
Centre for Urban 
Research and Land 

Development

Ryerson University
Toronto 30-Sept-2019

Alain Bertaud
abertaud@stern.nyu.edu
http://alainbertaud.com

https://mitpress.mit.edu/contrib
utors/alain-bertaud 1

mailto:abertaud@stern.nyu.edu
http://alainbertaud.com/
https://mitpress.mit.edu/contributors/alain-bertaud


Quotations

• “There is no knowledge without 
measurement” 

Leonardo da Pisa also known as Fibonacci  (c. 1170 – c. 1250)

• “Every step and every movement of the multitude, even in what are 
termed enlightened ages, are made with equal blindness to the 
future; and nations stumble upon establishments, which are indeed 

the result of human action, but not 
the execution of any human design” 
Adam Ferguson(1782)

• “Order generated without design 
can far outstrip plans men 
consciously contrive” 

F Hayek. The Fatal Conceit (1988)
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Cities are generated by the 
interaction between bottom-up 

markets (land use) and top-down 
design (infrastructure)

Top down design must serve the 
spontaneous order generated by 

markets, not the other way around
Infrastructure must adjust to densities 

generated by markets
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Outline

1. Planners Vs Economists
Design Vs Markets

2. Cities are primarily labor markets
3. Mobility 
4. Housing Affordability
5. The future of cities

4



1. Planners Vs Economists
Design Vs Markets
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Planners and Economists

Urban planners are “normative”
• They like to advocate “compact cities” implying that there is an 

optimal population density
• They advocate cities that are “sustainable” , “livable”, “resilient” 

without defining  quantitative indicators that indicate progress in 
achieving the objective

Urban economists use mathematical models to 
represent real cities
• They study  how markets shape cities
• If asked what is the best density, they answer “it all depends”
• They develop mathematical models that simplify reality but are 

useful in understanding the impact of income,  cost of transport, 
price of agricultural land on city shapes and densities.
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2. Cities are primarily labor 
markets
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The efficiency of large labor markets 
is the main cause of ever-growing 

cities
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Trip patterns and types of jobs spatial distribution
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Alternative view: Cities as Club Med
new vision for Manhattan streets
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Densities are also driven by labor 
markets

Planners should project future densities 
but should not regulate them
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3. Mobility 
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Defining mobility

Ability to: 
•Commute from one location in a 
metropolitan area to any other 
location in less than one hour

•Move firm location or residence 
with low transaction cost and delays
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Measuring mobility is different 
from measuring congestion
The mobility index of a neighborhood measures the number of 
jobs accessible within a given commuting time  

Mobility should be measured for each transport mode (1) :
• Walking
• Cycling
• Electric Moped
• Cars
• Buses
• BRT
• Metro

(1) So should congestion index, by the way!
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Moving cars consume large areas of scarce and valuable 
urban land.

But their high energy use and pollution emissions could 
be managed in the future through technology.
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Our traditional transport modes 
seems to reach a speed ceiling  
that may  limit the efficiency of 

larger labor markets
and the elasticity of urban land 

supply
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High density cities 
do not have a 
shorter commuting 
time,
ceteris paribus



For large metropolitan areas the problem with transit is 
speed not capacity. 
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Trip pattern in Paris Metropolitan area
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A component of Urban transport of the future?
In large metropolises urban transport will be 

multimodal

21



4. Housing Affordability
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Housing policy should be driven by the profile of households' income 
distribution
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Regulations establishing 
minimum housing 
consumption for land and 
floor space condemn part of 
population to illegality and 
increase poverty



Evolution of 
minimum housing 
standards in New 
York
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Design through regulations
Multiplication of detailed zoning districts in New York paralyzes 

new construction and prevents innovation
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The Inclusive zoning illusion
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Case study: market and subsidized rents in an 
inclusionary building in Manhattan (VIA57-2018)
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Housing affordability principles
• A small percentage of the population requires 

subsidized or even free housing on a temporary or 
permanent basis

• The market should provide housing for the rest of the 
population

• Long waiting lists or lotteries are not acceptable solutions
• Increasing housing supply by

• Removing regulatory barriers on densities, and apartment 
size

• Increasing land supply –new infrastructure—faster 
transport

• Diversifying supply
• Simplifying building permits procedure and time required
• Allowing different housing forms to coexist side by side
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5. The future of cities

30



The dispersion of trips origin and destination will 
increase in China’s large urban clusters 
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Guangzhou, Shenzhen and Hong Kong have high density 
core but are surrounded by a lower density hinterland. 
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Growth rate of Japanese cities depending on their 
size between 2005 and 2010

5 million



In some regions many existing cities will shrink, while others 
will expand into megacities clusters of more than 50 million 

people
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Shrinking cities in affluent countries  
have still a large comparative 

advantage, the way they handle 
foreign immigration will decide of 

their fate

The pace of immigration will depend on the time 
needed for immigrants to adapt to the successful 
urban norms of host cities while maintaining their 
own culture
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The main obstacle to urban 
development in a democracy:
The tyranny of the “settled” 
over the “not yet settled” 

LULU – Locally Unwanted Land Use 
NIMBY – Not In My Back Yard.
NOPE – Not On Planet Earth 
BANANA – Build Absolutely Nothing Anywhere Near 
Anything.
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