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Reinventing Stamford: Redefining the Recession

Summary Proposition
1. Crisis is the mother of invention

2. Attack the recession and reinvent ahead of a new wave

3. Define and lead next practice

4. Unconventional times demand unconventional thinking and methods

Proposition
We need to develop strategies and promote actions that accelerate Stamford’s reorientation around the economic crisis and create a stronger foundation for long-term economic growth, energy efficiency, environmental quality, disaster resilience and reduced social and economic disparities.  Stamford should aim to emerge from the recession as a more innovative, greener, more sustainable and diversified economy, and overall – a more consciously resilient place and people.

Crisis is the mother of invention

Crisis is often critical to innovation. A crisis provides an urgent sense of focus to mobilize resources and break down barriers, which normally stand in the way of deep and resilient innovation.  Every recession carries the seeds of its recovery.  But these seeds must be planted, fertilized, watered and weeded in order to grow and bear lasting and nourishing fruit.  Economic history is full of examples of places which used economic crises to make strategic investments and structural changes that led to dramatic future growth, but it is also full of places which missed opportunities and suffered extended or permanent decline.  For example, Finland and Japan both experienced deep economic crises in the 1990’s.  Finland boldly attacked the crisis, repositioning itself as the world’s premier knowledge economy.  Finland’s annual productivity growth rate rose by nearly 30 per cent over the next decade as Nokia took a leading position in the development of the mobile phone industry; Japan dithered and suffered a “lost decade” of economic stagnation.
 

Like Finland and Japan, Stamford must decide from the outset whether it will lead, or fall away.

Attack the recession

Stamford can seize this moment to attack the recession, and in doing so set a new benchmark for community-driven innovation that orients it toward a resilient future.
This is not a new idea for Stamford. The Stamford story has always been about resilience and re-invention.  Stamford has never been content to let the waves of economic change crash over it.  Rather, Stamford has surfed each wave, exploiting its energy to drive the city’s prosperity.  New conditions demand that we re-invent ourselves again, and that we do it in a way that complies with new understandings of the times, and what it means to be consciously resilient and re-invented in the 21st century.  It will be this new thinking and practice that we must now discover and pursue, to ensure that our former strengths continue to hold fast and true.

Before and after World War II, Stamford morphed from The Lock City of the industrial era (after the sprawling Yale & Towne lock manufacturing plant in the City’s Southend) to The City of Research, as firms such as American Cyanamid and CBS set up research centers here.  In the 1970’s, it became one of the nation’s top locations for Fortune 500 headquarters, without ever bothering to officially change its name to The Headquarters City.  Then in the 1990’s it began to attract major investment banks and hedge funds, such that it would be appropriate today to call it The Financial Services City.

Each of these new economic identities layered over rather than replacing the one before, while the sectors of the previous eras continued to evolve.  Stamford is still a manufacturing city, but a very specialized, high tech one.  It is still a research city, but the focus of research has changed from chemicals and electronics to embrace information technology.  It is still a headquarters city, but the headquarters are just the strategic core, with all other functions out-sourced.  And the current turmoil in the financial markets will undoubtedly change the nature of Stamford’s financial services industry.

Stamford must become something new again, as there are new waves of change coming at us, bigger and faster than ever before.  In fact, this time we need to surf six different waves simultaneously:

· An economic and financial system in global, regional and local turmoil that will undergo deep, systemic change – on the run;

· A world that is increasingly networked and computerized…making the world flat in competition for routine functions and very spiky in the capability for innovation and management of complex global networks;

· A globally mobile population under-pinned by an ageing native-born population, a workforce whose net growth will be entirely from immigrants and their children, creating the challenges of inventing new and innovative workforces at an institutional and grass-roots level;

· A global and local environment characterized by freak weather, rising sea levels and oil, food and water scarcity;

· An emerging new model for government which networks civic and public entrepreneurs to deliver higher quality, more citizen-driven public services at lower cost; and

· A growing market for places which are resilient, interactive and distinctive.

Stamford has only two choices:  we can reinvent ourselves to exploit these emerging conditions; or we can get caught in a rut of economic stagnation, or worse still – hide out in the cloak of well meaning, but managed decline.  In economics, there is no standing still.  You either move forward or fall back.

