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Abstract

Attempts to govern local-global economic relations and spaces have been increasingly
recognised in the international literature. While much has been written about multi-national
corporate actors in this regard, globalising strategies of territorially-rooted actors such as
local, metropolitan and national governance alliances have been under-researched. This paper
aims to redress this imbalance by investigating spatial economic strategies of governance
actors in a semi-peripheral part of the world - Australasia. The methodological starting point
is that big cities are particularly important sites of political strategy and policy work at the
local-global interface. Framed by post-structural political economy readings of literatures
on neoliberalisation, globalisation, global cities and governance, this paper starts with
the assumption that this work is, at least initially, often about soft, or discursive, forms of
interventions. Based on the tentative findings on very recent in-depth ethnographic research
in the case study sites of Sydney, Auckland and Perth, it is claimed that discursive governance
practices are put to work in the context of particular spatial political projects, that resulting
governance trajectories and multiple effects are context-specific and contingent, and that
despite an heavy emphasis on city-regions as key building blocks of the global economy in
the literature, nation-state institutions are actively and powerfully involved in the (re)making
of globalising territorial economic governance. The study concludes with a call for more
thorough investigation of the contradictory effects of such interventions on people, places
and investment as well as for sustained efforts to break-out of narrow Anglo-phone spatial
referencing in academic and policy knowledge production on globalising territorial economic
management.
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Introduction

This paper explores new qualities of local-global economic interactions by investigating
emerging forms of globalising territorial economic governance. It problematises the nexus
between globalising economic and social relations, territorially based political and policy
interventions, and urban/metropolitan outcomes. It takes very seriously the overarching
questionofhowunderneoliberalconditionsprivateinvestorscanbeinfluencedintheirdecision-
making (the Global Financial Crisis and the associated EURO-crisis give painful evidence to
this dilemma). In order to address this meta-theme, the world of influencing, or governance,
needs tobe investigated more thoroughly. Recent developments in the international literature
point to important dimensions of contemporary governance arrangements. They are said to
be wider than just state actors and incorporating business and community actors (Jessop,
2002), to have moved from nation-state arrangements to sub-national and supra-national
scales (Swyngedouw, 1997), involve coordination at-a-distance (Larner, 2001), complex policy
networks (Rhodes, 1996) and informal and fluid political practices (Hajer, 2003) as well as
much discursive work (Wetzstein, 2008a; Goehler et al,, 2009). Crucially, they are portrait
as often being distant and removed from the spheres where actual investment decisions are
made (Le Heron, 1987; Wetzstein, 2007a). An increasingly important question is the issue of
how governance actors shape, and respond to, an increasingly complex globalising world.

The methodological strategy of this study is premised on the assumption that cities are
particularlyimportant sitesinthe age of globalisation,and that therefore much of intervention-
related thinking and calculating is being undertaken there. Questions of economic prosperity,
liveability, sustainability and citizenship are increasingly linked to urban places. Cities are
key sites where governmental configurations beyond the nation-state are emerging, where
particular ideas about the world are circulating, where policies are formulated, particular
activitiesandwaysof doingthings arechampioned,andparticularoutcome patternsenvisioned.
Urban-based elites, then, are particularly interesting research subjects as their perceptions,
understandings, aspirations and behaviours are important makers in coming to terms with the
contours and content of a dynamically changing world.

This study explores urban/metropolitan economic governance in the context of Australasia’.
This part of the world can easily be overlooked for such research purposes as its small
population size and semi-peripheral location on the world map may deem it relatively
insignificant. However, these same attributes make it a fascinating research site if one is
intrigued by the makings and effects of globalisation on people and places around the world. In
addition, the strong commodity-based export-performance of both Australiaand New Zealand
that in part successfully sheltered them from the effects of the recent global economic
downturn, point to the importance of the specific nature of local-global links for territorial
development. New situated research questions can be posed: How do globally remote urban
places seek access to far away markets? Where in the ‘wide-reaching global’ are reference

1 The term Australasia stands for New Zealand and Australia.
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points for urban change sought? And which spatial strategies are pursued by which actors?
The particular focus is on two Australian cities and one New Zealand city: Perth, Sydney
and Auckland. The choice of case study sites has been influenced by the author’s particular
positionality of being involved in knowledge production in both, academic and policy arenas,
in Auckland and Perth. Sydney has been chosen as an investigative site because of its alleged
importance as Australia’s economic powerhouse and key ‘global city: This study does not follow
conventional comparative Trans-Tasman research (comparing governance and investment
pattern between New Zealand and Australia), but explores changing economic governance in
theurban context fromapost-nation state viewpoint (Sparke, 2005). This means that economic
management patternsineachcityareinvestigatedintheirownright withreference toemerging
relationships and networks (initially) independent of scalar hierarchies. By doing so, it takes
serious calls for methodologies that pursue ‘global ethnography’ strategies (McCann, 2010)
and a relational comparative approach to urban studies (Ward, 2008).

Centraltothepapersargumentaretheconceptsofsoftinterventions,ordiscursive governance,
and political project. The former refers to the bundle of practices that attempt to influence
perceptions and behaviours through communication, persuasion, association and reference
to particular representations about the world, rather than through top-down administrative
power or legal frameworks. The latter has beendefined as speculative imaginaries of particular
interests involving rationalities that are intelligible, spaces that are seen as potentially
governable, governable subjects, translations strategies to link to immediate circumstances
and practices, and technologies that facilitate action and assist with knowing the world (Le
Heron, 2009c). Spatial political projects acknowledge the implicit and explicit geographical
dimensions thatareintegraltogoverninginitiativesinstrategicand operationalterms.Political
projects have proven useful as analytical tool for linking circulating academic imaginaries,
political initiatives and particular policy rationales (Wetzstein and Le Heron, 2010).

