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I very much welcome Olivier Coutard’s (2002) further examination of the concept of
premium network spaces that I developed in a recentIJURR article (Graham, 2000). As
he states, in the current period of rapid transition, the most glaring issue in the analysis of
the complex relations between technology, infrastructure and urban space is the need for
more detailed, critical, nuanced and comparative empirical work. Indeed, one of the aims
of ‘Constructing Premium Network Spaces’ was to deliberately concentrate on some of
the most visible, exemplary cases of contemporary change to try and help generate much-
needed debate on the issues. Along with the much larger and detailed exposition of a
broader thesis, encompassing the premium network space concept, now published in my
book with Simon Marvin,Splintering urbanism(Graham and Marvin, 2001), my aim was
to try and raise the status of analyses of infrastructural and technological mobilities within
urban studies.

Too often, treatments of the materialities of infrastructure and technology remain
marginal within critical urban and social science. Most usually, they are simply ignored
altogether. Even when they are addressed, treatments are often trapped within the
simplistic language and ‘impact’ metaphors of prevailing technological determinism.
They are implicitly steeped in assumptions of the political and technological rationality
of urban engineering and ‘public works’. Or they are reified as simple progenitors of
the urban and social forms functionally necessary to the particular urban ‘age’ in
question: the ‘steam’ age, the ‘auto’ age, the ‘electricity’ age, the ‘information’ age and
so on. In short, infrastructure, technology and mobility are cast not as necessary or
legitimate concerns of critical urban research but as purely technical, and rather dull
and banal installations which deserve scrutiny only when they fail or collapse. As
Coutard has argued elsewhere, ‘because these systems include complex technological
artefacts, they are often viewed as ‘engineers stuff’, not worth the interest of the social
sciences’ (Coutard, 1999: 1). In adopting such positions, however implicitly, critical
urbanists — especially Anglo-Saxon ones — have unintentionally helped to obscure
the dynamic relationships between the technological materialities of the urban, the
various flows that this sustains, and the exercising of social and political power (see
Urry, 2000).

The ironic result is that contemporary urban research, whilst now heavily influenced
by notions of flow and network mediation such as Manuel Castells’ (1996) concepts of
the ‘network society’ and the ‘space of flows’, tends still to dramatically underestimate
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the critical importance of technological mobilities, and the hard, real, material
infrastructuresthat make them possible,to the modern city. It neglectsthe ways in
which the changingmaterial basisof cities and infrastructure— as evidencedby the
tantalizingviews into the muddyurbanundergroundrevealedby utility cutsandby the
exposedpalimpsestof networksrevealedin the World TradeCenterattacks— is both
supportingand respondingto globalization,deregulation,socio-economicrestructuring
and the changingsymbolic, discursiveand legal practicesthat come togetherin the
productionof urbanspace(althoughseeGandy,2002,this issue).

In short,the failure to developa critical andcross-cuttingtradition for analysingthe
relationsbetweentechnology,infrastructureandtherestructuringof urbanspaceis botha
symptomanda causeof the prevailingtechnicalideologyof the networkedcity so long
promulgatedby discoursesof urbanengineers,from Haussmannon. It is in this context
that ‘ConstructingPremiumNetwork Spaces’andSplinteringurbanismseekto build on
the relational,socio-technicaland critical analysesthat haveemerged(most notably in
Coutard’s home nation, France).They are efforts to try and constructcross-cutting,
interdisciplinary and international analysesof the changing relationships between
technology,mobility andurbanspaceon our urbanizingplanet.

Coutard’sanalysisof contextsandexampleswherethereconstructionof systemsof
infrastructuralmobility do not appearto matchthe premiumnetworkspacesthesisis
thereforea very usefulone.It helpsto exposesomeof the limits of our theorizations.
And it providescounterexampleswhich underlineboth the complexitiesof contem-
porarychangeandthe risks of falling into ethnocentricbinary transitionmodelswhen
mobilizing broadconceptsacrossa diverserangeof contexts.Nevertheless,I would
like to countersomeof the key argumentsin Coutard’spaper.In this brief response,
andadoptinghis spirit of friendly dialogue,I would like to addresshis threekey points
in turn.

Post-monopolisticnetworks and relative (re)distributions of social
powers of mobility

Coutard’s first suggestionis that the shifts away from monopolistic provision that
surround ‘unbundling’ and infrastructural liberalization do not necessarilylead to
increasedsocialandspatialdisparitiesof access.He backsup suchclaimswith analyses
of water re-regulationin variousdevelopingcities, where,in somecases,shifts towards
post-publicand post-monopolisticprovision — especiallyvia the franchisingof whole
serviceareas— hasparalleledwideningaccessto water.He arguesthat unbundlingcan
lead to a diversification of standardservices,allowing more suitable provision in
unservedlow-incomespaces(especiallyin developingcities).He alsostressesthatsocial
resistance,from middleaswell aslow-incomegroups,cancombatpressuresto rebalance
tariffs from privatizedregimes,as in BuenosAires.

