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			Praise for Survival of the City

			“Expansive and entertaining . . . [A] fast-paced and highly readable journey . . . the book serves as a useful tool in the effort to redefine the role of the city in an age of increasingly polarized politics, and reminds us that urban health is—as Fiorello La Guardia once remarked about cleaning the streets—not a Democratic or Republican issue.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Glaeser’s Survival of the City, written with Harvard health economist David Cutler, shares the pleasing style of its predecessor [Triumph of the City], an engaging mixture of history and analysis. . . . ‘The age of urban miracles need not be over,’ Messrs. Glaeser and Cutler write. ‘Indeed, it must not be.’ ”

			—The Wall Street Journal

			“This fascinating book is about everything—the plague, COVID-19, obesity, robots, schools, and more—all seen through the lens of the city, its past and future. It’s a gripping read for anyone, but especially those who are wondering just what is the place of the city in their post-pandemic lives.”

			—Emily Oster, professor of economics, Brown University; author of Expecting Better and Cribsheet

			“Survival of the City lays out a compelling vision for reasonable, doable and affordable policy changes that would improve the quality of life in cities and benefit everyone across the nation. . . . This is an important book of ideas, history and policy recommendations, a book that should be read and discussed by anyone concerned with the future of cities.”

			—Inside Higher Ed

			“Survival of the City is a work of stunning brilliance. I learned something on every page, and these are topics I thought I understood. This book is a must read for anyone who hopes to talk intelligently about a post-COVID world.”

			—Steven Levitt, William B. Ogden Distinguished Service Professor of Economics, University of Chicago; coauthor of Freakonomics

			“Over the past three decades, David Cutler has done pathbreaking work on the determinants of health, while Ed Glaeser has done pathbreaking work on cities and economic growth. Now they’ve teamed up to write a book that focuses on the intersection between these two areas: how cities shape our health and livelihoods amidst a global pandemic. A fascinating read that helps us understand how we got to where we are today and design policies to build healthier, opportunity-rich cities in the future, Survival of the City will be a terrific resource for the public and policymakers for years to come.”

			—Raj Chetty, William A. Ackman Professor of Public Economics, Harvard University

			“This is a must-read for anyone interested in the health of cities and their residents. Glaeser and Cutler sift through the evidence to offer an incisive, engaging analysis of the real challenges posed by pandemics and other threats to urban life. Their clear and balanced policy prescriptions will protect cities from long COVID and help them emerge from the pandemic as resilient and vital as ever.”

			—Ingrid Gould Ellen, Paulette Goddard Professor of Urban Policy and Planning at NYU Wagner

			“Ambitious and timely . . . A valuable resource on how to make America’s cities better.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A sweeping investigation of threats to urban life . . . A thoughtful and useful consideration of the fate of cities in the age of Covid-19.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“David Cutler and Ed Glaeser have written an important book on an important topic. They discuss the crucial question of how to prevent cities from becoming privileged enclaves—a development that would impoverish the world. They outline an important prescription for protecting cities around the world by addressing and learning to better address the nexus of governance, jobs, and taxes.”

			—Thomas R. Frieden, former commissioner of health of the City of New York

			“Survival of the City is a smart and surprising account of how the modern metropolis can bounce back from the current crisis, and a compelling argument for sweeping policy change. The authors—one liberal, one conservative—are not ideologically aligned, but their differences yield fresh ideas and bursts of insight. I found myself learning from, arguing with, and thoroughly enjoying every part of this totally necessary book.”

			—Eric Klinenberg, Helen Gould Shepard Professor in Social Science, New York University

			“In this readable yet rigorous book, two brilliant economists tackle the question of our time: How can the people and places whose energies drive our economy thrive in a post-COVID world? Their answer: put health improvement above medical care, striving outsiders before privileged insiders, and cities at the heart of a revitalized American dream.”

			—Jacob S. Hacker, Stanley B. Resor Professor of Political Science, Yale University; coauthor of Let Them Eat Tweets
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			FOREWORD

			March 2022

			Perils beset the world’s cities during the summer and fall of 2020, when we wrote this book. Cities exist to connect people; fear of disease pushed people apart. Every day brought dark news about urban contraction: empty offices, bankrupt retailers, friends relocating to lower density locales, and even more Zooming. Even before the pandemic, battles over gentrification, policing, and urban inequality divided our cities. Such divisions make us even more vulnerable to natural disasters, like pandemics.

			Moreover, our governments seemed to be failing. The US appeared incapable of limiting the spread of COVID-19, and the disease exposed the preexisting shortcomings of our health-care system. Government was both too big, excessively regulating home-building and new businesses, and too weak, with failing schools and inadequate public health systems.

			Like most people, we want our cities to promote prosperity, to improve the lot of the least fortunate, and to provide meaning for our lives. We were horrified by the prospect of further urban decline, and appalled by the poor state of the public sector. We wrote this book to provide a blueprint for strengthening the cities of the future.

			We are grateful to those who took the time to review this book. While the reviewers were generally quite positive, we particularly appreciated those who provided thoughtful critiques of our ideas. Many of those critiques resonated, and our larger objective was always to advance the debates about how to make our cities stronger. As authors, we looked to see what we got right, and what we missed. Eighteen months later, in March 2022, we can start to take stock, though a full reckoning will emerge only in time.

			The good news is that COVID-19 cases have dropped dramatically in the US and Western Europe since the last surge (Omicron). We may finally be moving to an era in which COVID-19 is a chronic worry that we treat like the flu rather than a catastrophic worldwide pandemic. The bad news is that pestilence has been violently pushed out of the news by another of the Apocalypse’s Four Horsemen: war. Kyiv, the ancient capital of the Kievan Rus, is besieged. The majority of the population has fled Kharkiv, the first capital of the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet Republic. Lviv, once the Austro-Hungarian city of Lemberg, is again serving as a bridge between east and west, with refugees streaming through its streets.

