Creative Cities Network, March 18, 2009, Kip Bergstrom’s Notes & Thoughts

Note:  This was the fourth meeting of the Creative Cities Network of CEO’s for Cities, which took place the afternoon before the Spring CFC meeting in San Diego.  This was the first time I attended a Creative Cities Network meeting, though I have been an active member of the Creative Cities movement for more than a decade.  The session included reflections by Ethan Seltzer of Portland State University on the Portland, Oregon experience, which prompted a lively discussion around the themes that Ethan raised. Below are my notes on what Ethan said, some of the insights from the discussion that followed, as well as some thoughts of mine that Ethan’s reflections and the discussion prompted.
Stickiness

Tom Freidman talks of a flat world, a level playing field where all nations compete as equals.  Richard Florida talks of a spiky world for the capabilities for creativity and innovation.  Portland wants to create a sticky world.  Right now, they have no problem attracting 25-34 year olds.  Their concern is getting them to stick around by getting them more connected to Portland.  It’s fitting that Portland, home of Intel’s major research and development center, should land on the term stickiness, since it is also an Internet term…a “sticky” application is one which can get a user to make three interactions, after which they usually keep the user as a customer.  Portland grows through in-migration, and though there is self-selection on the part of migrants for the things Portland offers, there is relatively little inertia associated with the way things are. One wonders whether this gives the in-migrants a bit of a Teflon coating, a resistance to stickiness.

Civic Culture

There is a palpable, intentional civic culture in Portland.  Another word for this is civitas, the shared sense of the worth of a place.  In Portland it comes of access and empowerment versus entitlement.  The rise of Portland as a creative economy can be traced back to a deliberate effort by 1960’s/70’s politicians to involve the community in land use decisions.  That created a grassroots energy and culture that has driven a variety of creative activities.  Portland is a synthesis that puts together good people and good government.  Portland is remarkable for the strength of its grass roots, just as Chicago is notable for its visionary leadership, and Providence for its cadre of civic entrepreneurs in the middle.  An ideal place would have all three. The skills involved in civic engagement—critical thinking and complex communication—are the same pattern recognition skills that drive innovation.  This may be part of the reason why Portland’s early focus on civic engagement created a platform for innovation.

Music as Precursor

Music is precursor to innovation and community.  Things often happen first in music.  In the next week, Portland will embark on a round-the-clock music festival called “24/7”.  Like Portland, it is broadly participatory, mixing many genres.  Recent research supports the role of music in innovation:  music apparently plays a role in the brain’s development of the circuitry for pattern recognition; for example, literacy development works better when combined with music.

Building on Distinctiveness

Ethan told the story of the evolution of a bike jersey company to illustrate the ideas of place and connection.  In essence, the company combines bikes and brews, two of the most distinctive qualities of Portland.  Ethan’s main point:  world renown comes from local excellence.  Be better at what you’re good at, and what makes you different.  Other areas of distinctiveness in Portland:  strongly shared environmental values (Joel Garreau dubbed the Pacific Northwest “Ecotopia” 20 years ago); and a thriving artisan economy.  Ethan noted that in Boulder, it’s the hippie economy.

Words Matter

Portland uses the power of myth, of the story of a place.  This is an incredibly important point that was obscured by a couple of community activists from San Diego at the session, who actually suggested that words don’t matter; what’s important is community organizing for collective action around a specific issue like putting in stops signs to calm traffic.  This obsession with traffic calming seemed oddly discordant to me at this meeting, but the next day, the former mayor of Bogata, Columbia, Enrique Penalosa, made the point that expanding public space for interaction is a critical civic engagement and innovation strategy.  The space between buildings is the most important space in the city, and the chief political challenge is to rebalance this precious space from cars to pedestrians and bicycles.  Without good public space, there is no civic engagement; in fact there is no city.  Still, the idea that ideas don’t matter is absurd.  Words are the vessels for ideas and ideas are the building blocks of innovation.  The San Diego activists in the room confused civic engagement with collective action.  The deepest form of civic engagement, and the one which relates to creativity and innovation, focuses on individual agency rather than collective action.

The Intentionality Trap

A lot of the grassroots energy in Portland comes from the fact that it looks like fun.  People like to have fun.  In Portland, there is often a collective cleverness…barn-raising meets reality TV.  Ethan’s Portland colleague Joe Cortight suggests that the key idea is to create conditions for optimal serendipity, to foment change rather than plan it.  Innovation is not predictable.  The creative city is not a noun; not a project or a program.  We policy wonks sometimes bring heaviness to urban design through our intentionality.   We lose the sense of fun, of play.   That's why I like the phrase "playing with ideas" or a "dance of ideas".   We need to bring a lightness of being to these discussions.  And we need to remember that good things take time.

Is “Creative Cities the Right Framing?

This question was asked by Larry Quick, arguably the most important question of the afternoon, but one that the group chose not to address.  Too much of the Creative Cities movement is about decoration, about amenities.  Ethan reminds us that it needs to be about a civic culture, about local distinctiveness and the pursuit of excellence, and a compelling organic narrative.  We need to refocus the Creative Cities movement on integration of transportation, energy, education, health, innovation and urban policy.  Cities are important because they are the places where all of these policy threads come together.  We in cities do not experience these as separate policy silos, but rather as integrated, inter-dependent systems.  The "creative city" has to become the "green city", or even better, the “resilient city” because disaster resilience and energy and water efficiency are the major opportunities for innovation, and the built form of the transit-oriented, bike-able and walk-able city is the obvious land use model for a financially and environmentally sustainable economy, and a vibrant, interactive public realm.