This paper is organised around three questions: How is globalising economic governing
attempted inurban Australasian settings, how canresulting policy and investment trajectories
beevaluated,andwhichactorsarethekeyinfluencersinspatialimaginary-mediatedgovernance
configurations? Based on extensive policy document review, considerable personal work
experiences at the policy-academic interface in Australasian cities, personal observations as
well as conversations and in-depth interviews with governance actors in the three case study
sites, this paperargues, first, thatdiscursive governance practices and spatial political projects
are key ingredients in new globalising territorial governance arrangements in Australasia.
Second, it is claimed that resulting contingent governing trajectories and multiple effects on
institutions and investment are dependent on city-specific socio-economic conditions and
institutional-cultural context. Third, it is suggested that despite a heavy emphasis on city-
regions as building blocks of the global economy in the literature, nation-state institutions
are actively involved in the (re)making of urban/metropolitan economic governance.
The reminder brings together key international literature strands, provides empirical
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insights from three Australasian cities and analyses them inregards to discursive and material
local-global repositioning processes, and concludes with new questions for research.

Economic Governance, Globalisation and Discursive Practices

New forms,practicesandobjectsofsub-nationaleconomicgovernanceunderneoliberalsingand
globalisingconditionshavebeenexploredfromavariety of angles;recognising, forexample,new
entrepreneurial forms of urban management (Harvey, 1989), the wider context of crisis-prone
capitalist territorial development (Peck and Tickell, 2002; Brenner 2006) and a shift from the
state to avariety of public, private and non-for-profit actors (Jessop, 2002). At the same time,
analysts have shifted attention to the intriguing question of how governing is achieved under
contemporary conditions of a financially constrained public sector, rapid social change, rising
globalinterdependenciesandincreasingdiscursive complexity. Thisissue hasbeenapproached
by politicalscientistswhohave focussedonnewstructures of complexpolicy networks (Rhodes,
1996; Bevir and Rhodes, 2003) as well as a new range of informal and fluid political practices
and arrangements between institutional layers of the state, and between state institutions
and societal organisations (Hajer, 2003; Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003). Political Economists have
increasingly contributed to the study of the choices behind particular economic and spatial
representations that guide sub-national political and policy interventions. A cultural political
economy approach (Faircloughetal.,2004; Jessop and Sum, 2006) attempts to shedlight on the
rise of dominant political and economic discourses and imaginaries at the expense of others by
illuminating the ongoing interactions between the semiotic and extra-semiotic dimensions that
give relatively successful economic and political imaginaries their performative, constitutive
force in the material world. An alternative post-structural political economy perspective
(PSPE) stemming from the analytical engagement with emergent post-restructuring?
governance structures in New Zealand (Larner and Le Heron, 2002a; Le Heron 2009a,b;
Wetzstein, 2007b; Lewis et al,, 2008; Larner et al., 2007; see also McCann, 2008), highlights
governance and economic processes as contingently ‘in the making’ and having constitutive
effects; thus stressing openness, indeterminacy and emergence. PSPE sheds light on the ways
governing of a multitude of actors that include state, business, community and environmental
interests remains possible at-a-distance (Rose, 1999; Painter, 2005) despite the diminished
directrole of the state as amediator of economic and social processes. One of the advantages
of investigating complex and multifaceted policy developments from an ‘in the making’
perspective that features a dynamic process perspective (compared to a static, frozen snap-
shot approach), areal-time concernwith policy problems (rather than ex post analysis), and the
revelation of relational associations (rather than causality links or chains), is the promise of a
more liberating approach for actors and practitioners that might lead to performing economic
development policy-making differently (Wetzstein and Le Heron, 2010).

2 Economicrestructuring refers to the wide-reaching effects of the well-publicised comprehensive neoliberal po-
litical reforms in New Zealand in the 1980s and 1990s (see Le Heron and Pawson, 1996, for a detailed
account).
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A PSPE-approach increasingly recognises the importance of economic, spatial and other
imaginaries (Jessop and Oosterlynck, 2008; Mitchell, 2009; Larner and Le Heron, 2002b;
Larner et al,, 2009), because these are seen as generative of new objects and subjects of
governance, context and conditions, as well as new institutional forms and configurations. The
concept of imaginaries has increasingly been used to describe how (academic) ideas become
intellectual projects that are strategic in nature and sometimes go into extended circulation.
The analysis of how particular imaginaries about New Zealand’s and Auckland’'s economies
become activated, contested and materialised, under what contextual circumstances, and in
which spatial and institutional settings, has benefited from the application of the concept
of the political project. In New Zealand, these conglomerates of programmes and initiatives
in governmental arenas have recently included the knowledge economy and society (Prince,
2003), globalisationand global connectivity (Larner and Le Heron, 2002b), sustainability (Rees,
2005) as well as state-centred discourses on policy integration, joined-up government and
partnerships (Wetzstein, 2008b; Mitchell, 2009). This particular configuration of contingent
projects as well as contradictory strategies, rationalities and political forms is very different
to developments under neoliberal governments of the 1990s. According to Larner et al. (2007)
they can be linked to an after-neoliberal policy turn in New Zealand. However, they stress that
this label does not stand for a definitive governmental moment, nor does it signify a defining
rupture with the neoliberalism of the past; rather it emphasises the open-ended and emergent
qualities of these programmes.

Centraltotheexpansionaryandtransformativeforceofpoliticalprojectsistheworkofemerging
discursive practices of governance. They encompass, at least in Auckland, a combination of
‘story telling’ (Berry, 2001; Tilly, 2002; Hajer, 2003) to inspire, motivate and mobilise other
actors, theuse of benchmarking to create globalising imaginaries for localactors (LarnerandLe
Heron, 2002a; McCann, 2010), and the proliferation of indicators to constitute ‘self-reflexive’
actors that pursue sustainability through the balancing of investment goals (Wetzstein,
2008a). Calculative practices have been particularly powerful in constituting new objects of
governance recently. Benchmarking has become popular across diverse academic disciplines
and decision-making contexts (Thompson, 1999; Dattakumar and Jagadeesh, 2003). At least
for peripheral positions such as New Zealand they are viewed as central practices through
which new conceptions of global spaces and subjects are being made by bringing together
previously heterogeneous and spatially disparate economic objects (Larner and Le Heron,
2002 a, b; 2004). Le Heron and Larner (2005) demonstrate, for example, the increasing
significance of global referencing capabilities that involve scanning knowledges and practices
for New Zealand's universities’ global repositioning. The constitutive power of numbers is also
visible in the rise of ‘indicatorisation’ as a governmental technique. McCann (2004) shows the
influence of ‘best placesto live'rankings and a key mediatingrole of the popular media forurban
policy development in the USA. Baker and Wong (2006) associate the proliferating application
of indicators and statistical information in regional and local policymaking in the United
Kingdom (UK) with a more information-intensive governance regime. New Zealand, too, has
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embraced‘indicatorisation’in the context of evidence-based policy-making in local and central
government during the lastdecade (MED, 2005; MSD, 2005). Numbers in this context are crucial
because they, far from being neutral measurements, help make up the object domains upon
which government is to operate (Rose, 1999). More generally, discursive governing practices
are somewhat ‘low level’ interventions, often unable to get large media attention, buried in
the day-to-day activities of technocratic elites, not easily accessible to the wider public, and
thusrelatively easily hidden from the observing analytical eye. Yet, these interventions are the
institutional basis for narrating stories that are circulating and that actors believe in, and for
making claims about the world that are accepted as truth. They clearly are important.