			This war may be linked to the pandemic. In October, 2021, the Economist reported that “thanks to COVID-19, Vladimir Putin has become almost invisible,” and that “perhaps no world leader has been as shielded from the virus.” It is possible that his judgment was clouded by two years of social-distancing. Wisdom rarely rises with isolation. Moreover, the West’s failure to coordinate in fighting COVID-19 may have suggested that the West would also fail to provide a coordinated response to an invasion of Ukraine. In The Art of War, Sun Tzŭ wrote: “So in war, the way is to avoid what is strong and to strike at what is weak,” and the West looked weak in its handling of the pandemic. We will have nothing to say about Western military or economic strategies toward Russia, other than to note that demonstrating public competence in fighting illness and inequities could help with foreign affairs as well.

			While the Ukrainian war is horrendous, the response to the war brings hope. Most obviously, the courage and tenacity of the Ukrainian people and their leaders is inspiring. We have a former student who left his comfortable life in Silicon Valley to fight for his homeland on the banks of the Dnieper.

			Western entrepreneurs have also thrown themselves into the fight. Microsoft’s Threat Intelligence Center helped protect the Ukrainians against new Russian malware. Elon Musk activated the SpaceX Starlink internet service for Ukraine. A nineteen-year-old’s Twitter account tells the world the exact locations of the private jets and luxury yachts of Russian oligarchs.

			We have also been impressed by the behavior of Western governments. While not straying into the complexities of diplomacy and military strategy, where we have no expertise, the vast bulk of Western actions appear wise. The unity of the West breaks with the recent past. Germany, which has been notoriously and understandably gun-shy since 1945, has sent weapons, welcomed refugees, and moved toward investing more in armaments. Swiss banks, which comfortably banked the leadership of the Waffen SS, have frozen Russian accounts, including the assets of its central bank.

			This book advocates a stronger international alliance against contagious disease—what we call a “NATO for Health.” NATO itself has demonstrated its enduring importance in the Ukraine war. Rzeszów, Poland, is less than one hundred miles from Lviv, Ukraine. The two cities have been closely connected since Habsburg rail lines linked them in the nineteenth century. Yet Article 5 of the NATO treaty means that a Russian attack on Rzeszów will be treated as an attack on London, Paris, or Rome, while Western nations have reiterated that they will not got to war to defend Ukraine.

			The reemergence of the real NATO leads us to rethink our proposal for a “NATO for Health.” We had never imagined that “NATO for Health” would be part of the real NATO. We had hoped it would include many more developing nations. We imagined a giant swap, in which rich countries fund health-related infrastructure in poor countries and poor countries embrace the monitoring of disease and the enforcement of sanitary rules. We still hope for a broader representation of nations in any such alliance, but if NATO emerges stronger from the Ukrainian war, perhaps it is the right starting place for a future health alliance.

			In the rest of this foreword, we discuss which cities have better weathered COVID-19 and the ensuing economic turmoil. We look at employment, earnings, housing prices, and new construction activity, as measured by residential building permits. An unprecedented level of public largesse has dampened the negative economic effects of the pandemic, and that has protected some urban economies from harm. As that largesse disappears, some cities that look like winners today may start struggling. We have also added an epilogue to this paperback edition, in which we discuss places where we got it wrong.

			The Winners and Losers

			When we wrote this book, there was little clarity about which cities would be harmed most by the COVID pandemic and which might benefit. The impact of telework was uncertain then and it remains uncertain today. We do, however, have two years of post-COVID experience and we have statistics through the third quarter of 2021 on employment, wages, housing prices, and building permits. This data helps us to better understand which regions have weathered the storm most successfully.

			There are three common measures of urban success, all of which have both strengths and weaknesses: earnings, population growth, and housing prices. We add a fourth: building permits. Our approach is to form an index based on those four measures that allows us to rank America’s fifty largest metropolitan areas.

			High income is the most intuitive sign of a city’s strength. Who doesn’t want to earn more? We calculate earnings growth net of general inflation.

			But incomes can be high somewhere because that place is particularly productive, or because employers need to pay workers more there to get them to put up with bad weather or high housing prices, or because local residents are refusing to go back to work because of fear of illness. These issues suggest looking at the number of jobs as well as the average pay for those jobs. If employment and income are both going up, then the urban economy is humming along nicely. Economists like us identify that combination of higher wages and more jobs as a boost in labor demand. The data on employment and earnings comes from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages or QCEW. This Census covers more than 95 percent of jobs, because it is based on the regular reporting of Social Security income and taxes by firms to the federal government.

			Like all statistics, this data is not perfect. It does not include the self-employed. These establishment-level surveys do not allow us to correct for changes in the education or age composition of the labor force. The location of the job is tied to the location of the establishment that hired the worker, even if that worker has gone remote and moved to Hawaii. In some areas, like Silicon Valley or New York, the number of workers employed by establishments in the area could be significantly higher than the number of workers actually working in that area. Still, the data is likely representative.

			Both employment and income are snapshots of the economy as it now stands. There are reasons to be wary of such short-term measures, especially since the latest wage and employment data that we can access as of March 14, 2022, is from September 2021. Consequently, we supplement employment and income data with housing prices and building permits.

			From the perspective of a new home buyer, high housing prices are a bad thing. Yet from the perspective of a city, high housing prices show that people are willing to pay more to live in that area. Moreover, homes are long-lived assets and buyers (hopefully) think a little about the future of the city when they are bidding on a house. Just as a company’s stock price partially reflects the market’s belief about its future profitability, a city’s housing prices partially reflect the market’s belief about the future appeal of that place. Thus, high housing prices are another indicator of urban success.

			We measure housing prices using the Federal Housing Finance Agency’s repeat sales index. This index computes housing price growth by looking at how much the same home’s sale price has changed over time. The index thus adjusts at least partly for the quality of the housing stock that is on the market. We look at price growth between the fourth quarter of 2019 and the fourth quarter of 2021. We also adjust for America’s overall inflation rate. The housing data is based on metropolitan area definitions that are, in a few cases, smaller than the metropolitan areas provided for the employment and earnings data. In those cases, we use the largest component area for the housing price increases.

			A major theme in this book is that higher housing prices can also reflect limitations on housing supply, alongside demand for a particular city. To address the supply component, we add a fourth measure: the percentage change in the number of residential housing permits between 2019 and 2021. This data comes from the US Census of Construction. Permits are also forward looking, because buildings can take years to complete, and buyers will then partially base their willingness to pay on their beliefs about the future of the city. A higher number of building permits thus indicates greater expected growth in an area.

