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City	government	and	urban	inequalities	

Fran	Tonkiss	

	

What	potential	do	city	governments	have	to	prevent	and	mitigate	worsening	urban	

inequalities?	Focusing	on	different	urban	scales	of	government,	this	discussion	goes	beyond	

the	core	tasks	of	urban	service	provision	to	consider	strategies	of:	(i)	distribution	and	

deliberation	(e.g.		revenue	measures,	living	wages	or	participatory	budgeting);	(ii)	housing	

and	planning	(e.g.	equity	planning,	inclusionary	zoning,	anti-displacement	measures,	social	

housing	programmes);	(iii)	environment	and	infrastructure	(e.g.	water	and	waste	services,	

mass	transit	and	non-motorised	transport	alternatives);	and	(iv)	urban	citizenship	(e.g.	

freedom	of	information,	association	and	movement;	public	realm	and	open	space	

strategies).		
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The	issue	of	inequality	is	one	of	the	most	pressing	in	cities	today.	While	it	plays	out	in	

diverse	forms	and	at	stark	extremes,	inequality	is	a	deepening	problem	for	cities	at	very	

different	levels	of	wealth,	cutting	across	any	simple	distinction	between	rich	and	poor	world	

economies.	Political	efforts	to	address	urban	inequalities	face	two	very	basic	problems	of	

scale.	The	first	concerns	the	scales	at	which	inequalities	are	produced.	Cities	concentrate,	

make	visible	and	often	intensify	inequalities	which	are	not,	in	and	of	themselves,	urban.	The	

disparities	in	income	and	wealth	that	disfigure	many	cities	are	driven	by	geographies	of	

capital	that	go	beyond	the	urban	scale;	to	regional,	national	and	transnational	economies	of	

investment,	ownership	and	control.	Similarly,	the	social	inequalities	that	shape	persistent	

patterns	of	urban	injustice	and	exclusion	–	around	race,	ethnicity,	gender,	disability,	culture,	

immigration	status	–	are	hardly	urban	in	origin	or	extent.	The	second	problem	concerns	the	

scale	of	effective	intervention.	Faced	with	concentrated	problems	of	inequality	that	are	

often	produced	‘elsewhere’,	urban	governments	lack	the	financial	and	legal	capacities,	

spatial	reach,	political	legitimacy	or	autonomy	to	respond	with	authority	or	much	real	

impact.	They	are	left	to	manage	the	local	effects	of	inequalities	over	whose	wider	causes	

they	may	have	limited	power	or	leverage.	
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While	recognising	these	constraints,	the	discussion	that	follows	makes	an	argument	for	the	

capacities	of	urban	governments	to	address	issues	of	inequality.	This	is	not	to	suggest	that	

government	is	the	only	–	or,	often,	the	primary	–	domain	in	which	urban	inequalities	might	

be	tackled.	Neither	is	it	to	deny	the	efficacy	of	non-governmental	actors	in	targeting	

inequalities	in	the	city.	Forms	of	self-help	and	mutual	aid,	cooperative	provision	and	

collective	action	offer	critical	means	of	challenging	urban	disparities.	Some	of	city	

governments’	best	ideas,	after	all,	come	from	the	voluntary,	community	and	campaigning	

sectors.	Campaigns	for	living	wages	or	basic	income;	struggles	against	eviction,	

displacement	and	enclosure;	demands	for	gender	equality;	battles	for	minority	and	migrant	

rights;	the	fight	for	environmental	justice	–	all	continue	to	be	driven	by	urban	activism,	

social	movements	and	self-organisation.	But	a	focus	on	city	governments	seeks	to	highlight	

the	urban	scale,	while	pushing	back	against	certain	orthodoxies	of	urban	governance	that	

have	hardened	over	recent	decades.	Whether	framed	in	terms	of	growth	machine	politics,	

entrepreneurial	governance	or	more	recent	modes	of	austerity	urbanism,	key	tasks	of	city	

government	have	come	to	be	defined	by	the	demands	of	inward	investment,	intra-urban	

competition,	marketization	and	fiscal	restraint.	On	the	other	side,	lack	of	autonomy,	limited	

capacity	and	inadequate	public	budgets	underline	the	challenges	urban	governments	face	in	

any	attempt	to	redress	inequalities	(see	da	Cruz	et	al.	2019).		

	

In	face	of	the	politics	of	state	incapacity,	abandonment	or	austerity,	it	may	be	too	easy	to	

concede	that	cities	bring	into	high	relief	current	patterns	of	inequality	but	lack	the	means	–	

even	if	they	had	the	will	–	to	alleviate	them.	It	is	important	to	insist,	then,	on	the	‘urban	

effect’	at	play	in	the	production	and	reproduction	of	inequalities.	The	contemporary	

organisation	of	urban	economies	in	diverse	regional	settings	rests	on	labour	and	property	

markets	that	see	increasing	wage	disparities	between	high	and	low-paid	workers	along	with	

exaggerated	returns	to	capital	(see	Chen,	Liu,	and	Lu	2018	for	urban	China;	Sarkar	2019	for	

urban	India).	Cities	spatialize	social	and	economic	inequalities	in	ways	that	entrench	and	

exacerbate	them.	Dense	urban	agglomerations	amplify	uneven	distributions	of	over-

consumption	and	environmental	harms.	Given	the	effectivity	of	urban	environments	in	

embedding	and	intensifying	inequalities,	cities	are	necessarily	part	of	any	strategy	to	

address	them.	My	argument	here	is	informed	by	three	propositions.	If	we	recognise,	firstly,	

that	urban	inequalities	are	multi-dimensional,	then	political	responses	must	be	multi-
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sectoral.	The	politics	of	urban	inequality,	secondly,	is	inevitably	partisan	and	frequently	

conflictual.	Both	these	premises,	thirdly,	mean	that	governing	urban	inequalities	involves	

not	only	issues	of	redistribution,	but	basic	conditions	of	predistribution	as	well	as	

geographies	of	social	and	spatial	distribution.	