City-regions are said to become critical objects of economic governance under neoliberalising
and globalising conditions as they are variously described as, for example, key nodes of
competitiveactivity (Morgan,1997; Amin,1999), centres of power and exchange (Sassen,1991;
Scott, 2001), attractive to global capital in production (Jessop and Sum, 2000; Florida, 2002)
and consumption circuits (Rogerson, 1999; Begg, 1999) as well as laboratories for developing
sustainable practices (Newman, 1999; Pol, 2002). Assumptions and claims of those literature
strands have been critiqued, for example, on the grounds of being constructed around a rather
narrow set of empirical and theoretical issues relating to exchange, interspatial competition
and globalisation (Jonas and Ward, 2007), too much emphasis placed on the economic side as
opposed to social and political aspects (Purcell, 2007) and an failed engagement with claims
that dealwith changes in the material circumstances of city-regions (Harding, 2007). Important
recent work by McCann illuminates the role of cities as producers, distributers and consumers
of mobile and modifiable policy models (McCann, 2010). He stresses that apparently banal
activities of individual policy transfer agents in the flow of policy ideas from one location
to another need to be taken seriously. Importantly, policies do not remain the same, but are
translated, learned in specific settings, re-interpreted and adapted to local circumstances.
Other key contributions to the globalisation/urbanisation debate by Sassen (2008, 2009)
claim that the global economy needs diverse specialised economic capabilities, and that these
capabilities required to trade, finance, service, and invest globally, need to be produced in the
complex and thick environments of particular ‘global cities: These places function as bridge
between their national economies and the global economy. Global firms need groups of cities,
meaning that cities do not simply compete with each other. Finally, Sparke (2005) argues that
even in a post-nation state and post-foundational world, the nation-state remains important

and re-emerges in different shapes, practices and open-ended political struggles.

Three Areas of Observation from Australasia

In Australia’'s and New Zealand's highly urbanised societies, big cities serve as commercial hubs,
service centres and gateway locations rather than predominantly as sites of manufacturing
goods. The urban economic fate has always been linked to the performance of primary
industries and therural sectorin both countries. Over time, these fast growing cities have been
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able to create more demand from the local population and the economic base has shifted
from commerce, trade and some manufacturing to more consumption-oriented activities.
Like in many other countries around the world, the 1980s and 1990s saw profound neoliberal
restructuring happening in both countries, leading to market-friendly policies and opening
of borders to global investment and people. As people magnets in traditional immigration
societies, the Australasian cities have for long enjoyed sustained high population growth. While
this dynamic drives demand for products and services, it also puts pressure on urban housing
markets and infrastructure systems. The political system in Australia is a three tier system
of federal, state and local government. The Federal Government is in charge of taxation and
regulation, defence, trade and some infrastructure provision. The States are powerful players
in areas such as education, health, economic development, planning, while local governments
are responsible for local infrastructure, property-, business- and community services. In New
Zealand's two tier system, in contrast, the central government has large powers (basically
combining Australia’s Federal and State level responsibilities), while local governments are in
charge of local service provision and environmental protection.

The ways governing is attempted, the nature of the wider claim- and evidence base for a
particular intervention, and the inherent tensions and power relationships, become more
visible if one engages with key actors of the urban elites. The arguments in this paper result
from closer interrogation of the work and the understandings of leaders in state and business.
The views of elected and appointed local and state government leaders and their staff have
informed this research as much as representatives of the influential ‘Committee for [City]?
organisations as well as Chambers of Commerce and influential individuals. Through these
personal stories, combined with insights gained from a wide range of published policy reports,
strategies, scoping papers as well as press releases and website information, a more detailed
picture emerges as to what topics are debated in each city, which academic and policy ideas
are circulating in which sites, what particular socio-economic challenges have triggered
political and policy initiatives and which topics are more politicised than others at any given
time. Light can also be shed on who the most powerful agents of change, or resistance, are, how
governing is attempted and where investment undertaken, and, importantly, how local-global
dimensions are incorporated in these debates. Insights from each of the three Australasian
cities give evidence to the particular nature of the spatial economic imaginaries at work, but
also highlight commonalities and similarities across these places.

Sydney, Australia’s largest city and economic powerhouse, is widely perceived as Australasia’s
most globally-oriented city. This perception is largely based on the number of headquarters
of transnational companies in the city in particular in finance, the sheer size of the economy,
and the global imagery fuelled by world-class local events such as New Year’s celebrations,