			With all four variables, we look at percent changes between 2019 and 2021. To create an overall index and rank, we first divide each measure by its standard deviation and then average the four corrected measures. Dividing by the standard deviation is a typical method of correcting for the fact that there is much more variation in the price and permit data than in the employment and earnings data. If we did not first divide, then our index would essentially just reflect the change in permitting.

			Impact of COVID Years on Work and Home Statistics[*]
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			This table ranks the fifty largest metropolitan areas in the US and provides each area’s growth in prices, earnings, employment, and housing permits. The index is most strongly correlated with changes in housing prices and employment, and these two measures are also strongly correlated with each other. The connection between permit changes and rank is also strong but the link between rank and wage growth is weaker. Wages are less statistically linked to the overall index, because places with higher wage growth often had smaller employment and permitting growth. For example, the Silicon Valley metropolitan areas of San Jose and San Francisco experienced by far the fastest wage growth in our data, but their employment and permitting both shrank.

			Across the fifty cities, the average wage growth was 6.9 percent and the average employment loss was 2.9 percent. That combination shows the “Great Resignation” in action: people leaving the labor force, and firms bidding up wages to attract recalcitrant workers. The average house price growth was a stunning 22 percent, and permit growth was 23 percent.

			The combination of rising prices and permits suggests robust demand for housing and raises worries about a bubble bursting. Some parts of America, like San Francisco and Boston, are never going to produce enough new homes to satiate demand; there is no natural limit on price growth. But in other areas, supply is abundant and the price of a house must bear some resemblance to the cost of building a house. Between 2003 and 2006, buyers in places like Phoenix and Las Vegas forgot that when supply is unconstrained, prices will not remain above construction costs for long.

			The overall winner among the top fifty was Austin, Texas, which experienced massive growth in both home prices and permitting, strong wage growth, and even 5 percent employment growth, which is remarkable given that employment fell in most of the cities. The combination of Austin’s high education level and Texas’ business-friendly institutions has long driven Austin’s robust growth. During a time of COVID, people could move to Austin and enjoy abundant cultural events, like SXSW, and zero income taxes. The city’s warmth made outdoor dining easier too. Our publisher’s decision to put a photo of Austin on the jacket of the hardcover edition of this book seems prescient.

			Phoenix came in second, for similar reasons. Phoenix and Las Vegas are the two major metropolitan areas that are closest to Los Angeles, and that offer an escape from California’s high taxes and housing prices. Phoenix experienced robust growth in both housing prices and permitting activity. In 2005 and 2006, Phoenix and Las Vegas also saw huge housing price booms that coincided with building booms. It did not end well. While Phoenix, Las Vegas, and Austin seem like incredible bargains relative to California, unless building is constrained prices won’t remain higher than construction costs for long. Building has long been easy in America’s deserts, and that is what burst the last housing bubble.

			The Sunbelt dominates the top half of the overall list with nineteen out of twenty-five entries. Jacksonville, Miami, Nashville, Raleigh, and Tampa were unsurprising entries on the top ten list. Florida’s cities offer outdoor pleasures and no income taxes. Raleigh is, like Austin, a skilled city in the sun. Nashville is an economically dynamic cultural hub. These places all had high price growth and solid permitting activity, which again raises the question of whether their higher prices are sustainable.

			The Silicon Valley metropolitan areas of San Jose and San Francisco rank eighteenth and nineteenth. Their robust price and wage growth was offset by weak performance on permits and employment growth. Slightly less expensive parts of California, such as Sacramento and Riverside, performed better overall because they had either more permitting or greater employment growth.

			Of the six non-Sunbelt stars, three were in the west: Denver, Salt Lake City, and Seattle. Denver’s beauty made it another natural escape route for Californians looking for lower prices. Salt Lake City had big housing price gains and solid wage increases. Seattle has long been a capital of the information age and it grew in every category except employment.

			Two of the top twenty-five are in the Midwest: Indianapolis and Columbus, Ohio. Both of these are well-functioning midwestern cities with robust business communities. The Columbus Partnership is an alliance of local business leaders that is now a global example of how local entrepreneurs can strengthen the capacity of their public sectors.

			Philadelphia is the one real outlier on our top ten list. Philadelphia’s house price growth was modest, and its employment declined by 4 percent. Its wage growth was respectable, but it is on the list because the metropolitan area experienced an astounding permitting boom in 2021. In December alone, the region permitted more than ten thousand units in multi-unit buildings. Builders who got their projects approved by the end of 2021 would receive the full value of a ten-year tax abatement even if they took years to build. If they received their permit in 2022, the value of the abatement would drop by one tenth. This legal quirk means that Philadelphia’s 2021 building permits were higher than the city’s fundamentals would suggest, and Philadelphia itself should be grouped with other Northeastern cities.

			The bottom half of the list has only six entries from the Sunbelt, and of these only Houston and New Orleans are in the bottom fifteen. New Orleans is notable for having a 12 percent reduction in employment, which is far worse than any other metropolitan area. Despite the joys of its Mardi Gras and Jazz & Heritage Festival, New Orleans has been deeply troubled for decades.

			By contrast, Houston has long been an economic dynamo, which makes its low placement on the list more surprising. To us, Houston looks far healthier than its numbers suggest. The city’s wage growth was anemic, but its employment level dropped only modestly—which may partly explain why wages did not rise. When low-wage workers leave the market, the average wage goes up. House price growth was low, in part because permitting has always been so easy in Houston and people reasonably expect prices to stay close to construction costs. Houston’s modest permitting growth is also unsurprising because the area was already permitting a vast amount of building in 2019.

			No west coast city is among the bottom twenty areas of the list. Portland came in twenty-ninth and Los Angeles came in thirtieth. Both cities had about average price growth and above-average wage growth. Both were pulled down by their low level of permitting. The regulatory limits on construction in Los Angeles will be addressed in our chapter on gentrification.

			The Midwest contributes eight cities to the bottom twenty-five. Generally, the mid-sized cities, like Cincinnati and Kansas City, fared better than the urban giants, like Chicago. Indeed, Chicago was fourth from the bottom. Six of America’s former industrial heavyweights, including Buffalo, Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh, and St. Louis are all ranked from thirty-seventh to forty-seventh on the list. Just as the top of the list was filled with cities that had been growing before the crisis, the bottom of the list contains places which have been declining for decades.