Define and lead next practice

The writer Leo Tolstoy noted that all families are alike in their happiness and unique in their misery.  But with cities it’s just the opposite:  we are the same in our problems and unique in our paths to success.
  The goal of the “Reinventing Stamford” conversation is not to imitate best practice, but rather to define and lead next practice; to be the first and best at something, and to take that and lead in the region and world. 

Unconventional times demand unconventional thinking and methods

Defining next practice requires a deferent way of thinking about the world.  Conventional strategy is based on models from mechanical engineering.  These models assume stable conditions.  They worked well in the slower, less complex times of the industrial age, but they are not a good fit for our times.  Today’s best strategy is based on models from ecology and social networking and envisions the world as a network of networks and the city as a complex adaptive system that responds to and co-evolves with dynamic conditions.

Through the coming months, we will discuss and probe emerging conditions and opportunities in more depth and chart a path that brings Stamford out of the current economic crisis stronger than it has ever been. The three ideas or opportunities summarized below are a good starting point for that conversation:
Exploit the emerging Northeast megaregion

Stamford is not an economy unto itself.  And to be really independent, we must recognize our deeper interdependency within the region and the world. 

For at least the last 60 years, we have traded off of our connection to the tri-state New York metro.  A new economic geography is now emerging:  a Northeast megaregion extending from Portland, Maine to Richmond, Virginia.  As this new economic geography evolves, Stamford’s position shifts from being at the edge of the New York metro to the center of the Northeast megaregion, especially if we aggressively expand our rail connections, including direct links: to New Jersey and Long Island via commuter rail routed through Penn Station; to Hartford through a new commuter rail spur from New Haven; and to Providence and Boston through the linkage of the Shore Line East and MBTA commuter rail networks.

The backbone of the Northeast megaregion is the transportation corridor created by the parallel routes of Interstate I-95 and the Northeast Mainline Rail Corridor (which carries 90% of the country’s heavy rail passenger riders).

How can Stamford play a role in efforts to spur federal and state investment in expanded and higher-speed inter-city and commuter rail on this corridor, integrated with re-invented local transit and station and parking facilities?  And how can we leverage this larger corridor investment, e.g. by expanding and improving the Stamford Transportation Center and by building a light rail/street car system that runs from the STC south to the waterfront and north to Bull’s Head?

One of the principal economic benefits of a system of integrated, faster, more extensive and more frequent inter-city and commuter rail service along the Northeast corridor is that it serves to broaden the scope of labor markets and the regional innovation networks among firms and institutions that are contained within them.

How can Stamford benefit from the integration of the New York and Boston labor markets, and the New York and Washington labor markets?  How could it play a role in the expanded innovation networks both north and south of New York?

Grow an innovation-capable workforce

Stamford’s principal economic advantage is the talent of its residents, and of Stamford’s extensive labor shed, which encompasses all of Fairfield and Westchester counties and even extends west to Manhattan and to the shoreline towns east of New Haven.  For the past two decades, much of the top talent of the city and its labor shed has been siphoned off by the financial services sector because that sector has been able to outbid other economic sectors for workers.  A new regulatory regime will likely reduce the leverage of financial services companies that enabled them to pay the highest salaries and bonuses, with the result that more skilled workers, both existing and newly minted, will now be available for other talent-starved sectors.

While continuing to nurture a reinvented financial services sector, how can we help make this talent transfer happen, exploiting our surplus skilled labor in financial services as a magnet to attract innovative companies?
We also need to grow a larger innovation-capable workforce.  A reporter once asked the famous hockey player, Wayne Gretsky, what was the secret of his success?  Gretsky told the reporter that most other hockey players skate to where the puck is, while he skates to where the puck is going to be.  In the K-16 education system, we have a 17-year production cycle.  We better think like Wayne Gretsky.  In fact, to stretch a metaphor, we need to skate to where the ice has not yet even formed, as many of the jobs which high school freshman (let alone kindergarteners) will have when they are 25 are not yet invented.

We need to be thinking now about how to create the innovation-capable workforce, community and government that will define our future.  Instead, our schools (like schools across the country and the world) are still producing for an industrial-era, rules-based economy of managers and semi-skilled workers that no longer exists.