3 The ‘Committee for Perth) the ‘Committee for Sydney’ and the ‘Committee for Auckland’ as relatively new gover-
nance actors that combine powerful corporate and civic interests for the ‘good’ of their respective cities have been
important study sites for developing the author’s understanding of contemporary urban/metropolitan economic
governance in Australasia.
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the Olympic Games in 2000, and the pull of iconic landmarks such as the Sydney Opera and
the city’s beautiful harbour. However, after the Olympic Games Sydney was largely seen as big
and popular enough to attract global investment without sustained political and policy effort.
But in recent years, the 4-millon plus metropolis has encountered the severe problems of its
own rapid and often uncoordinated growth as traffic congestion, political antagonism and
corruption have raised questions about the city-region’s sustainable future. In addition, the
recent global financial crisis has left an impact on the business sector as some key financial
businesses left town. In Sydney a variety of competing political projects can be discerned at
this moment. Among others, there is the ‘green city’ model, inspired by continental European
pedestrian- and bicycle-friendly policies, and largely promoted by the City of Sydney*. There
is the ‘global city’ project, a style of thinking that focuses on the Central Business District
(CBD) and linkages to the wider Asia-Pacific region, knowledge-producing institutions and
global headquarters of banking and insurance companies. There is the State of New South
Wales driven ‘city-of-cities’ project focussed on land-use dynamics and emphasising regional
centres and links between them. And there is the ‘employment self-sufficiency’ project,
which dominates suburban Western and Southern Sydney where public transport is under-
developed and the local rate base dependent on small and medium-size businesses. Sydney is
alsoaplace of intense politics, and local decision-making can at times include non-transparent
deals between local politicians and developers - to avoid the word corruption. The role of the
media must not be under-valued. In this context, the Sydney Morning Herald has been very
influential in shaping public debate on the performance of the current State government; a set
of campaigns that may contribute to the latter losing the elections later this year.

Auckland, New Zealand’s 1.4 million metropolis, economic centre and traditional gateway to
the world, is firmly on the country’s economic governance agenda today. This is an outcome
of a remarkable transformation in understandings about the role of the country’s largest
metropolitan centre, from an ungovernable economic development problem site 4 decades
ago, to the reform period of the 1980s and 1990s where it was not considered a relevant site
for economic intervention at all, to the post-restructuring years that saw economic governing
functions gradually being reinvented and governmental actors increasingly aligned. Auckland'’s
overall restructuring experience had been predominantly one of economic growth, not of
decline. The end of the 1990s, however, illustrated the unsustainable quality of this growth
as it was largely based on population growth and local consumption, not on productivity
gains. While international migration and rising imported goods have become an expression of
intensifying local-global links, analysts highlighted the increasing economic marginalisation of
Auckland in terms of exporting activity, the role as a physical gateway between New Zealand
and the world, and in servicing the country as a business hub (Le Heron and McDermott,
2001). These challenges triggered a more collaborative local state trajectory at Auckland’s
metropolitan scale (see Wetzstein, 2007c) and the autonomous mobilisation of local

4 The City of Sydney represents the inner-most area of the metropolitan region of Sydney. It is one of 38 local
government entities in the region.
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business interests; developments which coincided and intersected with a new approach by
central government to mobilise economic growth through sub-national institutional changes
in New Zealand. The resulting intervention trajectory has put Auckland at the heart of spatial
economic thinkingin New Zealand in form of the ‘Fix Auckland’political project. Yet, Auckland is
anarenawhere multiple political projects are played out. These political projects have inrecent
times included an emphasis on the knowledge economy and knowledge society, sustainability,
competitiveness as well as state-centred discourses such as policy integration, joined-
up government and partnerships. Larner et al. (2007) suggest these different speculative
imaginaries coalescence around a new emerging governmental rationality in New Zealand in
the form of a‘global connectedness: She claims that in the specific form of this policy project,
both discourses and practices allow the creation of a unified business and administrative
environment, thereby constituting global flows and networks as the new objects of economic
governance. Anincreasingly overriding concern with‘global connectedness; combined with the
fact that Auckland is now becoming a site of economic governance in its own right, meant that
the until recently unthinkable radical institutional reconfiguration in the name of local-global
re-positioning is currently embarked on - an amalgamated ‘Super-City’ (Royal Commission
on Auckland Governance, 2008). At the same time, Auckland becomes a site of, potentially,
increasing social problems associated with spatial and economic polarisation as well as
educational underachievement of a growing part of the ethnically diverse local population.

Perth is the most isolated capital city in the world. Its economic base is overly reliant on the
resource sector, meaning that investments, business confidence and population growth are
strongly linked to the boom and bust patterns of this sector. People of this city are oftensaid to
show an entrepreneurial commercial spirit. While local real estate and infrastructure has been
financed to a considerable degree by US-based investors after World War Two, managerial and
bureaucratic expertise has been transferred from the Australian East Coast to the country’s
Western part. International immigration, in contrast, stems mainly from countries such as
the United Kingdom, South Africa and New Zealand. A very conservative local culture is very
much based on ‘othering’; identity formation on the basis of being different to other places.
This tendency shows, for example, in the rejection of the often ‘taken for granted’ policy
initiatives elsewhere - waterfront developments, retail liberalisation and daylight saving. The
astonishing population growth resulting from the recent resources boom associated with the
rapid growth of East- and South-Asian economies, coupled with a lack of mechanisms and
capacity to increase the supply of housing, have pushed housing affordability at the forefront
of current policy challenges. Other political projects of the 1.5 million ‘metropolis’ include the
intensification of the extremely sprawling residential development, current State-driven local
government amalgamation and sequential retail trade reform. From a long-term perspective,
the sustainable use of scarce resources, especially water, is a highly topical area.

Since founding in 1829, space and spatial imaginaries have played an important role in
the ways local identity was forged and political issues were being addressed. The city’s

10
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isolationmeant that arelatively inward looking culture developed that champions home-grown
innovation and self-reliance. When spatial references were sought, they were found not just in
the big cities on Australia’s Eastern Seaboard, but in diverse places from around the world. Two
recent initiatives highlight how space is currently rethought for Perth’s future development in
some institutional sites. First, last year's LandCorp Community 2030 Summits - marketed as
community conversations about the future of Western Australia held in Perth and Broome in
July 2009 - talked about Perth potentially becoming a hub to the wider Indian Ocean Region
(personal observation). Another strategic conference scheduled for 2010 will also focus
exclusively on opportunities in building closer relationships with countries and places around
the Indian Ocean Rim. Second, the so-called ‘In-the-Zone' conference, a major international
public policy conference initiated by the University of Western Australia in conjunction with the
State Government and Mining Giants such as Rio Tinto and Chevron, attempted to stimulate
debate onthe public policy, geo-political and business challenges facing Australia and its major
trading partners in China, Japan, India, South-Korea and South-East Asia. Importantly, Perth
and Western Australia were positioned as important link between Australia and the globally
dominating markets in East and South Asia in the vast mineral and gas resource sectors. No
wonder, then, that ‘The Australian’ newspaper euphorically proclaimed that Western Australia,
and thus centrally Perth as dominant centre, is “no longer isolated, but now finds itself centre
stage for the [Asian] 21st century” (The Australian, 2009).