	

It	is	conventional,	of	course,	to	assert	that	inequality	is	(like	most	problems)	multi-

dimensional.	It	is	important	to	underline	this	point	in	urban	contexts,	however,	in	expanding	

the	range	of	strategies	potentially	in	reach	of	city	governments.	If	municipal	authorities	

have	relatively	limited	control	over	income	disparities	and	restricted	powers	of	

redistribution,	they	often	have	more	extensive	capacities	in	relation	to	‘non-income’	

inequalities	around	housing,	education,	environment	and	health,	information	and	

infrastructure,	vulnerability	and	safety,	political	inclusion	and	recognition.	While	income	

inequality	shapes	all	these	forms	of	disparity,	they	are	not	simply	reducible	to	it.	One	aspect	

of	the	‘urban	effect’	in	the	production	of	inequalities	is	how	the	sorting	of	populations	and	

the	skewed	distribution	of	urban	amenities	mean	that	wealthier	residents	derive	welfare	

gains	in	the	city	relative	to	their	poorer	neighbours	–	easier	access,	better	services,	higher	

quality	spaces	–	which	outstrip	their	nominal	income	gains	(see	Couture	et	al.	2019).		Insofar	

as	city	governments	provide,	subsidise	or	regulate	collective	goods	and	services	they	have	

powers	to	offset	the	consumption	cleavages	that	follow	from	economic	inequality	and	

spatial	segregation.	Thinking	about	lived	inequities	as	a	problem	of	government,	moreover,	

means	taking	seriously	the	‘existential’	inequalities	(Therborn	2013)	that	sustain	unequal	

distributions	of	respect,	recognition	and	rights	between	different	urban	subjects.	

	

Seeing	the	politics	of	urban	inequality	as	necessarily	partisan	–	to	take	up	the	second	

proposition	–	puts	into	question	‘fuzzy’	notions	of	‘inclusive	growth’	or	‘inclusive	

urbanization’,	however	popular	these	may	be	with	the	OECD	and	World	Bank,	or	however	

high	they	sit	on	the	UN’s	‘New	Urban	Agenda’	(see	Lee	2019,	424-425;	UN	2017).	These	are	

easy	bromides,	but	they	bely	the	difficulty	of	the	task:	governing	for	inclusion	tends	to	be	

harder	–	and	more	expensive	–	than	going	for	growth.	Indeed,	‘[f]or	government	authorities	

in	an	urbanizing	country,	it	is	easier	to	try	to	turn	a	city	into	a	“growth	machine”	than	an	

“inclusion	machine”’	(McGranahan,	Schensul,	and	Singh	2016,	93).	The	most	vital	role	urban	

governments	play	in	addressing	material	conditions	of	inequality	is	in	ensuring	universal	
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access	to	decent	basic	services,	uneven	though	such	provision	is	across	and	within	urban	

contexts.	Beyond	this	minimal	threshold,	the	politics	of	urban	inequality	is	not	simply	about	

redressing	market	failures	but	about	taking	on	the	normal	working	of	markets,	as	well	as	the	

deliberate	actions	of	government	at	other	scales.	It	is	geared	to	the	insistent	inequities	that	

organise	urban	space	and	order	urban	social	and	economic	relations;	the	extent	to	which	

the	privileged	inclusion	of	certain	urban	subjects	is	premised	on	the	systematic	exclusion	of	

others	from	similar	types	of	access,	opportunity	and	amenity.	In	this	sense,	the	politics	of	

urban	inequality	is	more	contentious	than	the	language	of	inclusive	urbanisation	would	

imply.	As	Edgar	Pieterse	(2019,	21)	observes,	when	conflictual	claims,	spatial	injustice	and	

‘unavoidable	trade-offs	are	obscured	it	creates	a	breeding	ground	for	simply	perpetuating	

the	status	quo	irrespective	[of]	how	progressive	or	radical	the	planning	rhetoric	might	be.	‘	

	

Governing	urban	inequalities,	thirdly,	involves	a	politics	of	predistribution	and	distribution	

as	much	as	of	redistribution.	Urban	economies	in	different	development	contexts	are	

extensively	and	increasingly	marketised;	alongside	the	deepening	disparities	to	be	found	in	

urban	labour	and	housing	markets,	widening	consumption	inequalities	are	driven	by	the	

degree	to	which	urban	households	must	meet	their	broader	consumption	needs	(for	energy	

or	water,	for	transport,	for	education,	health	and	social	care)	through	markets	and	the	cash	

economy	rather	than	through	public	or	social	provision.	This	is	notably	true	for	the	perverse	

distributions	under	which	the	poorest	and	most	precarious	urban	populations	–	those	living	

in	off-grid	informal	settlements	or	under-served	peri-urban	areas,	rural-urban	migrant	

workers	–	come	to	pay	more	for	water	and	fuel,	housing	and	health	services	than	do	their	

better-off	neighbours	who	benefit	from	public	provision,	subsidy	or	regulation	(Alabaster	

2019;	Humanshu	2018;	Mitlin,	and	Walnycki	2020;	Ruet	et	al.	2010;	Zhao,	Wu,	and	He	

2019).		While	markets	are	a	primary	mechanism	for	producing	inequalities	in	cities,	how	

extreme	and	how	prevalent	such	inequalities	become,	and	how	far	they	affect	people’s	

wider	welfare	and	life-chances,	are	questions	that	cannot	simply	be	settled	in	market	terms.	