			Minneapolis came in forty-fifth and that is a bit of a surprise. That city’s remarkably high level of education made it the under-appreciated success story of the Midwest for most of the past fifty years. Yet in every category, Minneapolis came in below the nationwide average. There is certainly no outdoor dining in Minneapolis during much of the year, and Minneapolis was the city of George Floyd.

			New England has three metropolitan areas on the list. Boston and Providence came in at twenty-eighth and twenty-ninth; Hartford came in forty-fourth. Boston and Providence experienced average house price growth but quite limited permitting. Wage growth was high in both areas, especially Boston, but employment was shrinking. Hartford experienced far less wage growth.

			Washington, DC, came in forty-eighth on the list, falling below the national norm in every category. The federal government spent a lot, but much of that spending occurred outside of Washington, DC. The Paycheck Protection Program, for example, was administrated more by local banks and online lenders than by any Washington bureaucracy.

			New York City was also quite low, ranking forty-ninth on the list, just above New Orleans. The New York situation is somewhat more complicated than that of Washington, DC. Wage growth in New York over this period was actually higher than average, but employment shrank monumentally—by 6.9 percent. House prices went up by only 11 percent, and permitting actually declined. It is possible this reflects people moving out of New York because of the pandemic.

			When we were giving our virtual tour for this book, we often warned of the risks facing New York City. Some people pushed back at us, claiming that rising house prices belied that claim. In the end, house prices were rising less in New York than in most other cities. The administration of Mayor Eric Adams has work to do.

			There are a few other patterns, or non-patterns, in the data. Overall death rates from COVID-19 (as of March 2022) have almost no correlation with the ranking on the list. This reflects two offsetting correlations. Wage growth was higher in places that experienced fewer deaths from COVID-19. Highly skilled, technology-intensive areas, like Silicon Valley, had high wage growth, far more remote work, and fewer deaths. On the other hand, permit growth was lower in places with fewer COVID deaths, again probably because highly educated people are good at organizing to prevent new housing growth.

			The index was slightly positively correlated with the share of people who were back at work by March 2022, as measured by Google Mobility data. Both employment growth and permitting growth were much higher in areas where more people were back in the office. Wage growth, however, was much higher where people weren’t back at work. The total effect was small but positive.

			This ranking doesn’t mean that we think that New York, New Orleans, or Chicago are finished. They have just had a rough two years relative to their peer cities. Looking forward, that only makes the case stronger for better policies toward schools, policing, and the regulation of new businesses and construction.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			THE CITY BESIEGED

			Cities can die. Earthquake and invasion doomed Knossos, the mighty Cretan city that housed the mythic minotaur. Cities often decline. Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Liverpool are all far smaller today than they were in the 1930s. Urban triumph is never guaranteed.

			The decline of a city is a terrible thing to watch. It might begin with a factory closing. Some of the factory’s workers then cut back on spending at local stores; other workers, those with the most education and opportunities, leave the city altogether. The tax base declines, and the city both raises its taxes and cuts its spending on police, schools, and parks. Crime increases. New businesses stay away. More people leave. Economic trouble begets social trouble, which begets more economic trouble.

			For the past half century, urban decline has mostly come from deindustrialization, the exodus of factory jobs from erstwhile municipal powerhouses like Detroit and Glasgow. That crisis occurred because urban density no longer offered much of an advantage to massive, self-contained, highly automated manufacturing plants. But uncontrolled pandemic is an even more existential threat to the urban world, because the human proximity that enables contagion is the defining characteristic of the city.

			If cities are the absence of physical space between people, then the social distancing that began in March 2020 is the rapid-fire deurbanization of our world. Data from cellular phones, provided by SafeGraph, shows that the number of trips Americans took for recreation and shopping dropped by 40 percent between March 14 and March 24 of 2020.

			A pandemic that travels by air poses a threat not only to urban health but also to the urban service economy that provides jobs for most modern city dwellers. For workers without an advanced degree, the ability to serve coffee with a smile provided an economic safe haven after the factories mechanized and left once wealthy metropolises. Those jobs seemed safe because no matter how much we globalize, fresh lattes will never be exported from China to Soho.

			When that barista’s smile becomes a source of peril rather than pleasure, those jobs can vanish in a heartbeat. Before the 2020 pandemic, 32 million Americans, or twenty percent of the employed labor force, worked in retail trade, leisure, and hospitality. One fifth of America’s leisure and hospitality jobs vanished between November 2019 and November 2020. Between the third quarter of 2019 and the third quarter of 2020, UK employment in accommodation and food services declined by more than 14 percent, and 22 percent of those who still have jobs in the sector are on some kind of furlough. If all of the world’s face-to-face service jobs permanently disappear, the results will be catastrophic, both for cities and for the global economy.

			The irony of our pre-2020 complacency toward pandemic risk is that the triumph of the city owes much to victories over prior plagues. The semi-urban inhabitants of the first human settlements were less healthy than their hunter-gatherer ancestors, partially because communicable disease deaths were more common in denser areas. Cities long depended on net migration from the countryside to replace their dead. But by 1940, vaccination, sewers, and antibiotics allowed life expectancy in urban areas to catch up to rural life expectancy. By 2020, urbanites lived longer than people in rural areas, and that mortality gap was growing—at least before the reappearance of mass contagion.

			Unfortunately, COVID-19 is unlikely to be a one-time event, unless governments take pandemic preparedness far more seriously. As global mobility has grown, actual or potential pandemics have become more common. Between 1900 and 1980, only a few outbreaks threatened all of the United States: the influenza pandemic of 1918–19, the Asian flu (1957–58), and the Hong Kong flu (1968). The first of these was terrible, but our memory of it dimmed over time. Since the 1980s, the country has experienced HIV/AIDS (1980s–present), the H1N1 flu (2009), the Zika virus (2015–16), and now SARS-CoV-2 (2020), which we will hereafter refer to as COVID-19, the disease it causes. COVID-19 is itself the third in a series of coronaviruses to jump from bats to humans, following SARS in 2002 and MERS in 2012. Then there are the near misses, like Ebola (2013–16, 2018–20) and the Marburg virus (1998–2000, 2004–05). If pandemic becomes permanent, then a good share of workers may decide never to go back to their downtown offices.