Re-imagining the Local-Global Relationship

The work of how spatial relationships involving city-regions and urban actors from this part
of the world are envisioned, reimagined, rethought and remade can be conceptualised in
regards to the ‘local-global’ relationship. Using a diverse sets of insights from the three case
study sites, there are at least four angles from which to make sense of discursive spatial
repositioning processes involving urban-based elite governance actors. These are: the ‘global’
as reference point for local aspirations and ideas, local - global comparisons and rankings,
urban state-institutional reconfiguration for ‘local -global' repositioning, and re-imagining the
local inrelation to the global. Each of these four processes will be quickly commented on.

Global Reference Point for Local Aspirations and Ideas

The interviews in all three case study sites highlighted the importance of actors looking to
places in the ‘global’ for guidance on successful urban development. In the land-use policy
area, ideas on compact city design, mixed-use developments and alternative transport modes
have strongly informed planning policies. These ideas are largely sourced from continental
European cities and their policy thinkers. Copenhagen’s star architect Jan Gehl, for instance,
has been visiting Australian cities for a long time and has attempted to influence inner city and
waterfront redevelopments in places such as Perth and Sydney. Transit-oriented Design (TOD)

11
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and ‘new urbanism’ design principles have been imported from the North American context,
and have left an impact in particular in the redeveloped areas of East Perth and Subiaco in
Perth. Interestingly, the Subiaco train station development design became the exact blueprint
for a large scale intensification project in West-Auckland (Waitakere City Mayor, 2010).
Best practice ideas on urban political governance have been identified in diverse cities as
Vancouver, London and Brisbane, and have consequently informed thinking on metropolitan
local government reform in Auckland and Perth. These urban policy mobilities (McCann, 2010)
from elsewhere have become important discursive governance resources in Australasian
cities. It is important to note, however, that these ideas have often been strongly adapted to
local circumstances through context-specific problem-solving and innovation. It can be said
that Auckland’s new Super City'-arrangement has been influenced by governance models in
the UK and Australia, but it is in its entirety a unique creation (Chair Auckland Governance
Commission, 2010). Global urban policy transfer is also mediated by time- and place-specific
institutions. For example, the University of Western Australia worked with the ‘Committee
for Perth’ on a discussion paper on metropolitan governance models elsewhere. This study
is now compressed and repackaged by a public relations company, before a press release
will make it attractive so as to be picked up by the local media. Then, so it is hoped, it will get
traction in Perth’s political circles. In Auckland, likewise, the ‘Committee for Auckland’assisted
the fact-finding trip of the Royal Commission of Auckland’s Governance, and recommended
particular locations where important lessons could be learnt. It becomes clear that shifting
understandings of the local-global nexus centrally includes scanning global knowledges and
practices. But it is not just a guiding idea that is referenced globally. Aspirations in Australia
and New Zealand are often phrased in regards to the global. Across all case study sites, actors
refer to the global as a scale where wider objectives can be formulated and justified. The term
‘world-class’is used frequently, and seems to be more common in Australasia than, for example,
inthe European context. Perth, forinstance, is now re-imagined as ‘World Centre for Indigenous
Culture and Cultural Experience’ and place with ‘world-class’ amenity (Committee for Perth,
2010). Global ambition serves as reference point, and legitimisation, for local institutional and
investment changes. To the critical observer, all too often, however, claims of ‘world-class™-ness
are not aligned with reality. They are more often than not just the discursive aspects of city-
boosterism that aim to persuade people to buy-in, belief-in and consume certain products, or
packages, related to the changing urban world.

Local - Global Comparisons and Rankings

Calculative practices such as global benchmarking and ranking exercises shape new
understandings of where Australasian city-regions compare in regards to the global.
For a semi-peripheral region they can be understood as particular measurements
that provide valuable feedback about its positioning in globalising networks and
circuits. A recent benchmarking exercise by an Australian consultancy commissioned
by Sydney-based business organisation ‘Committee for Sydney’ provides the
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rationale behind selecting particular cities. London, Tokyo and New York are depicted as cities
that define Sydney’s global aspirations and standing, Singapore, Hong Kong and Shanghai
are seen as direct competitors, and Vancouver, San Francisco and Los Angeles as places that
have similar urban characteristics and challenges to Sydney (Committee for Sydney, 2009).
ContinentalEuropeancitiesdon’tfeatureatall. Thereportshowsthatthe'‘CommitteeforSydney’

shapes particular conceptions about Sydney’s local-global relationship, one that by largerefers
to the North-American and East-Asian context. As a result, an imaginary of the Asia-Pacific
Rim emerges as the spatial reference space for Sydney’s urban and economic development.
The chosen indicators, too, reveal spatial dimensions such as the ‘percentage of resident
population born overseas, air transport passengers or top global fortune 500 companies in the
city. Some benchmarking indicators are benchmarks themselves, for example, the Shanghai
Jiaotong university ranking (number of top 500 universities), the Anholt City Brand ranking
(indexed) and the Economist Intelligence Unit's liveability survey index score. The benchmarking
report findings and the interview messages from members of the Sydney-based business and
state elites are remarkably aligned. Just as the report highlights, one interviewed private
sector executive views Singapore, and to a lesser degree Hongkong, as key competitors for
investment,headquartersandpeopleinthe Asia-Pacificregion(SydneyBusinessLeader,2010).