It	is	necessary	to	recognise	how	state	policies	at	different	scales	have	spurred	and	

compounded	contemporary	urban	disparities.	Such	a	stance	raises	questions	of	

predistribution	–	the	conditions	which	underlie	any	system	of	market	distribution	or	state	

forms	of	redistribution.	Put	simply,	a	politics	of	predistribution	is	alert	to	the	ways	that	the	

game	has	already	been	rigged.		
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Approaches	to	predistribution	have	tended	to	focus	on	income	and	wealth	inequalities	and	

therefore	on	measures	to	address	wage	or	wealth	disparities,	such	as	minimum	wage,	

universal	basic	income	or	inheritance	tax	policies.	This	is	based	on	the	view	that	seeking	to	

manage	sharply	unequal	market	outcomes	through	welfare	transfers	after	the	fact	does	

little	to	change	the	underlying	rules	of	the	game.	Faced	with	widening	income	and	spiralling	

wealth	gaps	in	contemporary	economies,	programmes	of	taxation	and	redistribution	are	left	

running	behind	an	ever-receding	horizon	of	inequality.	The	argument	goes	further:	income	

and	wealth	inequalities	are	in	any	case	not	simply	‘market	outcomes’;	they	are	effects	of	the	

market-shaping	actions	of	government	(O’Neill	2020,	78).	Given	the	extent	to	which	

neoliberalising	governments	have	intervened	in	labour,	property	and	financial	markets	–	

through	deregulation	and	liberalisation,	permissive	corporate	governance	regimes	or	anti-

union	measures	–	the	field	of	play	has	been	systematically	tilted	in	the	interests	of	the	

already	more	privileged.	It	is	necessary,	then,	to	consider	alternative	forms	of	

predistribution	that	might	begin	to	redress	the	persistent	skewing	of	markets	and	setting	of	

rules	under	which	wages	are	determined,	income	is	distributed,	and	wealth	is	accumulated	

and	transferred.		

	

Such	a	politics	extends	beyond	any	narrow	focus	on	income	redistribution:		

‘[t]his	shift	of	attention	to	the	broader	set	of	laws	and	policies	that	produce	

inequality	aligns	with	a	general	broadening	of	concern	with	…	the	ways	in	which	

institutions	can	either	foster	or	reduce	economic	inequality.	This	broader	focus	could	

encompass,	for	example,	concerns	with	minimum	wage	levels,	or	the	regulation	of	

trade	unions	and	wage	bargaining	processes,	as	well	as	issues	of	financial	and	

corporate	regulation,	the	regulation	of	important	sectors	such	as	the	housing	or	

energy	markets,	and	the	use	of	national	and	local	government	procurement	

spending	in	shaping	the	structure	of	markets.’	(O’Neill	2020,	64)	

It	also	includes,	I	would	argue,	the	terms	on	which	individuals	access	markets	and	engage	

with	public	and	private	institutions:	anti-discrimination	and	positive	discrimination	

measures	are	critical	forms	of	predistribution	in	aiming	to	combat	market	and	institutional	

biases	that	arbitrarily	or	systematically	disadvantage	or	exclude	members	of	certain	social	

groups.	Urban	governments	have	highly	variable	legal	and	taxation	powers,	but	their	range	
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of	potential	capacities	in	respect	of	planning,	procurement,	economic	development,	

infrastructure,	transport,	environment,	housing,	education,	health	and	social	care,	political	

representation	and	participation	open	up	spaces	for	‘levelling	out’	the	playing	field;	shaping	

the	conditions	under	which	resources,	space,	services,	opportunity	and	voice	are	distributed	

in	cities.	

	

This	last	point	highlights	the	very	material	sense	in	which	the	government	of	urban	

inequality	is	concerned	with	issues	of	distribution.	If	distributive	justice	is	generally	

associated	with	economic	rights	and	resources,	in	urban	contexts	questions	of	distribution	

are	unavoidably	spatial	in	character.	Urban	inequalities	are	not	only	about	who	gets	how	

much,	but	about	where	they	get	it.	Cities	are	distributive	systems:	the	processes	through	

which	urban	populations	are	sorted	in	space,	resources	and	risks	are	dispersed	across	it,	and	

urban	subjects	move	more	or	less	freely	through	it,	are	key	domains	for	thinking	about	how	

inequality	plays	out	in	spatial	terms.	In	going	on,	in	the	next	part	of	the	discussion,	to	

consider	critical	sectors	in	which	city	governments	might	engage	with	the	politics	of	urban	

inequality,	my	focus	is	largely	on	measures	which	seek	to	redistribute	or	de-segregate	

goods,	services	and	amenities	across	unequal	urban	spaces,	rather	than	to	redistribute	or	

‘de-segregate’	populations	through	–	for	example	–	residential	mobility	or	housing	subsidy	

programmes.	Such	a	focus	is	based	on	the	principle	that	‘moving	resources	to	people	is	at	

least	as	important	as	moving	people	to	resources’	(Young	1999,	237;	see	also	Sharkey	2016).	

The	right	to	movement	in	the	city	is	crucial	in	both	legal	and	substantive	terms	–	whether	in	

proscribing	involuntary	segregation	or	exclusion,	promoting	basic	mobility	rights	and	

transport	access,	or	protecting	the	spatial	freedoms	of	women	and	minorities.	But	a	politics	

of	spatial	justice	cannot	be	premised	on	the	assumption	that	(some)	people	are	in	the	

wrong	place:	the	city	is	an	exemplary	site	for	thinking	about	the	spatial	character	of	

inequalities,	and	for	place-based	measures	to	address	them.	

	

In	what	follows,	I	outline	four	spheres	in	which	city	governments	might	address	issues	of	

economic,	social	and	spatial	inequality.	I	do	not	assume	regular	or	robust	powers	and	

resources	across	different	urban	governments,	nor	is	the	aim	to	provide	a	comprehensive	

overview	of	urban	policies	and	practices.	The	term	‘city	government’	is	necessarily	a	broad	

frame:	in	some	cases,	particularly	in	federal	systems,	metropolitan	governments	are	
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relatively	large,	empowered	and	well-resourced,	including	with	effective	tax-raising	and	

legislative	powers.	In	other	systems,	urban	government	may	be	devolved	to	very	local	

levels,	with	a	primary	focus	on	basic	service	provision.	‘Beyond	recognizing	the	importance	

of	sub-national	levels	of	government	for	reducing	many	aspects	of	inequality,	

generalizations	about	the	role	of	local	governments	are	not	possible.	There	is	too	much	

variation	in	the	structure	of	governments	(from	national	government	to	the	lowest-level	of	