			Contagious disease is the most obvious threat to urban life in 2020, but it is not the only one. A Pandora’s box of urban woes has emerged including overly expensive housing, violent conflict over gentrification, persistently low levels of upward mobility, and outrage over brutal and racially targeted policing and long prison sentences for minor drug crimes. These seemingly disparate problems all stem from a common root: our cities protect insiders and leave outsiders to suffer.

			Gentrifiers move into ethnic neighborhoods because regulations have made it too difficult to build more affordable housing in other areas. The regulations that limit new construction protect the high housing values and views enjoyed by incumbents, but exclude the young and the poor who also want an urban future. Reductions in urban crime enable the well-heeled to safely enjoy a midnight stroll, but police stop and frisk lower-income minorities who try to do the same thing. If a policeman gets too rough, then his union stands up for him, but there is no equivalent organization protecting disadvantaged youth. Suburban and private schools enable prosperous parents to ignore the enduring dysfunction of many big-city school districts.

			Before 2020, our cities flourished as enclaves for the wealthy, but they were failing in their great mission of turning poor children into prosperous adults. Our cities, and our countries, must be opened again for outsiders. Business and land use regulations must be reduced and rewritten. Schools must be strengthened. Policing must both prevent crime and respect every citizen. Pandemics must cease so that urban entrepreneurs can again create opportunity, even in the poorest neighborhoods.

			Remaking a system built for insiders into a machine for empowering outsiders will take years if not decades. Unfortunately, the threats to urban life capture our attention fleetingly then slip out of consciousness as our minds flit to other concerns. The Occupy movement of 2011 sought to expose the inequities of the Great Recession. The killing of George Floyd led millions to feel anger and shame over the long and sustained mistreatment of African American men and women by the police. Like contagious disease, persistent poverty and racial injustice must be addressed if cities are to thrive once more. Yet fighting any of these problems requires sustained collective effort, not a short burst of outrage. To protect our cities, we must manage not just months of protest, but years of learning, implementing, and executing.

			After nearly a year of social distancing, Zooming to work, and police protests, cities look even more vulnerable than they did at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Almost 70 percent of American workers with advanced degrees switched to remote work in May of 2020, and 48 percent remained remote in November. Many wondered why they hadn’t been dialing it in before the pandemic. In chapter 7 of this book, we will argue that even if face-to-face work returns, as we believe that it will, companies and workers have become less anchored to particular places. Better-educated Zoomers may reconsider their commitment to cities that offer expensive housing, painful commutes, and political rancor. Unfortunately, technology has not created an exit option for the less educated: only 5 percent of people who had not finished high school were working remotely during May 2020.

			The Demons of Density

			Physical illness plays an outsized role in this book, but this is not a book about disease. This is a book about the problems that can come with urban scale and proximity, and the fight to tame the city’s downsides. Plagues spread from city to city across the lattice of global trade and travel, and then from person to person within the crowded confines of urban space. They are the most terrible demons of density. But traffic congestion, crime, and high housing costs are also common companions to city life. These ills have festered and made cities less livable.

			Gulfs of inequality have been a part of urban life for thousands of years. Plato wrote in The Republic that “any city, however small, is in fact divided into two, one the city of the poor, the other of the rich; these are at war with one another.” The fight against the downsides of density requires a truce in that war. Such a truce should be possible, because city building is not a zero-sum game. In most cities, both poor and rich would benefit from more home building, from better schools, from more humane policing, and from widely available health care that provides a stronger defense against future pandemics.

			The impact of catastrophe is always mediated by preexisting social strength or weakness. The Black Death struck Constantinople in 541 CE during a period of instability. It led first to political chaos and then to centuries of rural poverty. In contrast, the plagues that slaughtered nineteenth-century urbanites, like cholera and yellow fever, did not stop the growth of New York, Paris, and London, partially because those cities came together and strong leadership made them resilient. Collectively, they invested in mighty infrastructure projects, like New York’s Croton Aqueduct and the Parisian sewers, that made those cities safer. In our own time, New York shrugged off the terrible terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, because the city worked together and rebuilt itself.

			But the New York of 2021 is far more fractured than the New York of 2001. The pragmatic consensus that emerged after the city’s near bankruptcy in the 1970s has come undone. In 2011, demonstrators seized Zuccotti Park, practically in the shadow of the memorials to 9/11. The Occupy movement and the police response to it divided the city that had seemed so united. New York was hardly alone: the Occupy movement took over public squares from Boston to Berlin.

			In the years since, divisions have widened, creating more urban vulnerability. Two months after the COVID lockdowns had begun, a policeman killed an African American man in broad daylight in Minneapolis, by pressing his knee against the man’s neck for over eight minutes. Anger about the terrible racial disparities in police violence, perhaps reinforced by angst from months of lockdown, led streets to explode as they had not since the late 1960s. In some areas, city leaders, either out of fear or sympathy with the protesters, allowed whole districts to become lawless, leading to such new neighborhood names as Seattle’s “Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone.” Urbanites across the world took stock of their cities’ responses to racial disparities and found them lacking.

			Any effective response to those inequities will require financial resources, and those have already been strained by the pandemic. Local finances are as precarious as they have been since the 1970s. Less employment and fewer shoppers mean lower local tax revenues. Schools face added difficulties providing classes safely. Transit systems receive far fewer fares, and little sure prospect of a quick comeback. Unlike the federal government, cities cannot print money or borrow trillions.

			At the same time, people are in a progressive mood, as they were in the 1960s, and they want more for those who start with less. Those who have been left out want change. We understand and sympathize with that impulse: our urban inequities are terrible. Yet when cities try to play Robin Hood, as they did in the 1960s, businesses and the rich pick up and leave. Protesters want to defund the police, but wealthier urbanites will decamp for safer suburbs if crime rates start to rise, and the poor and vulnerable will suffer most.