This ‘Committee for Sydney’ benchmarking report is just one example of how particular
governance actors use emerging governmental technologies to make claims and justify
initiatives. Personal experiences from working in Auckland’s transport and economic
development policy area confirms the importance of benchmarking in contemporary public
policy practice in this part of the world, the re-constitution of the Asia-Pacific regions as the
key reference space for urban comparisons and aspirations, and the bias towards cities in the
non-European Anglo-phone world as often first choice for selecting places to be benchmarked.
In the past, benchmarking and ranking moved from the private sector to national governments,
resulting, for example in OECD comparisons or international industry comparisons (see PISA-
study on education as an example). Rankings have at times explicitly framed the aspirations of
governments such as New Zealand's Labour-led governments under Helen Clark (1999-2008)
that targeted the country’s GDP per capita ranking as key indicator of economic development
success. But it is today's cities that are increasingly important spatial entities that are ranked,
indexed, benchmarked and evaluated in all kind of ways - shaping spatial awareness in the
process. Quality of Life surveys (e.g. Mercer) seem to be particularly prone to media attention
and thus constitutive of new governance discourse at this point in time. The rapid expansion
of the ‘urban liveability’ discourse across Australasian cities in recent years can be partly
explained by the proliferation of these sorts of ranking exercises. Interestingly, cities such as
Melbourne, Auckland, Wellington and Perth are often considered favourably against North-
American and even many European cities in this regard. In sum, through calculative practices
involving city comparisons and rankings the local and global are connected in particular ways.
In the process, important governmental work is done that shapes actors’ understandings of
their world as urban, competitive and geographically particular.
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Urban Institutional Reconfiguration for Local - Global Repositioning

Auckland’s rationale behind the radical overhaul of its current local government structure
presents an example of how the ‘global’is projected into the ‘local’ tojustify state-institutional
reconfigurations. The birth of the ‘Super-City’ structure has been legitimised by reference to
Auckland’s competition with other urbanregions in the Asia-Pacific region as well as the desire
to achieve first-rate liveability for its people by global standards. The new structure is believed
to ensure that Auckland not only successfully competes with Melbourne, Sydney, and Brisbane
for people and investment, but achieves world-class standards in quality of life, attracts and
retains talented people and delivers significant investment and prosperity to New Zealand
(Royal Commission on Auckland’s Governance, 2008). Yet, Auckland’s fundamental break with
thecity’s longhistory of political fragmentationandlocalismcanonly beunderstoodin the wider
national context. In this sense, Auckland’s state-institutional restructuring is much about the
spatial politics of governance within New Zealand. On the one hand, local government reformiin
New Zealand’s largest city can be viewed as a means to align fragmented and antagonistic local
actors, ensure adequate national investment and manage political risks of a growing Auckland
electorate. As one Auckland business leader (2010) explains, “comprehensive reform was
the least risky of all political choices for Helen Clark” On the other hand, there are powerful
claims that assert that New Zealand needs a global city for its economic future, and this can
only be Auckland. The global city status is seen as an important governmental goal by local
elites, which, importantly, include Central Government and both the past and present Prime
Ministers. Current local government reform is the most recent expression of how the position
of New Zealand's economic powerhouse is changing within the country’s governance. There are
imagined economic and non-economic benefits for the country as a whole which lie behind the
hopes for more effective governance and increased leadership in the post-reform Auckland. It
signals a shift in understanding about Auckland’s place in New Zealand and the world. Just like
Sydney’s political construction as a global city and its elevation to ‘national champion’ as part
of the national accumulation strategy (McGuirk, 2007), Auckland is now seen by many as the
central factor in attempts to connect New Zealand’s actors and activities with the networks
and circuits of the globalising economy. But the city-region is expected to do more. The
Auckland political project consists of different programmatic impulses across the political
spectrum featuring infrastructure re-investment, political reorganisation, economic and
social governance, as well as knowledge production and institutional representation. Clearly,
Auckland has become a political project in its own right in recent years in New Zealand. In this
after-neoliberal moment, just like the creative industries or urban sustainability, Auckland has
become ameta-narrative and governmental vehicle to imagine simultaneous progress towards
goals ineconomic, social, environmental and cultural domains. As a matter of fact, institutional
reconfiguration as subject of discursive interventions is also on the agenda in Sydney and
Perth. The ‘Committee for Sydney’ argues for the creation of greater metropolitan areas as
they “...believe that in the first decade of the 21st century this is an intelligent policy proposal
that will reflect realities of Australian life, just as the states reflected realities in 1901”
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(Committee for Sydney, 2010, 2). There is also some political appetite for State-driven Local
Government reform in Western Australia at the moment, but it needs to be seen how long the
current reform momentum can be maintained against heavy opposition from local politicians.

Re-imagining the Local in Relation to the Global

Reconfigurations under globalising territorial governance can also be linked to a re-imagining
of the ‘local’into the ‘global: Whereas in the past Perth’s spatial isolation had been its defining
feature, increasing spatial connections through significant government and corporate links to
theAustralianEasternSeaboardcities, throughsealinkstoEuropeandthe UKaswellas financial
ties to the United States have produced a more complex map of spatial interdependencies.
Growing understandings of the opportunities provided by the city’s location on the Indian
Ocean Rim, and its spatial and temporal proximity to key markets in Asia, is starting to add
another layer of spatial imaginaries available to actors. Recent initiatives in Perth exemplify
how spatial relations are re-thought in a strategic manner by corporate actors, government
elites and community leaders alike. While many people reject dependence and reliance on
geographically distant actors, Perth’s and Western Australia’s global links are actively made
and remade through discursive means such as conferences, reports, mediareleases and public
debates.

