent and informative approach to exploring many possible future 
scenarios informed by a wide range of factors and uncertainty.  

“One of our flaws in planning processes is looking at the outputs of sophisticated demand 
models as though they predict an exact future. What we’re doing now is still sophisticated; we 
are developing models that better allow us to explore uncertainties, that are more transparent, 
quicker, and easier to communicate. We want to make sure our planning is easily 
understandable for residents, developers and other stakeholders”.  

Tegin Teich, Boston Region MPO 

The upgrade of metropolitan digital tools to anticipate and respond quicker to new trends is a key 
outcome of the pandemic. Seoul has been focusing on enhancing its digital twin and ensuring it is 
effectively used by 7 planning committees. In Singapore, the URA views GIS, data analytics and digital 
monitoring as critical tools to inform planning and map the new urban future. It is using these to gain 
insights into how work and recreational patterns are changing the use of transport, public space, and 
retail in both the city centre and surrounding neighbourhoods. San Diego is also increasing the use of 
digital tools to consolidate and streamline its service delivery and help shape technology-enabled 
districts. Zoning and Parcel Information Portals help to speed up the development process for 
properties throughout the city, while SANDAG, the metropolitan planning agency, is creating a new 
centralised digital platform to compile data from passenger vehicles, public transport ridership, delivery 
trucks and micro-mobility, to improve the planning, organisation and operation of its transport 
networks.  
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