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Cultural expression, institutions, and events have been integral to the development of all the great global cities of the world- from the early cities of Baghdad, Alexandria and the Athenian Acropolis, to the modern cities of London, Paris and New York to the mega-cities of Mumbai and Shanghai and the newly reconfigured cities of Johannesburg and Abu Dhabi today. 

The earliest cultural institutions such as theatres, libraries, museums and art galleries, and expressions (poetry, literature and music), circulated prized cultural capital to its urban population- knowledge that conferred social status and served, with its exchange, as the foundation of new identities. In turn, culture became a valuable export, extending the sphere of influence of nation states to the far corners of the globe.

In the last 25 years, the world has seen an explosion in iconic urban cultural projects- from the Guggenheim in Bilbao to the Sydney Opera House to the planned King Abdul Aziz Centre for Knowledge and Culture in Saudi Arabia.  Fuelled by the tripling of the world’s population and the unprecedented expansion of a global middle class, cultural tourism is the fastest growing segment of tourism.  Each year, attendance at cultural events surpasses that of sporting events.  In 2007, for the first time in human history, more than 50% of the world’s population lives in city.   Amongst this urban population, those who work in ‘creative’ professions such as science, engineering, design, IT, finance, law and the arts, and who once comprised 10% or less of the population now make up over 50% of the world’s most developed cities. 

We sit firmly in the Age of Creativity where ideas are the currency that powers the economy.

Today, cultural capital is about gathering skills in creativity fuelled by exposure to the latest thinkers, the latest work, and the latest technologies.  It’s no longer only about what you know, but the degree to which you can apply what you know to the creation of new ideas and new products.

Yet if there is one thing we have learned as we observe the dramatic changes wrought by global warming, the ever increasing gap between rich and poor, and the alarming reverberations being felt worldwide by the crash of our common financial markets, it is the imperative of sustainable growth. 

A sustainable city, simply put, is a city where the needs of the present are met without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs
.  The pursuit of the ‘new’ and the ‘innovative’ today cannot be done to the detriment of the next generation’s ability to create new and innovative solutions for the challenges of their time. 

In the creative economy, a sustainable city is one that recognizes the intangible- that is, the intellectual capital of its population- as it’s most important and often it’s most fragile renewable resource. Cities that make space for people to exchange ideas, to think, to create, to innovate, to renew- are cities ultimately that have the best chance of sustainability.  In the 21st Century, ‘culture’ gives cities vitality and an unending supply of possibility- perhaps the most critical ingredients to their survival.

In today’s cities, there are three pillars of culture which maximize a city’s future sustainability: 

1.
Developing creative clusters through urban planning, 

2.
Fostering creativity among residents, and 

3.
Focusing on creative tourism.

A creative cluster is an intentional and planned collection of cultural entities, each with their own governance and funding, with a common land or building owners. The cultural entities will have a synergy of uses between consumption, production and learning/R&D. Within a creative cluster there is potential for shared spaces and services. A well planned creative cluster is like an ecosystem where producers, participators and visitors nurture, inspire and attract each other in a delicately balanced, symbiotic relationship. Examples of successful creative clusters include Museums Quartier, Vienna; South Bank Centre, London; Beijing's Dashanzi Arts District; and Ciudad de las Artes y las Ciencias, Valenica, Spain.

The second pillar relates to a city’s ability to foster creativity among residents. As Richard Florida has demonstrated, a city’s resident population is potentially its greatest asset and a city’s capacity to attract and retain ‘talent’ is a strong determinant of its economic success. 

But it is not the mere presence of talent that generates prosperity- these residents must be stimulated to ‘be creative’ through programming, and incentives, as well as the removal of barriers- such as intimidation, homophobia, sexism, racism, and poverty. Examples of cultural programmes that foster creativity include many of the European Capital of Culture programmes, ‘Creativity Matters’ programme for youth in Washington, and a multitude of community based art programmes in cities world wide.
The third pillar of sustainability is measured through a city’s ability to attract cultural tourists. Cultural tourists are highly motivated travelers, with a higher education, a higher propensity to explore and who consistently spend more money at a destination than the mass tourist. In recent times, there has been the emergence of a new cultural tourist, ‘the creative traveler’ who sees travel as an extension of everyday life and work, and expects opportunities for personal and professional development while ‘away’ as much as he/she expects them from ‘at home’. Attracting the highly coveted creative and cultural tourist repeatedly is an important strategy to ensure sustainability- not only because of the concomitant economic benefit to cultural centres, districts and local hospitality businesses but also because of their critical role as ambassadors for a particular city as they invariably continue their journeys.

 By adopting strategies that seek to strengthen these three pillars, the global cities of today will continue to harness and create the cultural capital for tomorrow. 

� As paraphrased from the Brundtland Commission