			If people decide that cities are too unsafe, either because of disease or crime or declining public services, we will move to a world not of cities, but of enclaves. The rich will live in their own luxurious retreats, keeping their exposure to the poor to a bare minimum. Middle-income people will form their own havens of stolid respectability, and the poor will inhabit what remains. Whatever mixing can be done remotely will. With less connection between rich and poor, economic opportunity will diminish. As the urban tax base declines, disadvantaged areas will have even fewer public services: schools will educate less well; police forces will be smaller, which may lead to more brutality and more crime. As violence increases, crime will particularly terrorize poor, minority neighborhoods as it has in the past.

			A world in which enclaves replace cities is a world impoverished. Even for the rich, spatial isolation rarely provides long-term safety. The patricians who fled Rome’s swelter for the comforts of Capri in the late years of the empire were still killed by plagues and doomed by the fall of the capital city. In our own time, one of the first hot spots of COVID-19 was New Rochelle, New York, a suburb half an hour outside Manhattan. In December 2020, some of the highest COVID-19 areas of the country included the wealthy enclaves of Beverly Hills, Palos Verdes Estates, and Hancock Park, all in or near Los Angeles.

			There is a way to bring cities back stronger, but it is not simple. The path starts by recognizing that cities can only fund services that help the poor if they can also attract the jobs that pay taxes. Consequently, the answer is not to just tax and spend more. The spending must be smarter and strengthen the entire city. Taxpayers must believe that the government will use their money wisely and treat them with respect. This must happen at all levels—international, national, and local. We must also recognize that we do not have all the answers. We must have the humility to learn before we can transform.

			Fortunately, for all the currents that buffet them, cities are stubbornly durable things. By and large, the greatest cities in the world in 1700 are still among the greatest cities in the world today: Beijing, London, Tokyo, and Istanbul. Cities have structural advantages that are nearly impossible to replicate. A fabulous panoply of people and firms creates plentiful opportunities for employment, especially in service sector jobs, that are just not present in lower-density parts of the world. Cities have museums and parks, architecture and restaurants.

			The most important lesson from months of lockdown and protest is surely that human contact—real, in-person contact—is precious. Whenever the lockdowns were eased, people rushed back out to connect with other people, health consequences be damned. After watching a white policeman kill a prostrate African American man, people came together to air their anger, even at the risk of their own health. The most important gift of the city is that it enables us to be close to one another, to learn and befriend, to connect and collectively rejoice. Humanity will not walk away from that gift, especially if our cities can be better protected from the demons that haunt them.

			Who Are We and Why Did We Write This Book?

			We are two Harvard economists who have been friends and worked together for about thirty years. We are both suburban parents who generally live lives that are quite exciting to ourselves, but that most people would find fairly dull. We are certainly not cool urban hipsters or cultural warriors, but we do love cities and worry about their future. We started this book in May of 2020, because we felt an urgent need to bring the tools of economics to the debates that were raging about urban life and death during the pandemic.

			COVID-19 does not kill everyone who develops it. Indeed, the vast bulk of people live. However, many of those who survive suffer long-term impairments—respiratory disease, cardiac disease, and other complications. We fear the same will be true about cities. Urban life as a whole will outlast COVID, but not every city will. And some that survive might be permanently impaired. We wrote this book because we hope that better policy can limit the damage that COVID does to cities, and to the people who live in them.

			While we have written many papers together over the years, on topics as varied as racial segregation, obesity, smoking, and opioids, we come from two different subfields: health economics and urban economics. The core specialty of one of us (Cutler) is the functioning of the health system and the public role in that system. The core specialty of the other (Glaeser) is the economic life of the city and public policies that surround our urban world. We believe that both specialties are vitally needed to make sense of policy making at this juncture.

			We also differ in our political past. One of us (Cutler) served in the Clinton White House and on the Obama presidential campaign and has been engaged with Democratic health policy for decades. The other (Glaeser) has been a traditional East Coast Republican, who idolized Alexander Hamilton long before Lin-Manuel Miranda made him a pop icon, and generally worked with city governments of any party from the outside. We have both compromised at some points about policies discussed in this book, and we think that is a good thing. Americans, and the world in general, should remember that policy progress almost invariably involves compromise and that no single person has all the answers.

			Compromise is not mediocrity. It is not even moderation. There were compromises between British and American leaders as they launched the greatest amphibious assault of all time on June 6, 1944. Indeed, we are radical in our desire to strengthen the world’s cities. We are just not radical on a conventional left-right spectrum.

			We see three elements that must be woven together to protect urban life. First, there must be a shared strength that serves the city, which means more accountable and capable governments and the balancing power of civil society. Second, cities must enable the freedom to flourish. Third, governments, entrepreneurs, and all of us must have the humility to learn.

			Shared Strength That Serves

			An old aphorism notes that “there are no atheists in foxholes.” So too we might add that “there are no libertarians in cities.” Some public management is needed to mediate the problems that come from cramming millions together into a dense landmass. The pro- and anti-government divide that split rural and urban America during the 2020 election partially reflects the fact that urbanites need government more than the residents of lower-density America.

			Governments of the world should be willing to spend enormous amounts to ensure that pandemics are as uncommon as possible. One of us (Cutler) estimated that COVID-19 would cost the US economy $16 trillion by the time it was done. With costs that large, it is worth spending hundreds of billions of dollars to avoid future pandemics. The trick is to ensure that money is spent effectively.

			What creates effective, accountable government, what we call “the shared strength that serves”? Effective public and private action requires clear objectives and leadership that is both empowered and held responsible for success and failure. We must measure the things that we care about, like the respect that police show for the community. Leadership must have sufficient human and material resources to achieve that success.

			Contrast the disastrous response to COVID-19 by many governments throughout the world with that of the companies like Pfizer and Moderna that developed vaccines at warp speed. The global quest for a vaccine gave those companies a clear objective. Their chief executive officers could be rewarded with the glory and financial rewards of victory or the embarrassment and career consequences of failure. Those companies could hire or fire scientists or expand or repurpose labs in a heartbeat, without seeking the approval of Congress or the city council.