local	government)	and	in	the	allocation	of	responsibilities,	roles	and	resources.’	(UCLG	2012,	

n.p.)	Across	the	OECD,	for	instance,	subnational	government	revenues	(from	taxes,	grants	

and	subsidies,	fees	and	charges,	income	from	assets,	etc)	account	for	more	than	40	per	cent	

of	all	public	revenues,	but	this	figure	varies	widely	across	countries.	Major	public	investment	

sectors	include	economy	and	transport;	education;	public	service	infrastructure;	housing	

and	community	amenities;	and	environmental	infrastructure,	but	the	order	of	these	

priorities	and	their	relative	share	also	diverges	across	members	(OECD	2018).	My	interest	is	

in	spheres	of	practice	and	types	of	intervention	that	point	to	the	range	of	potential	

government	capacities	and	possibilities	for	urban	politics.	To	this	end,	the	discussion	is	less	

concerned	with	municipal	governments	as	universal	service	providers	than	with	efforts	to	

respond	to	inequalities	in	more	contentious	sites	of	urban	intervention.	It	therefore	moves	

beyond	the	core	role	of	urban	government	in	the	provision	of	basic	urban	services,	health	

and	education	to	consider	the	scope	for	pursuing	equity-oriented	policies	in	the	areas	of:	(i)	

distribution	and	deliberation;	(ii)	housing	and	planning;	(iii)	environment	and	infrastructure;	

and	(iv)	urban	citizenship.	

	

i.	Distribution	and	deliberation	

	

This	first	domain	of	action	focuses	on	the	predistributive	capacities	of	urban	government.	

Measures	in	this	sphere	include	the	generation	and	distribution	of	urban	public	revenues,	

local	wage	and	enterprise	policies,	public	procurement,	land	value	capture	and	site	value	

taxes,	and	participatory	budgeting.	Much	of	the	larger	debate	over	predistribution	has	

highlighted	the	role	of	state	and	national	minimum	wages	in	off-setting	the	power	

imbalance	between	employers	and	low-wage	workers	in	labour	markets.	While	labour	

organisation	continues	to	be	central	to	the	struggle	for	and	setting	of	minimum	wages,	the	

delegitimisation	and	obstruction	of	trade	union	activity	in	different	national	contexts,	
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declining	union	densities	internationally,	and	the	growing	employment	share	in	low-wage	

and	casualised	sectors	with	poor	union	coverage	–	together	with	the	inflated	costs	of	living	

in	many	cities	–	mean	that	public	authorities	have	key	roles	to	play	in	the	campaign	for	

decent	wages.	In	the	United	States,	local	minimum	wage	ordinances	have	seen	dozens	of	

cities	require	employers	to	pay	minimum	wages	above	those	mandated	at	state	or	federal	

levels	(see	UC	Berkeley	Center	for	Labor	Research	and	Education	2020).	Similar	numbers	of	

US	cities	have	enacted	anti-wage	theft	laws	in	an	effort	to	combat	minimum	wage	

violations,	unpaid	overtime	and	tips,	illegal	deductions,	withheld	or	late	payments,	and	the	

misclassification	of	employees	as	contractors	(see	Lee	and	Smith	2019;	see	also	Doussard	

2015).	In	contexts	where	cities	lack	the	capacity	to	legislate	for	local	minimum	wages,	

campaigns	for	a	living	wage	bring	together	civil	society	actors,	including	faith-based	

organisations	and	trade	unions,	with	municipal	governments	and	public,	private	and	non-

profit	employers	to	agree	and	accredit	a	decent	wage	floor	for	low-paid	workers	(see	

Linneker	and	Wills	2016;	Parker	et	al.	2016).	Cities,	too,	provide	local	test-beds	for	

experiments	in	universal	basic	income	(Ajuntament	de	Barcelona	2019).	

	

If	city	powers	may	be	limited	in	respect	of	legislation	and	enforcement,	their	role	as	

employers	and	in	public	procurement	gives	urban	authorities	more	direct	leverage	over	

wage	and	workplace	standards.	Staff	costs	take	the	single	largest	share	of	subnational	public	

budgets	in	the	OECD,	while	city	and	regional	governments	are	responsible	for	almost	half	of	

all	public	procurement	in	OECD	countries	(OECD	2018).	The	role	of	municipal	governments	

in	public	procurement,	from	capital	works	to	social	service	provision	to	the	maintenance	of	

their	own	operations,	offers	scope	for	the	setting	of	wage	and	employment	standards,	and	

support	for	certain	kinds	of	providers,	including	small-medium	local	enterprise,	cooperatives	

and	social	enterprises.	Sutton’s	(2019)	study	of	‘cooperative	cities’	in	the	US,	for	example,	

analyses	a	range	of	metropoles	where	local	ordinances	have	been	passed,	procurement	

policies	enacted	and	investment	and	incentives	geared	to	the	support	and	development	of	

worker-owned	cooperatives	(see	also	Camou	2016).	
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In	many	other	urban	contexts,	the	challenges	go	beyond	wage	employment	and	formal	

enterprises.	‘In	cities	across	the	world,’	as	Chen,	Roever,	and	Skinner	(2016,	342)	note,		

‘households	are	the	major	site	of	production	and	public	space	is	the	major	site	of	

exchange.	Yet	city	governments	and	urban	planners	do	not	recognize	homes	as	

workplaces	or	slums	and	squatter	settlements	as	hubs	of	production;	nor	do	they	

recognize	street	vendors	for	their	contribution	to	exchange	and	trade	in	the	city.’	

Too	often,	informal	workers	are	subject	to	the	‘punitive	arm’	of	the	state	but	fall	outside	its	

‘protective	arm’.	Chen	and	her	colleagues	argue	for	a	fundamental	shift	in	relations	

between	informal	workers	and	urban	governments;	in	another	study	based	on	fieldwork	in	a	

number	of	South	and	Southeast	Asian	cities	–	including	Ahmedabad,	Bangkok	and	Lahore	–	

Chen	and	Sinha	(2016)	explore	urban	policies	around	housing	and	informality,	basic	

infrastructure	and	transport,	and	land	use	and	zoning	as	key	sites	in	which	municipal	

governments	might	protect	and	promote	the	economic	activities	of	home-based	workers	

(on	street	vendors,	see	Roever	2016;	Roever	and	Skinner	2016).	