We need to produce graduates with the pattern recognition skills essential to innovate.  This concept comes from the book The New Division of Labor by Richard Murname and Frank Levy.  They try to answer two questions, and to probe the implications of the answers for education:  What do computers do better than humans?  What do humans do better than computers?

The answer to the first is that computers can do anything that is rules-based faster and better than humans.  This includes almost all of the tasks that both front-line workers and their supervisors performed in the industrial economy.

People are much better than computers at pattern recognition.  In fact, it is virtually impossible to program a computer to recognize patterns.  There are two key pattern recognition skills:

Expert Thinking…the ability to generate solutions that are not rules-based using technical knowledge---predicting, analyzing, forecasting, and forming perspective.

Complex Communications…the ability to adapt communications skills to multiple solutions and cultures.

Computer technology leverages humans to the extent that they use it for rules-based work, freeing up human time for expert thinking and complex communication.  Technology will continue to widen the gap in performance between those who are able to use it to leverage these higher order skills and those who are not.

Pattern recognition skills are developed through experience, both in inquiry-based education and throughout our working lives.  How can Stamford make more of this happen?  For example, how can we increase college completion, integrate academic and experiential education, and push more learning-through-problem-solving down to the front line workforce of organizations?

We have a significant challenge in expanding our innovation-capable workforce because all of our net population growth and net workforce growth will be from immigrants and their children, many of whom have historically low levels of educational attainment.

How do we help transform immigrants and their children into knowledge workers?  For example, how can we integrate basic education and skill training, leapfrog the digital divide, use healthcare as an upward mobility escalator, and revitalize neighborhoods as platforms for individual economic success?

Make downtown Stamford the Northeast’s most distinctive, interactive, transit-oriented, energy-efficient, green and disaster-resilient waterfront

All of the pieces of this puzzle come together, or not, based on how well we evolve Stamford, and in particular downtown Stamford, as both a physical space and as a nexus of social networks. 
How can we design places that do not just respond to real estate market demand but also to the rising cost of oil, the growing scarcity of water, the impacts of global warming and sea level rise, and the probability of high carbon taxes to mitigate them.  How do we leverage Stamford’s location on the Long Island Sound?
Place has to be as much about human development and economic and ecological parity as it is about physical development. To paraphrase the African proverb, it takes a neighborhood. And to add to this – it takes a complementary planet. 

Successful upward mobility is the result of a mutually reinforcing network of relationships that link individuals in a neighborhood.  School reform, neighborhood revitalization, parent leadership development, home ownership programs, adult education and skill training should not be separate efforts, but rather parts of a whole.

How do we create whole places—that is, places that are: dense, mixed-use, mixed income and walkable; full of life, distinctive and diverse in their built form, natural environment and social networks; empowering of their people; water and energy efficient; transit and digitally connected; and disaster resilient?

We have started to put many of these elements in place, particularly in downtown Stamford.  How do we accelerate those efforts and link them together, and then broaden them to the neighborhoods?

Whole places are the natural environment for innovation because they preserve and enhance the diversity of people that is an essential enabling condition for effective innovation networks. And they are magnets for talent: college-educated young people as well as experienced entrepreneurs want to live and work in whole places. Quality of place is increasingly a differentiator in today’s mobile society. 
The redevelopment of the Southend will strengthen the connection of downtown to the Long Island Sound.  Downtown will finally breach the wall of I-95 and meet the waterfront. This is critical because locations with direct access to the Long Island Sound are among the most desirable in the Northeast.  In fact, as soon as the first railroad was built, Stamford attracted “summer commuters” from New York City who built second homes on the Stamford waterfront.  Stamford evolved to a year-round commuter community then to a business center in its own right, but throughout this history, the attraction of the Long Island Sound has been a constant thread.

While waterfronts are highly desirable, they are also increasingly vulnerable in the face of more frequent freak weather events associated with climate change.  Stamford is the only city in the New York metro, and one of only three in the Northeast, with a hurricane barrier-protected waterfront.  How do we preserve that advantage; e.g., do we need to raise the height of the barrier?

What other opportunities are out there?  What have we forgotten?  What don’t we know that we don’t know?
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