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All city governments are dysfunctional. But each is 
dysfunctional in its own way. Some people treat the city 
governments of London and New York as being a lot 
alike. After all, each has an elected Mayor and a 
separately elected city council or assembly; each 
is a city with roughly 7-8 million people in a 
metropolitan area of roughly 18-20 million. If you 
compare the cities with this kind of similarity in mind, 
New York seems way ahead of London in terms of the 
authority it exercises. To give just a few examples, New 
York has the largest municipal hospital system in the 
country --- with 11 hospitals and more than 100 
community health clinics. It educates over 1 million 
children in primary and secondary schools, provides 
housing to 420,000 city residents, runs 29 job centers, 
has 60,000 children in child care programs, provides 
over 200 shelters for the homeless, operates 1,700 parks, 
manages the city’s water supply, admits 110,000 
individuals to its prison facilities every year, and has 
more than 2000 trucks picking up 12,000 tons of waste 
every day. 
 
London’s city government --- the Greater London 
Authority - does none of these things. None. All of these 
kinds of services are provided either by the national 
government or by the 33 local governments within 
London --- London’s 32 boroughs and its financial 
district, the City of London. New York City’s 
government is overwhelmingly a service government --- it 
provides services of an incredible variety and scope to its 
residents. That’s not what London’s citywide 
government is. New York City’s government in many 
ways is more comparable to London’s boroughs than it 
is to the Greater London Authority. In terms of service 
delivery, London’s city-wide government is very weak. 
From a service point of view, some people think that 
London should become more like New York. 
I think that this is the wrong way to think about the 
comparison between the two cities in this conference. 
For our purposes, London’s citywide government has a 
lot to teach New York. The four interconnected themes 
of Urban Age require us to put together work and home 
life, public space and private space, the neighbourhoods 
and the region, cars and mass transit, immigrant 
businesses and high finance, policy making and urban 

design, the metropolitan region and the city block. To 
deal with these issues, New York and London have to 
think about how and where they should grow. London 
has the capacity to do this, and New York City doesn’t. 
In 2004, the Greater London Authority published a 
document called the London Plan. It lays out a vision of 
the city in terms of transportation, economic 
development, housing, public space --- along with the 
environment, social exclusion, tourism, culture, design 
and many other ingredients. The London Plan envisions 
London as connected to those around it --- to its own 
Southeast Region in the UK, to northern Europe and the 
European Union more generally, and, finally, to the 
world. The London Plan examines both London as a 
whole and specific sites on specific blocks within the 
city. It seeks to understand how the different kinds of 
questions we raise here fit together --- and what to do 
about them. It is important to emphasise that the 
Greater London Authority did not just decide to write 
this plan. It was legally required to do so by an Act of 
Parliament. To an American reader, it presents the very 
kind of regional thinking urbanists long for --- regional 
thinking that covers, and organises, the work of 33 
constituent municipal governments. True, the 
document focuses only on Greater London, which itself 
is only part of the UK’s Southeast Region. And London 
is also only one actor among many focusing on these 
problems. It has to deal with boroughs, the private 
sector, other local governments --- and above all, the 
national government. Still, because it comes with force 
of a statutory mandate, the London Plan is designed to 
be taken seriously. For this kind of undertaking, New 
York City is completely dysfunctional. There is no 
document such as the London Plan for the City of New 
York --- and no organisation now exists with the 
authority to write one. There is also no government 
agency that is thinking about the future of the City of 
New York in terms of its connection even with the 
narrowest definition of its region --- one that would 
include the parts of New Jersey right across the Hudson 
River. It is not that no one is thinking systematically 
about New York City and its region. The Regional Plan 
Association has done absolutely terrific work over many 
decades thinking about these kinds of issues. They have 
a problem, however. It is not merely that they are a non 
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profit organisation, rather than a government agency. It 
is that there is no one they can talk to --- the government 
authority in this region is so fractured that it is hard to 
get any of the pieces to begin to fit together. Their 
problem is our problem. We should keep in mind a 
fundamental question: who could possibly implement 
any of our ideas? 
 
Like London, New York City can only exercise the 
power delegated to it by a central government. The 
Greater London Authority can only do things authorised 
by Parliament. New York City’s power does not come 
from the national government; the federal government 
in the United States plays a relatively minor and mostly 
destructive role in determining local power. Here, New 
York State exercises the kind of authority over New York 
City that Parliament exercises over London. Don’t be 
fooled by the phrase home rule. Home rule gives New 
York City somewhat more leeway when confronted 
with its centralised government than London has. For 
example, it gives New York City the power to pass local 
regulatory ordinances, which the Greater London 
Authority cannot do. Still, notwithstanding home rule, 
New York State ultimately remains in control over most 
of the issues that concern Urban Age --- housing, 
transportation, economic development and the city’s 
finances. 
 