	

A	further	strategy	in	the	politics	of	predistribution	which	is	particularly	relevant	to	urban	

governments	is	the	taxation	of	land	and	property	values.	The	ownership	of	public	land	in	

cities	gives	local	authorities	significant	leeway	in	stewarding	the	development	of	affordable	

housing,	equitable	social	infrastructure	and	accessible	open	and	public	spaces.	But	in	‘many	

developing	cities,	the	government	does	not	own	much	land	and	large-scale	acquisition	is	a	

political	impossibility’	(Collier	et	al.	2018,	2).	Capturing	rising	values	through	taxes	on	private	

land	and	property	offers	one	alternative,	and	‘typically	represents	the	largest	source	of	

untapped	municipal	revenue	for	city	authorities.’	Land	value	taxation	is	progressive	in	taxing	

unearned	income	and	wealth	(see	Kerr	2016)	–	it	would	take	a	pretty	hard-core	land	banker	

(they	do	exist,	of	course)	to	argue	that	the	increase	in	land	values	around	a	new	public	

transit	stop	should	simply	redound	to	the	private	owners.	While	land	and	property	taxes	are	

common	across	numerous	urban	contexts	–	including	in	Latin	America	(De	Cesare	2012),	

Africa	(Collier	et	al.	2018;	Nyabwengi	and	K’Akumu	2019)	and	Asia	(Loo	2019)	–	they	have	

particular	relevance	in	current	urban	debates	around	land	value	capture	for	funding	public	

development	and	securing	planning	gains:	i.e.	not	only	as	a	source	of	general	municipal	

revenue,	but	in	steering	streams	of	investment	towards	public	goods,	including	transport,	

affordable	housing,	environmental	improvements	and	community	infrastructure.	
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Thinking	about	urban	revenues	in	terms	of	equity	has	to	do	not	only	with	the	sources	of	

public	funding	but	with	decisions	over	how	these	revenues	are	to	be	spent.	Over	the	last	

three	decades,	models	of	participatory	budgeting	implemented	in	the	Brazilian	city	of	Porto	

Alegre	have	been	rolled	out	in	more	than	1700	local	governments	in	over	40	countries	

(Cabannes	2015).	These	processes	of	deliberation	in	which	citizens	decide	how	public	

spending	priorities	should	be	set	have	been	taken	up	in	urban	contexts	with	very	different	

local	demands,	government	capacities	and	public	budgets,	prompting	Yves	Cabannes	(2015,	

267)	to	ask	what	might	‘a	city	with	an	investment	capacity	of	less	than	one	dollar	per	

inhabitant	per	year	(the	case	in	most	African	municipalities)	have	in	common	with	those	

with	US$	10,000	per	inhabitant	per	year?’	His	argument	is	that	participatory	budgeting	can	

help	to	maximise	scarce	urban	resources,	directing	limited	funds	towards	basic	services	and	

social	needs	in	ways	that	can	also	lower	the	time,	money	and	maintenance	costs	of	public	

works.	Calisto	Friant	(2019),	in	turn,	tracks	the	shift	in	priorities	over	time	in	Porto	Alegre’s	

own	participatory	budgeting	process,	from	a	baseline	focus	on	water,	sanitation	and	street	

paving	in	the	1990s	to	spending	on	housing	and	education	in	the	2000s.	

	

ii.	Housing	and	planning	

	

In	this	domain,	urban	governments	draw	on	tools	of	equity	and	advocacy	planning,	social	

and	public	housing	provision,	rent	and	tenure	stabilisation,	anti-gentrification	measures,	

inclusionary	zoning,	planning	obligations	and	development	charges	to	address	the	

inequalities	embedded	in	housing	markets	and	driven	by	development	processes.	‘Given	the	

central	role	played	by	changing	real	estate	values	and	rent	levels	in	the	aggregate	evolution	

of	capital-income	ratios	and	capital	shares	in	recent	decades,’	after	all,	‘it	is	clear	that	land	

use	and	housing	policies	have	potentially	a	critical	role	to	play’	in	responding	to	widening	

inequalities	(Piketty	2016,	103).	Urban	property	and	rents	have	been	key	to	the	blow-out	of	

inequalities	in	cities,	and	to	a	significant	extent	this	has	been	facilitated	by	the	‘market-

shaping’	actions	of	governments,	as	well	as	through	more	explicit	policies	of	urban	renewal	

and	development.		
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Against	the	backdrop	of	state-led	gentrification,	it	is	instructive	to	consider	the	role	urban	

governments	might	play	in	the	politics	of	counter-	or	anti-gentrification.	Writing	in	the	US	

context,	Jeffrey	Lubell	(2016)	outlines	an	urban	governance	mix	which	brings	together	

strategies	of	regulation,	stabilisation,	financing,	investment	and	development	in	order	to	

maintain	and	expand	affordable	housing	in	neighbourhoods	where	property	values	are	

rising.	These	strategies	include:	(i)	the	preservation	of	affordable	housing	units	through	rent-

restrictions,	housing	subsidies	and	living	rent	measures;	(ii)	the	protection	of	existing	

residents	through	rent	stabilisation	and	eviction	protections,	property	tax	relief	or	anti-

displacement	tax	funds,	rights	of	return	and	first	refusal	for	new	housing	provision;	(iii)	the	

inclusion	of	affordable	housing	in	new	developments	through	inclusionary	zoning	or	

planning	obligations;	(iv)	revenue	generation	from	rising	local	values	to	fund	affordable	

housing	through	measures	such	as	land	value	capture,	tax	increment	financing,	

development	contributions	or	housing	trust	funds;	(v)	the	creation	of	incentives	for	

affordable	housing	development	through	development	subsidies	or	tax	incentives,	the	

transfer	of	development	rights	or	expedited	permitting;	and	(vi)	property	acquisition	for	

affordable	housing	through	the	assembly	of	public	land,	municipal	lands	banks,	in-fill	

development	and	densification,	property	acquisition	funds	and	municipal	housing	

companies	(see	also	Levy,	Comey,	and	Padilla	2006).	