			Political leaders can be transformational. The vital nineteenth-century health improvements came from monumental public shared efforts, like the building of sewers and aqueducts. Empowered leaders, like former mayors and crusading doctors, spearheaded those communal victories. Wealthy taxpayers supported robust spending, which went toward a clear public mission. By contrast, America’s national health programs were generally designed to insure the elderly and the poor against medical expenses, not to enhance health most efficiently. America adopted a legislation-heavy solution for health care with Medicare and Medicaid, with little executive public health capacity. That structure explains why the US spends by far the most on medical care of any country in the world, and was among the worst in preventing deaths from COVID-19 during 2020: the mission of America’s public health insurance programs was never modified to protect public health or prevent contagion.

			While city governments expanded in the nineteenth century, national governments grew most in the twentieth century. In some places, like England, national public capacity replaced local public capacity. The National Health Service was a huge organization run nationally. In the US, the federal government became a great regulator, taxer, and spender, but not a big employer. Even today, almost two thirds of all public employees in the United States work in local government; only 13 percent work in the federal government—the bulk of those in the post office and military. But a small executive branch doesn’t mean limited government, as illustrated by the vast spending of America’s social insurance programs.

			Clear objectives have typically made urban governments less ideological. They are more often dominated by centrist mayoral executives than by more partisan legislative city councils. A Republican, former New York City mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, famously opined that “there is no Republican or Democratic way to clean the streets.” The same nonpartisan pragmatism also ruled the nation when the country’s work consisted primarily of fighting the Axis powers. Arthur Vandenberg, the isolationist turned internationalist Republican senator declared that “politics stops at the water’s edge.”

			In contrast, ideology will always dominate politics if government acts primarily to shuffle money from one set of citizens to another, as often happens at the national level. Fans of that redistribution will argue for bigger government. Opponents will argue for lower taxes, and so it has been for American politics since 1980. Your two authors have often been on opposite sides of that debate. But we share the view that going forward the executive functions of our national government must become more effective, partially to protect our cities. The menaces of the twenty-first century require more national strength, just as defeating cholera required local strength in the nineteenth century. Only national governments can muster the resources to preemptively research and prepare for the next pandemic, and to deal with it when it arrives.

			Because disease affects the less healthy first, our mutual interdependence requires policies that strengthen society’s weakest links, those who are most likely to spread disease. This requires better health care for the poor and better policies toward health-related behaviors, including obesity and opioid addiction.

			To get a more effective national government, we must first collectively agree on shared objectives—like preventing pandemic and extending life spans. We must then judge our national leaders on their ability to achieve those objectives, just as we already fire our mayors when they take too long to clear the streets of snow in winter.

			The fight against global pandemic requires not only more national competence, but also a multinational entity that monitors the globe for new outbreaks and speedily closes the travel routes that spread death. Across the world, a plague that begins in an Indian pit latrine or a Chinese open-air market can infect billions. Even the best-run countries were flattened by COVID-19. To be effective, a multinational anti-pandemic agency must look more like NATO than the United Nations. After World War II, NATO was given a clear mission—preventing an attack on its members by the Soviet Union—and a budget commensurate with it. NATO was spectacularly successful. In the same way, a revitalized international health organization must monitor the emergence of any new infectious disease and set rules about disease risk, reporting, and travel.

			To reduce the risk of global pandemic, the rich world should be willing to contribute more to ensure better sanitation in the world’s poorest cities. The price of that aid could be the enforcement of bans on excessive mixing of humans, bats, pigs, and other animals involved in spreading viral disease, along with limits on excessive use of antibiotics that might seed the next superbug. At the extreme, the country-members of NATO-for-health can ostracize those nations that permit particularly unsafe practices. Either the threat of trade and travel sanctions will nudge countries into enforcing hygienic regulations, or the imposition of those sanctions should stop the spread of disease from those countries.

			State and local governments must also become stronger, and that strength must serve rather than oppress. In the wake of the killing of George Floyd, the calls to “defund the police” have become loud. Yet a poorer police department will provide neither more safety nor more respect for the community. The answer is not defunding but defining the mission of the police to include both crime reduction and upholding civil rights. A young woman of color has a right to walk safely home from school that is just as precious as the right of a young man to be free from police harassment. The girl will not be safe if the police are defunded, but the boy will not be safe unless the police are reformed.

			In the 1990s, America tilted one way. We adopted draconian punishment rules like “Three Strikes and You’re Out” because of terrible crimes committed by people who should never have been on the streets. But those policies punished “not wisely but too well.” The mass incarceration of young men shows not only a lack of humanity but also stupidity. A smarter society should be able to target its punishments toward those who truly endanger the community.

			As we embark on a quest to reform criminal justice, we must heed the advice of Robert Heinlein and Milton Friedman: “there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch.” If we want better policing, we will have to pay more, not less, for it. But in exchange, we can demand accountability.

			Public accountability also requires shared strength of a different form: nongovernmental alliances that can balance and enhance public power. As Alexis de Tocqueville observed almost two centuries ago, “among democratic nations all citizens are independent and weak,” and “therefore they all sink into a state of impotence, if they do not learn to help each other voluntarily.” Luckily for the United States, “Americans of all ages, conditions and all dispositions constantly unite together.” Tocqueville’s sunny assessment of America’s civil society assuredly overstated the case even in 1830. In 2021, the US feels more like a nation of dividers than uniters, and societies everywhere are increasingly polarized, but Tocqueville’s line that people “can achieve almost nothing by themselves” remains true.

			The ability to enable cooperation is among the greatest of urban assets. Shared strength in the twenty-first century will require more collaborative, private effort, especially if we are to ensure that public strength does not turn into public tyranny. The whole point of a government that is capable enough to prevent pandemics is to empower individuals to forge their own destinies. Cities require both effective government and empowered individual freedom, which does not sit comfortably within the ideological boxes of today’s partisan politics.

			The Freedom to Flourish

			There is an ancient German phrase, “stadtluft macht frei”: “city air makes you free.” That phrase expressed a medieval legal reality: no noble could reimpose bondage on a serf who had been living in a city for a year and a day. The phrase also expresses the more essential truth that cities are places of possibility, with a cornucopia of social delights and a phalanx of prospective employers. In the twentieth century, city air meant freedom to the traveler coming to New York from the czar’s Russia or the Jim Crow South. Along with its woes, Pandora’s box also held hope.