In setting up New York City, New York State has denied 
it control over many of the most important ingredients 
of urban life. New York State has fractured government 
authority in the region by giving power not to the city 
but to state-controlled public authorities --- or quangos, 
as they are called in Britain. Much of the important 
development in the city is controlled not by the city but 
by the Empire State Development Corporation --- an 
agency, appointed by the Governor not the Mayor, that 
directly or through subsidiaries, dominates major 
projects ranging from Ground Zero to Battery Park City 
to Times Square. The two most important actors on 
transportation issues are the Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority and the Port Authority of 
New York and New Jersey. The Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority is appointed by New York 
State’s Governor, with only 4 of its 17 members 
recommended by the city; the Port Authority is 
appointed by two Governors, without any city input. 
Public space is divided up into more than 50 business 
improvement districts governed by property owners and 
not city residents. The Union Square Partnership --- the 
oldest business improvement district in New York 
--- manages the streets on a day-to-day basis. Given all 
this fragmentation, New York City lacks a vital ability: it 

does not have the power to plan for, let alone determine, 
its own future. One example of this problem comes 
from the issue of mobility and transport. The Greater 
London Authority has responsibility for transportation 
in London --- largely through an organisation called 
Transport for London, whose board is completely 
appointed by the Mayor. And transportation is very 
widely defined: it includes the buses and the 
underground, highways and car traffic, cabs and mini-
cabs, walking and cycling. The Mayor and Transport for 
London have the statutory obligation to make sense of 
how cars and mass-transit, along with cabs and bicycles, 
create a city-wide transportation system. Sure, the 
Mayor of London does not control everything --- the 
railroads, the airports, and major highways are in the 
hands of the national government (or the private sector) 
and local streets in the hands of the boroughs. But if the 
Mayor is energetic and proactive, he can be the key guy 
on the issue. 
 
New York is miles behind London in thinking about 
transportation. The state has divided authority over 
transport in a way that no one could conceivably defend. 
The Metropolitan Transportation Authority runs New 
York City’s subways and buses, along with the Long 
Island Railroad; the Port Authority runs the airports, 
PATH trains to New Jersey, and the Air Train at JFK; 
New Jersey Transit, appointed by New Jersey’s governor, 
runs its own trains and buses into New York. The 
Transportation Authority operates nine bridges and 
tunnels; the Port Authority controls other bridges and 
tunnels, including the Lincoln Tunnel and the George 
Washington Bridge; the New York City’s Department of 
Transportation controls still other bridges and tunnels, 
such as the 59th Street Bridge. The highways are run by 
the New York and New Jersey State Departments of 
Transportation. The New York City Taxi and Limousine 
Commission licenses the city’s taxis. Transportation, 
you should know, is the area for which the federal 
government is most insistent on metropolitan planning. 
The problem for New York is that there are many 
metropolitan transportation planning bodies in the area, 
not just one. One deals with New York City and a few 
nearby New York suburbs; another one deals with New 
Jersey; yet another deals with Connecticut. No one, 
starting from scratch, would devise a transport and 
mobility structure like this one. To declare this set up a 
scandal would be a waste of time. Everyone knows it is a 
scandal; it has been a scandal for decades. The basic 
difference between New York and London can be 
summarised very simply. New York State has given New 
York City a heart, but no brain. Parliament has given 
London a brain, but no muscle. And a brain is what a 
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city needs at this moment on the kinds of issues we are 
addressing. By saying this I mean no disrespect 
whatsoever to the officials of either city --- New York has 
many very smart people working on the city’s future and 
London has many who are physically strong. It is the city 
government, not its employees, that I am referring to 
here: it is the New York City government that has been 
denied the ability to think about, let alone take control 
of, its own future. London shows that this is not 
necessary. The State of New York could authorise the 
Mayor to work with others --- public and private, 
regional and neighbourhood --- to prepare something 
like the London Plan. It can give him the power to 
bring the multiple public authorities into compliance 
with his plan. If a more regional organisation is thought 
better, the states of New York and New Jersey can 
together create a democratically accountable 
organisation --- democratically organised like the Greater 
London Authority --- empowered to write such a plan. 
This could be done today if the political leadership took 
seriously the importance of nurturing New York as a 
global city. That is the vision of London that animates 
the London Plan. Many people will call this idea 
utopian, but it is only utopian because the state has set 
up the city --- and the region --- in a way that makes it 
hard to do. Changing this requires the kind of political 
muscle that in 1986 abolished the London-wide 
government and that, now, has created a new one to 
help guide its future. We could use the exercise of that 
kind of muscle here. 
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