		

Similar	strategies	can	be	found	in	other	urban	settings.	In	2014,	the	Conseil	de	Paris	

expanded	the	city’s	droit	de	préemption	urbain	(DPU)	as	part	of	a	broader	plan	for	

substantial	increases	in	affordable	housing	supply.	These	powers	of	pre-emption	give	French	

municipalities	rights	of	first	refusal	on	the	sale	of	buildings	in	designated	areas.	Under	its	

strengthened	powers	the	city	has	identified	some	250	parcels	across	the	city,	with	a	focus	

on	gentrifying	areas	with	populations	under	pressures	of	displacement,	as	pre-emption	

zones	where	landlords	would	be	obliged	to	give	the	city	right	of	first	refusal	in	the	event	of	a	

sale	(Open	Data	Paris	2020).	In	a	comparable	measure,	Berlin	has	nearly	60	‘environment	

protection	areas’	(Milieuschutzgebiete),	largely	in	the	east	of	the	city,	with	similar	pre-

emption	rights	and	designated	with	the	aim	of	protecting	tenants	and	retaining	the	social	

composition	of	existing	populations.	The	politics	of	anti-gentrification	and	housing	equity	is	

an	inventive	one	which	draws	in	legal,	planning,	tax,	regulatory	and	financing	powers	in	

various	combinations,	often	in	concert	with	or	led	by	social	and	neighbourhood	movements	
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(see	Schöning,	Kadi,	and	Schipper	2017;	for	resistance	to	gentrification	in	Latin	American	

cities,	see	González	2016;	Rodríguez	and	Di	Virgilio	2016;	see	also	Lees	2019;	Lees,	

Annunziata,	and	Rivas-Alonso	2018;	and	Granath	Hansson	2019	on	affordability	measures	in	

Swedish	and	German	cities).	

	

iii.		Environment	and	infrastructure	

	

Environmental	inequity	and	infrastructural	exclusions	meld	material,	spatial	and	vital	

inequalities	in	complex	ways.	This	is	a	domain	in	which	cities	often	have	extensive	powers	

and	primary	responsibilities:	for	water,	sanitation,	waste	and	recycling;	energy	provision	and	

local	climate	policies;	food	systems	and	urban	agriculture;	urban	environmental	

management	and	regulation;	basic	and	social	infrastructures;	road	networks	and	public	

transport;	traffic	demand	management,	non-motorised	transit	and	mobility	rights.	

	

This	sphere	of	government	action	ranges	from	the	large	and	costly	to	very	local,	low-cost	

interventions.	To	take	one	of	the	most	basic	urban	environmental	challenges:	in	their	study	

of	solid	waste	management	in	20	cities	across	six	continents,	Wilson	et	al.	(2012,	237)	

highlighted	both	‘the	variety	and	diversity	of	successful	models	–	there	is	no	‘one	size	fits	all’	

….	and	the	need	to	build	on	the	existing	strengths	of	the	city.’	This	includes	‘the	critical	role	

of	the	informal	sector	in	the	cities	in	many	developing	countries:	it	not	only	delivers	

recycling	rates	that	are	comparable	with	modern	Western	systems,	but	also	saves	the	city	

authorities	millions	of	dollars	in	avoided	waste	collection	and	disposal	costs.’	In	the	field	of	

environment	and	infrastructure,	urban	governments	engage	with	the	politics	of	distribution	

in	deeply	material	ways:	in	the	pumping	and	piping	of	water;	the	sorting	of	waste	and	

delivery	of	energy;	the	production	and	discharge	of	emissions;	the	transmission	and	

circulation	of	environmental	harms;	the	movements	of	bodies	thorough	cities.	It	can	be	easy	

to	reduce	the	government	of	environment	and	infrastructure	to	a	technocratic	realm,	a	

matter	of	technical	systems	in	common	urban	environments.	But	uneven	urban	geographies	

of	environmental	risk,	the	environmental	precarity	of	the	urban	poor,	problems	of	fuel	

poverty	and	transit	inequity	in	rich	world	cities,	all	underline	the	fact	that	urban	

environments	are	sites	of	distributive	injustice	in	a	very	physical	sense,	built	out	around	

spatial	infrastructures	that	shape	access,	mobility	and	opportunity	in	consequential	ways.	
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This	is	clear	in	respect	of	urban	transport	and	mobility,	understood	as	‘central	to	actualizing	

the	right	to	the	city’	(Pieterse	2019,	32),	for	spatially	and	socially	marginal	populations	in	

particular,	and	as	‘a	crucial	element	of	access	to	socio-economic	rights’	more	generally	

(Coggin	and	Pieterse	2017,	303).	The	‘Corridors	of	Freedom’	programme	in	Johannesburg	is	

a	large-scale	strategy	that	integrates	transport	and	spatial	planning	with	housing	and	

development	policy	to	transform	the	socio-spatial	order	of	the	city	(see	also	Harrison	et	al.	

2019).	While	these	planning	precepts	are	well-known	from	international	models	of	transit-

oriented	development,	the	Johannesburg	strategy	is	framed	in	terms	of	a	reparative	politics	

aiming	to	‘restitch’	a	city	scarred	by	the	spatial	legacies	of	apartheid,	and	provide	the	spatial	

infrastructure	for	realising	social,	economic	and	political	rights	in	substantive	forms	

(Pieterse	2019,	30).	The	formal	guarantee	of	rights	to	representation	and	participation,	

education	and	work,	health	care	and	social	assistance,	information	and	procedural	justice,	

means	relatively	little,	after	all,	if	you	can’t	physically	get	to	them	(see	Coggin	and	Pieterse	

2017;	see	also	Gössling	2016).		