			Today, younger urbanites see less to be hopeful about. They are angry about the inequities of urban life and a perceived lack of opportunity. There are haves and have-nots, and the haves seem to get it all. Cities will always be unequal places, but that inequality is only tolerable when cities are seen as engines of growth. Poorer people must see the gain from urban life. They must feel the possibility of finding a brighter future. When that future fades, the desperate turn to demagogic calls for the bluntest forms of redistribution.

			There are smart and effective ways of promoting upward mobility, including better pre-K programs, tax subsidies for the working poor, and better vocational training. We should do all of these and more. But canceling commercial rents for prosperous businesses makes little sense, and neither does canceling student debt for the children of the wealthy.

			In a sense, the enthusiasm that many have for redistribution from the rich represents an awareness that our cities have become a rigged game that favors insiders over outsiders. Over decades we have accumulated rules and institutions that favor the old over the young, homeowners over renters, insiders over outsiders. Thus, people who bought houses a long time ago are guaranteed nice views and pretty parks, but people new to the area cannot afford to buy a house or even rent because prices are too high. Many schools are dominated by teachers’ unions, and some police departments are run by their worst officers. It is not that individuals are bad—though of course some are—but that the system is not working. Too many cities have coasted on the prosperity of the privileged rather than on empowering the upward mobility of the less fortunate. That empowerment needs better education and fewer barriers to entrepreneurship, especially among the poor.

			Gentrification is often seen as a problem, but it is really a symptom of other urban woes. Urban residents of all stripes are victims of policies that artificially constrain the growth of city space. Los Angeles is the site of many gentrification battles, which is particularly sad since that sprawling city once practically stood for Latino opportunity in America. Los Angeles is not particularly dense, and it could easily handle abundant extra building, especially if the new structures were high-rises that occupied little land. But Los Angeles sharply restricts the amount of new construction through local zoning rules, as does most of coastal California and many of the more expensive places on the planet. Since there is so little new space, there is more conflict over the old space. If the city allowed more growth, then there would be room for all and rents would be lower.

			Our cities must do more to empower outsiders to start businesses, to build homes, and to learn new skills. To do that, there must be fewer regulations that serve little purpose other than protecting the current homeowners from nuisance or current businesses from competition. The right answer to today’s unlevel playing field is not to create an equally inefficient system that favors a different set of insiders, but rather to open our cities up to everyone.

			Many businesses shut their doors during 2020, which is why speedier permitting is more necessary than ever. In cities with sky-high rents pre-COVID-19, landlords can and will reduce rents to lure people and businesses back. Lower rents are likely to attract younger, scrappier firms that had been priced out of our most expensive cities. Some richer people will decide that life outside the city fits their needs better. Our metropolitan areas will become a bit more affordable and a bit grittier, and that’s all right. They will also become younger, and those younger urbanites need a government that says yes more often to their dreams.

			For years, urban retail space had been converting from stores that sold goods to places that sell experiences. Bookstores were becoming cafes. That process was derailed by the pandemic, and ground-level vacancies remain visible in once-fashionable shopping streets. But that real estate is too valuable to remain empty. Once the pandemic ends, creative urban entrepreneurs will convince landlords that lower rents are better than no rents.

			While demand for commercial real estate is likely to decline in dense downtowns, demand for urban residences seems likely to remain robust. People will still want housing, and many hunger for the excitement of an urban neighborhood. If demand for residences is more robust than demand for office space, then the long-standing process of converting business space into homes will speed up. All of this requires change, and change requires freedom.

			The Humility to Learn

			Better urban education is the most important public tool that exists for transforming poor children into middle-class adults. Yet just spending more on schools is unlikely to generate flourishing in the inner city. Many urban school districts already spend far more per pupil than suburban schools, and their outcomes are still poor. We do not oppose spending more on schooling. We most emphatically favor more investment in our collective human capital. But that investment will be far more effective if we first focus on understanding what works.

			Some of the urban problems that we will discuss in this book, like the high cost of urban housing, have clear solutions, like allowing more housing to be built. Other problems, like the poor performance of many urban schools, do not. The third major theme of this book is that our cities must become learning machines. We must recognize where we are ignorant and try to fill in the gaps of our knowledge.

			The stellar performance of New Zealand during the pandemic reflects both its location as an isolated island and the commitment to learning made by prime minister Jacinda Ardern and director-general of health Ashley Bloomfield. The two key steps in New Zealand’s safety were the initial strict lockdown, which was hardly unusual, and basing the decision to reopen on widespread testing of the asymptomatic, which was unique and extraordinarily successful.

			Where American states like Florida and Texas reopened without knowing the prevalence of the disease in the population, New Zealand reopened only when population-level testing allowed them to know that the disease had truly vanished. The American error was not the reopening decision itself, but the failure to base the reopening decision on a serious measure of the disease. Good science does not mean knowing all the answers. It means having the humility to recognize the limits of one’s knowledge and then embracing the tools needed to learn more. After all, if a scientist isn’t wrong sometimes, then that scholar is not producing very imaginative hypotheses.

			The early history of COVID-19 illustrates the folly of viewing scientists as infallible. The scientific leader of the public fight against the pandemic told Americans on March 8, 2020, that “there’s no reason to be walking around with a mask.” A spokesman for the World Health Organization, an entity that mixes science and politics, offered the view that “although travel restrictions may intuitively seem like the right thing to do, this is not something that WHO usually recommends.” These opinions were not baseless, but they proved to be wrong. Much as we wish it were otherwise, the two of us have made our share of mistaken claims and prognostications.

			Individual scientists don’t know everything off the bat, which is why we have scientific inquiry. We have experiments and randomized controlled trials, not just for vaccines but also to evaluate the impact of putting body cameras on police. These are the tools of effective government in the twenty-first century. We live on a complex planet and our cities are complicated organisms. We must embrace a constant need to learn.

			The Plan of the Book

			This book is divided into ten chapters, eight of which lie between the introduction and the conclusion and carry the book’s main arc. The first four chapters deal primarily with the mental and physical health of cities. The last four chapters address the economic and social challenges that were laid bare by the pandemic. All chapters include both our diagnosis of the problem and suggestions for policy remedies.
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