The ‘local’is also re-projected into the ‘global’ through new rounds of targeted city-marketing.
By means of creating a unified vision for a city-region, or by working on a sharp and distinctive
city brand, the object of discursive governance is the visibility and recognisability of specific
aspects of the ‘local’ to particular actor groups of the ‘global’ For example, governance actors
now claim that “historically, Perth has looked elsewhere for models, but the city is big enough,
oldenoughandsophisticated enough tobe able todevelopits own vision”(Committee for Perth,
2009,1).Inthis context,“avisionstatement shouldbeinspiring, articulate thehopesanddreams
of the population and set the direction for future planning” (4). It should also not be generic, but
reflective of the distinctive features of Perth. Strategic thinking, tactical considerations and
outright risk/benefits analyses are part of the development of these policy statements as are
practicalengagementoptionsranging from participatory processesandschoolcompetitionsto
workshopsand‘chatter’'groups.InSydney,'branding’hasbecomeanewbuzzwordsincethe Brand
Sydney'project was launched by the former Premier Morris lemmain 2008 in order to develop a
globalbrandlogo for the city. Thisinitiative evolved in the Greater Sydney Partnership, a public-
private sector marketing initiative consisting of business and tourism organisations aiming to
develop an internationally recognisable brand for Sydney. This State-government supported
entity describesitsroleas“tomarket Sydneyandits existingassets more effectively by shifting
current perceptions and stimulating investment, promoting world-class education, increasing
visitation (both domestically and internationally) and increasing tourism and trade overall”
(Sydney Morning Herald, 2010). It seems that the business of shifting perceptions through
creative marketing campaigns, targeted institutional mechanisms and deliberate engagement
practices has become an important part of repositioning Australasian cities to the World.
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In sum, discursive governance practices and spatial political projects are central to emerging
globalising territorial governance arrangements in Australasia. At-a-distance governmental
technologies such as the use of benchmarking and indicators, associative practices such as
networking, and ‘story-telling’ techniques not dissimilar to commercial marketing exercises
all work in subtle ways to shift actors perceptions, assumptions and aspirations in regards
to spatial relations inherent in institutional and economic processes. These governing
arrangements are guided by the hope that socio-economic conditions can be influenced, rather
than being grounded in causal mechanisms about how the world works. Governance actors are
becoming increasingly strategic about when to use particular discursive techniques. For some,
narratives andvisions are the key building blocks for attempting to affect change, and numbers,
factsandevidence followlater.Forothers, (re)telling narratives works best for community-buy-
in and for broader changes of attitudes and cultures, while the facts-based approach is highly
useful for influencing governments and the bureaucrats of the state-apparatus. Networking
and partnership arrangements have become a key feature of governmental work over the last
decade in both Australia and New Zealand. Insights from each of the three Australasian cities
give particular evidence to the kind of ‘spatial work’ discourses do, and some indication of the
sheer scale of spatial imaginaries that are circulating. Urban repositioning processes become
ultimately possible because problems of urban economic policy are being rethought through a
revised image of economic space and the means by which it can be acted upon (Rose, 1999).

Place and Context Matter

This exploration shows that discursive governing trajectories and its multiple effects on
institutions and investment are dependent on the prevailing socio-economic conditions of
the place and the particular institutional-cultural context. In other words, place and context
matter. New Zealand's spatial isolation, its small domestic market and low productivity growth
contributed to governmental alignments that finally led to unexpected sweeping political
restructuring in its commercial capital Auckland - with the hope that a strong Auckland
will deliver economic benefits to the whole country. In Australia, radical metropolitan
amalgamation is much less likely in the context of - on average - higher economic growth
rates and strong power of the States. Current business-driven governance initiatives in Perth
and Sydney can thus be expected to change the status-quo only modestly. The conservative
culture of significant parts of Perth’s population, coupled with a forecast of ongoing strong
economic growth, may in fact be the recipe for continual resistance against societal change
in Western Australia’s capital city. The powerful politics around intensified land-use and
high-rise developments is already making News headlines on a regular basis. A simple
comparison between Auckland and Perth shall further illustrate the context-specificity of
initially discursive governance trajectories. Both metropolitan regions engaged actively
with their underdeveloped waterfronts in recent times. Building on the success of America’s
Cup related waterfront renewal projects in the late 1990s, the recent Tank farm project in
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Auckland got slowly traction when central government came on board as broker and investor.
In contrast, Perth highflying plans of a ‘world-class’ development similar to Singapore’s came
to a quasi-standstill recently with the change of State governments. Because of the lack of
political leadership and shared urban aspirations, Perth’s beautiful waterfront is much less
developed as those in Brisbane and Melbourne, and in addition visibly separated from the
heart of the city. The latter city, and perhaps Wellington in New Zealand, are examples where
challenging socio-economic circumstances such as dramatic economic restructuring and even
population decline combined with strong political leadership and a more collaborative local
institutional culture resulted in remarkable urban and economic revitalisation.

Global policy import translates differently into local strategies and actions. The travel of global
policy mobilities as ‘hot policy models’ and best practice and their ‘touching down’ to various
extend in Australasian cities as the fuel behind particular political projects illustrate this point.
The creative and vibrant city idea, the compact city model and the green pedestrian- and bike
friendly city are examples of particular visions of urban life - taken from originating contexts
elsewhere - that have enthused people in this part of the world and triggered political and
policyactionand,insome cases,newinvestment trajectories. The channels throughwhich policy
mobilities are broughtincanvary significantly, ranging from expert visits and fact-finding trips,
to recruitment of staff from overseas, to consultant networks, desktop-research and popular
media - to name just a few. Whether these ideas get traction or not depends on many factors,
among other the extent of economic growth (or lack of) facing a city, the historical-cultural and
institutional context of a place, and particular political considerations between individuals and
groups at any given time. For example, the currently implemented ‘green city’ policies of the
City of Sydney result out of the contingent coupling of a trend towards a more environmentally
conscious local population, the current council’s green convictions, the subtle opposition to
State policies in the metropolitan region as well as the recruitment of one of the key thinkers
behind the Greater London Authority’s environmental policy approach. This staffing process
was a contingent procedure in itself that included a couple of prior visits of this officer to
Sydney and a fallout with the new mayor in London - resulting in ‘surprise’ recruitment for the
City of Sydney. Contingent governance means that trajectories would be different if aspects
of the policy processes, encounters between people, timing of meetings and so on would be
different. It is one explanation while there is always the possibility of a variety of outcomes to
interventions. It follows that alternative ways of both knowing the world and doing things, do
affect governing work. Thus, there is always the potential for imagining spatial relationships
with progressive ends in mind.