	

An	equity	and	rights-based	approach	to	urban	transit	and	development	foregrounds	the	

spatial	conditions	for	the	politics	of	equality	in	the	city.	It	recognises,	too,	that	collective	

provision	can	have	quite	familiar	selective	outcomes.	In	recent	decades,	light	rail	and	bus	

rapid	transit	(BRT)	networks	have	been	promoted	as	effective,	relatively	economical	and	

potentially	more	sustainable	models	of	mass	urban	transit,	particularly	in	low	and	middle	

income	economies.	Venter	et	al.	(2018)	provide	an	overview	of	the	equity	impacts	of	BRT	

systems	in	African,	Asia	and	Latin	America.	They	suggest	that	BRT	produces	real	benefits	for	

poorer	populations	in	terms	of	enhanced	spatial	access,	lower	time	and	money	costs,	and	

safety	and	health	impacts.	Even	so,	the	benefits	of	BRT	frequently	are	weighted	to	middle-

income	riders	and,	as	such,	‘are	less	progressive	than	they	might	be’	(140).	The	privileged	

consumption	of	urban	amenity	by	middle	and	higher	income	groups	is	hardly	news;	Venter	

et	al.	(2018,	140)	argue	that	transit	interventions	such	as	these	will	only	meet	‘pro-poor’	

objectives	if	they	are	designed	and	implemented	with	‘specific	and	sustained	attention	to	

equity.’	This	comes	back	to	the	observation	that	the	government	of	urban	inequality	should	

be	prepared	to	take	partisan	positions,	to	acknowledge	disparity	and	division	rather	than	

comfort	itself	with	the	palliative	politics	of	inclusion.	More	inclusive	urban	planning	and	
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policies	are	grounded	in	the	recognition	of	systematic	and	structural	exclusions,	and	the	

barriers	which	can	make	it	so	hard	to	eliminate	them.	

	

iv.	Urban	citizenship	

	

A	focus	on	rights	brings	us	to	the	fourth	domain	in	which	to	consider	the	role	of	city	

governments	in	addressing	inequalities:	that	of	urban	citizenship.	The	politics	of	urban	

citizenship	includes	freedoms	of	movement,	expression	and	association;	access	to	

information;	representation	and	participation;	policing,	protection	and	community	safety;	

public	and	open	space	strategies.	

	

The	argument	that	cities	provide	critical	sites	for	the	enactment	of	substantive	rights	and	

social	belonging	outside	the	legal	framework	of	national	citizenships	is	well-established	in	

urban	and	citizenship	studies	(see,	inter	alia,	Holston	and	Appadurai	1996;	Isin	2007).	At	the	

same	time,	numerous	thinkers	have	traced	how	formally	‘equal’	citizenship	claims	come	to	

be	differentiated	along	lines	of	property,	informality,	poverty	and	migration	in	

contemporary	cities	(e.g.	Bhan	2014;	Das	2011;	Holston	2011).	Meanwhile,	cities	have	

become	frontiers	for	the	policing	of	citizenship	and	the	processing	of	refugees	and	

undocumented	migrants	by	both	public	and	private	actors	(Varsanyi	2006;	Varsanyi	2008;	

Varsanyi	2011;	Darling	2017).	Against	this	background,	a	progressive	politics	of	urban	

citizenship	is	concerned	with	the	protection	of	rights	and	dignity	across	lines	of	urban	

disparity	and	distinctions	of	formal	membership.	

	

Sanctuary,	welcoming	and	solidarity	cities	in	the	UK,	Europe,	North	and	South	America	

engage	with	the	politics	of	immigration	and	citizenship	through	various	strategies.	The	

founding	principle	of	sanctuary	cities,	particularly	in	the	United	States,	has	been	to	limit	

local	cooperation	with	immigration	enforcement	–	to	resist	that	is,	the	re-scaling	of	national	

borders	to	city	level.	In	these	contexts,	local	public	authorities	–	including	police	and	city	

officials	–	refrain	from	asking	about	immigration	status	in	their	dealings	with	residents	and	

others,	and	no	legal	conditionality	should	govern	access	to	urban	services,	including	health,	

education,	and	indeed	policing	(see	Darling	2017;	McDaniel,	Rodriguez,	and	Wang	2019).	In	

other	national	settings,	sanctuary	and	solidarity	movements	have	been	geared	more	to	
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creating	positive	environments	for	refugees	and	asylum	seekers,	and	to	programmes	of	

immigrant	reception	and	settlement;	from	the	provision	of	emergency	shelter	for	

undocumented	migrants,	to	the	creation	of	migrant	citizenship	forums	or	elected	migrant	

councils	for	the	representation	for	urban	residents	who	do	not	have	legal	voting	rights	(De	

Graauw	and	Vermeulen	2016;	Gebhardt	2016;	ECCAR	2017;	UNESCO	2016;	see	also	Kim,	

Levin,	and	Botchwey	2018).		

	

A	key	precept	of	the	sanctuary	movement	in	the	US	has	been	that	enforcing	national	

immigration	laws	is	not	the	responsibility	of	local	governments;	they	have	aimed,	that	is,	to	

scale	back	the	politico-legal	boundaries	and	obligations	of	the	city.	On	other	fronts,	urban	

governments	have	sought	to	devolve	to	themselves	rights	instruments	and	conventions	that	

are	more	formally	the	preserve	of	nation-states.	Oomen	and	Baumgärtel	(2018)	trace	the	

rise	of	‘frontier’	or	‘human	rights	cities’	which	have	adopted	or	incorporated	human	rights	

codes	and	covenants,	and	established	municipal	human	rights	agencies	for	oversight	and	

advocacy	(see	also	Baumgärtel	and	Oomen	2019).	A	number	of	US	cities,	as	they	note,	

‘have	adopted	the	Convention	on	the	Elimination	of	All	Forms	of	Discrimination	

against	Women	as	a	local	ordinance,	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	it	has	not	been	ratified	

by	the	federal	government.	Similarly,	cities	in	Europe	have	taken	the	lead	in	

‘symbolically	ratifying’	the	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	Persons	with	Disabilities	and	

implementing	its	provisions	in	municipal	ordinances,	long	before	the	nations	

concerned	followed	suit.	Another	example	of	a	UN	treaty	taken	forward	locally	is	the	

Convention	on	the	Elimination	of	All	Forms	of	[…]	Racial	Discrimination,	which	forms	

the	basis	for	the	European	Coalition	of	Cities	against	Racism.’	(616-617)	

	

Whether	seeking	to	secede	from	the	legal	geography	of	national	immigration	enforcement,	

or	to	expand	the	remit	of	city	government	to	include	international	human	rights	treaties,	

these	urban	engagements	with	the	politics	of	migration	and	citizenship	emphasise	the	

‘protective’	rather	than	the	‘punitive	arm’	of	the	state	(to	borrow	the	phrasing	of	Chen,	

Roever,	and	Skinner	2016).	At	the	same	time,	cities	rely	on	policing	functions	to	secure	

community	safety	and	redress	uneven	distributions	of	vulnerability	across	differentiated	

urban	populations.	The	non-cooperation	of	police	departments	in	sanctuary	cities	with	

national	immigration	enforcement	points	to	wider	strategies	around	urban	policing	which	
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seek	to	re-balance	its	punitive	and	protective	functions	in	diverse	and	often	divided	cities.	

Proximity	policing	and	procedural	justice	might	in	this	way	take	its	place	in	a	broader	urban	

field	of	anti-discrimination	and	anti-exclusionary	politics,	including	–	for	example	–	around	

hate	crime	and	minority	community	safety	(Abanades	2019;	Pozzi,	De	Luca,	and	Ambrosini	

2018),	women’s	safety	(Whitzman,	Andrew,	and	Viswanath	2014)	and	disability	rights	and	

access	(Pineda,	Meyer,	and	Cruz	2017).		

	

Conclusion	

	

Inequality	is	a	problem	for	government.	The	deepening	disparities	that	characterise	many	

contemporary	cities	come	with	economic,	environmental	and	social	costs:	rationing	

opportunity	and	stifling	innovation;	distributing	environmental	harms	in	starkly	inequitable	

fashion;	producing	social	landscapes	of	fear,	conflict,	tension	and	mistrust.	But	urban	

governments	have	highly	variable	capacities	to	mitigate,	force	back	or	prevent	forms	of	

inequality	–	whether	subject	to	elite	capture;	in	thrall	to	growth	machine	or	austerity	

politics;	responding	to	urban	inequalities	through	over-policing	or	abandonment;	or	simply	

lacking	in	competency,	funds	or	political	will.	Given	the	extended	geographies	across	which	

economic	inequalities	are	produced,	and	the	deep	historical	legacies	of	social	inequities	and	

exclusions	which	shape	patterns	of	advantage	and	exclusion	in	the	city,	efforts	by	urban	

governments	to	shift	the	balance	of	play	and	power	may	at	best	be	compensatory,	and	at	

worst	of	no	consequence.	

	

Against	such	a	bleak	reading,	this	discussion	has	sought	to	open	up	ways	for	thinking	about	

the	potential	for	cities	to	take	progressive	action	against	inequality.	Moving	beyond	the	

universal	provision	of	basic	urban	and	social	services,	and	the	rhetoric	of	‘inclusive	

urbanisation’,	it	has	focused	on	sites	of	inequality	and	spheres	of	public	intervention	that	

are	marked	by	agonism,	competing	claims	and	interests	and	systematic	exclusions.	It	should	

not	be	controversial	to	assert	it	is	right	that	urban	residents	have	access	to	decent,	universal	

urban	services.	But	the	argument	that	property-owners	should	pay	tax	on	the	increasing	

(and	unearned)	value	of	their	holdings	is	likely	to	be	more	contentious;	as	is	the	suggestion	

that	urban	governments	might	take	action	on	the	side	of	tenants	rather	than	facilitating	the	

operations	of	developers;	or	that	irregular	migrants	should	have	access	to	urban	provision	
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and	protections	irrespective	of	their	legal	status.	Such	a	politics	recognises	that	‘local	

government	fundamentally	involves	the	capacity	to	confront	conflictual	and	irresolvable	

differences	in	the	city’	(Pieterse	2019,	21)	–	if	not	always	or	easily	to	resolve	them.	My	aim	

has	not	been	to	identify	‘best	practice’	or	to	talk	up	demonstration	projects	for	urban	policy	

transfer.	The	most	progressive	and	most	celebrated	programmes	of	city	government	are	

always	vulnerable	to	roll-back,	retrenchment	and	the	revanchism	of	electoral	cycles	(see,	for	

example,	Melgar	2014,	on	Porto	Alegre;	on	Bogotá,	see	Eaton	2020;	Hunt	2017;	see	also	

Angotti	and	Irazábal	2017).	Rather	it	has	been	to	consider	different	ways	of	posing	problems	

of	urban	inequality	in	different	sectors,	to	pinpoint	specific	initiatives	–	some	fairly	micro,	

others	larger	in	scope	–	against	an	extended	range	of	urban	possibilities,	initiatives	and	

interventions.		

	

Inequality	is	a	real	and	present	problem	that	urban	citizens	and	governments	may	address	

or	ignore,	but	cannot	simply	avoid.	Efforts	to	develop	city-level	strategies	are	dogged	by	

problems	of	scale,	cause	and	capacity.	The	‘urban	effect’	in	contemporary	patterns	of	

inequality	produces	worsening	disparities	of	income	and	wealth,	environmental	

degradation	and	injustice,	and	often	stark	social	divisions	and	exclusions.	Alongside	this	

must	be	set	the	potential	of	cities	to	support	progressive	politics	of	predistribution	and	

redistribution,	more	collective	modes	of	consumption	and	deliberation,	and	more	equal	

distributions	of	access,	recognition	and	respect.	The	future	of	unequal	cities	may	remain	

undecided,	but	it	is	not	ungovernable.	
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