Material Governance Changes and Nation-State Institutions

Inthe light of the case study findings the arguments by Sassen (2008, 2009) and Sparke (2005)
about the relationship between nation-state institutions and urban-based global economic
networks can be put to the test. In New Zealand, Auckland’s current radical political overhaul

17



Working Papers on Economic Geography | Issue 2011-01 | Volume 3

is explained by many actors with the assumption that the country needs one global city to
succeed on the international stage. In this regard, Auckland's gateway function is seen as
crucial to attract global investment and skills to the country. Equally widely accepted now
is its important role as business service centre and processing hub to the country’s export-
oriented primary industries. New Zealand is a highly centralised country, with the Central
Government apparatus in Wellington remaining to be the undisputed maker of economic
rules as well as prime public investor (Le Heron, 1987). In this context, a streamlined local
government structure in its largest city and economic powerhouse can be understood as
easing coordination difficulties for the centre. The overall resource share between the two
levels of Government is likely to remain the same, however. In other words, while Auckland
may gain discursive power through a highly visible Mayor and economies of scale in regards to
city promotion, the power of public investment will stay in Wellington. Given the importance
for influencing private sector investment decisions of spending in infrastructure and for
amenities, raising education levels and workforce skills, promoting growth industries and
redeveloping waterfronts as well as upgrading the public transport system - all the things
New Zealand Central government is centrally involved in - then the prevailing state power
geometries become more obvious. Furthermore, the key legislative frameworks for regulating
private and public sectors investment - the Resource Management Act (1991) and the Local
Government Act (2002) - are political vehicles and governing tools of Central Government.
Sub-national economic governance in New Zealand then, after all, appears to remain very
much national in nature.

In Australia, Federal government and State governments set key policies and largely hold the
public purse strings for its cities. Fragmented local governments, perhaps with the exception
of a large and influential Brisbane City Council, are rather minor players when it comes to
directly incentivise private investment through policies and public spending. In addition,
current Labour Prime Minister Kevin Rudd has shown renewed interest in the country’s capital
cities (Australian Government, 2010). Ambitious broadband roll-out initiatives and tight
benchmarking on urban indicators monitored by a new Major Cities Unit in Canberra highlight
the importance placed on urban Australia in the global age. While much governmental activity
is going on in places such as Sydney and Perth, involving, for instance, ‘Committee for [City]
sites, consultancies and local governments such as the City of Sydney, nation-state institutions
such as the (old) Federal and State structures in many ways co-opt largely discursively
operating urban elite coalitions for their own purposes. These may or may not be in the best
interests of people, businesses and communities in individual metropolitan regions. This
study from Australasia, then, confirms that despite an emphasis on cities and city-regions as
building blocks of the global economy in key strands of the international literature, and the
undisputable role of discursive interventions in attempting to shift governing and economic
actors’ outlook at the world, powerfully resourced and politically legitimated nation-state

institutions remain actively and strongly involved in the (re)making of globalising territorial

economic governance.
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Conclusions

This paper explored the nexus between globalisation, territorially based governance and urban
outcomes patterns in the context of big cities in the semi-peripheral region of Australasia.
The insights from three case studies support the argument that more attention should be
paid to the subtle and ‘low-level  discursive forms of politics and policy in the re-constitution
of the relationship between the local and the global. Speculative spatial imaginaries such as
the dominant ‘Asia-Pacific-region’ and its urban rim, ‘world-class’ amenities in Perth or New
Zealand’s ‘global city’ signify the importance of discursive practices and constructions in the
making of a globalising, urban-centred world. The study shows that the explicit or implicit
rethinking of the geographical position of urban economies in cities’ elites has much to do
with the unique challenges each place faces, and the particular institutional decision-making
context by which each place is characterised. Similar practices can be observed across
these places, for example an emphasis on benchmarking and ranking, global policy transfer,
global city-marketing and attempts to forge metropolitan wide political structures. Yet, the
materialisation of such discursive strategies depends a lot on the structures, frameworks
and ambitions of nation-state institutions such as States and Federal/Central Governments.
Despite globalisation and urbanisation as increasingly dominant meta-discourses in economic
geography, (old) nation-state governing arrangements are remarkably powerful governance

players with key resources to give material expressions to urban-based interventions.

To an critical observer, governance ambitions to press the rich diversity of urban social and
economic life into single city visions, the narrow construction of the sets of benchmark cities,
the political calculations inregards to evaluating the usefulness of participatory processes for
vision statement development as well as state-institutional reconfigurations that potentially
privilege global economic connections over local community and neighbourhood ties, must
be reasons to cause some concern. Future research efforts should be directed not just to
the changing ways territorial economic governance is constituted through discursive means,
but to the complex and multiple outcome patterns that are generated. In other words, more
emphasis should be paid to the economic and non-economic work these practices are doing.
For example, how does thinking about distant places in the same time zone affect the real
material decisions and strategies of local politicians and business managers? Or do urban
waterfront developments in the name of global competition allow members of the public equal
access? And what is not said, and which local industries remain absent, in the slogans and logos

of cleverly packaged city branding exercises?

Another issue lies with the narrow cultural base for spatial references in Australasian cities.
This study illuminates the fact that too often new ideas, models and benchmarks are confined
to places in the Anglo-phone world (see also Bunnell and Das, 2010). Potentially rewarding

views beyond the immediately familiar facets of urban life are often missed out for a variety
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of reasons, including scarce resources and cultural-institutional distance. Yet, exactly the
cross-fertilisation possibilities that arise from looking to the ‘others’in terms of better ways to
manage places may offer the greatest opportunities for progressive territorial interventions
with positive outcomes in areas such as liveability, sustainability and vibrancy. Finally,
this investigation points to a range of new questions that could be of interest in Northern
Hemisphere- and Europe-centric academic and policy debates. Is a better understanding of
the discursive, or soft, dimensions of territorial interventions, equally important in other parts
of the world in the age of globalisation. Which spatial imaginaries are dominating the thinking
of urban elites in Germany at the moment? Which cities is Hamburg, or Bremen, benchmarked
againstindifferent sectors? Of what nature are the discursive ties between separate economic
urban-focused interventions? Which actors are more important than others in this regard?
And what are the effects on actors’ perceptions and understandings, and of course, public and

private investment? In this sense, it is hoped that this paper can invite reflection and stimulate
fruitful debate in, and beyond, Australasia.
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