I would not dispute theseclaims. However, I would stressthat in other water
privatizations,in SouthAfrica and SoutheastAsia in particular,the reductionof social
andgeographicalcrosssubsidieshasled to efficiencygainsandbetterservicefor well-off
andservedusers,whilst theneedsof theunservedpoorhavecontinuedto beoverlooked.
This hasworkedto keeptheunservedpoor lockedinto informal andexpensiveprovision
throughwatervendors(see,for example,Bond,1998;Kalbermatten,1999).An example
comesfrom theSouthAfrican town of Stutterheim.Here,post-apartheidprivatizationof
water‘wascarriedout in suchaway thata largeforeignfirm ‘cherrypicked’ thelucrative
white andcoloredareaswhich receivedependablewatersuppliesat present,but which
left muchof the official Stutterheimtownshipunserved’(Bond,1998:162).
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Anotherpoint to stressis thatwateris thenetworksectorwith thestrongestandmost
resilient ‘network monopoly’ characteristics.This means that real alternatives to
monopolistic network provision tend not to materiali ze even after privatization,
liberalizationor unbundling.It tendsto be uneconomicto build overlaywaternetworks
which bypassprevailing systems,or to openpiped water to any form of competition.
People and institutions thus have limited opportunities to secede from public,
monopolisticnetworksor to benefit from premiumnetwork spaces(which, in the case
of water, are limited to private boreholesor bottled water). With electricity, gas,
telecommunications, televisionand evenurbanstreets,by contrast,the monitoring and
filtering capacitiesof information and surveillancetechnologiesprovide real opportu-
nities, within supportiveregulatorycontexts,to:

• Introducecompetitionandcontestability;
• Introduce commodified and pay-per, rather than flat-rate, tariff charging (as in

electronically-chargedroadspaceor pay-per-viewTV);
• Completelybypassincumbentsuppliers(mobilephonesinsteadof land line; satellite

or cableTV insteadof terrestrial;cableInternetinsteadof dial-upmodem;shopping
mall insteadof traditional street;competitiveenergysupplierinsteadof incumbent
monopoly;TGV insteadof old rail. . .); and

• Configurepremiumnetworkspacesfor privilegedusers.

Water,then,is perhapsthe least‘typical’ of all the networksectors.
In addition to the examplesmentionedin Graham(2000), it is worth considering

somefurther examplesof how other networkedtechnologiesare being reconfiguredas
premiumnetworkandrelatively marginalizednetworkspacesandusersin manycases:

• The recentintroduction of face-recognitionin urbanCCTV systemsin the public
streetsof Newham,EastLondon,which actively seekto track and excludeknown
offendersfrom accessby scanningfor their faces24 hoursa day;

• The widening use of electronicroad pricing, smart cardsand car transpondersin
citiessuchasLA, Melbourne,SingaporeandTorontoto supportthedevelopmentof
privilegedroadandhighwayspacesandcorridorsfor userswho areableandwilling
to pay premiumpricesto bypasstraffic congestionon public highwaysandstreets;

• The recent construction of private overlay Internet trunks by private media
conglomerateswhich, alongwith new ‘smart’ routers,allow certainpeople’straffic
to bypass Internet congestionwhilst less privileged users face non-functioning
services(with neithergroupnecessarilyawarethat this is occurring);

• The use of new call-centre systems by many infrastructure companies to
automaticallyanswerthecalls of ‘good’ customersbefore‘bad’ ones,without either
knowing that this hasoccurred;

• The useof IT innovationsin the UK utilities sectorto supportprivilegedaccessto
value-addedenergy,homesecurityandotherservicesfor targeted,profitableusers,
whilst utilities effectivelyceaseto haveanycontactat all with over4 million usersof
‘pre-payment’meters(whohaveto physicallytravelto topup their tokensin advance
of energyuse);and

• The useof biometrichandscansin the INSPASSinternationalmigrationsystemto
allow privileged businesstravellers to bypassairport migration controls whilst
‘illegal’ immigrants face the use of more and more capableIT and surveillance
systems,configuredto try andpreventthemcrossingsuchspaces.

I would arguethat suchexamples,and many othersdiscussedin Splinteringurbanism,
demonstratethat thecurrentconditionsof privatizationandliberalization,combinedwith
the biased configuration of technology, is, in many cases,leading to the relative
exaggerationof mobility andsocialpowerfor moreprivilegeduserswhilst marginalusers
canfacerelative,or sometimesevenabsolute,lossof mobility andsocialpower.
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It is worth stressingthe crucially importantpoint herethat infrastructuralpower is
alwaysrelative.This meansthat evenwhen previouslyunservedpeoplegain accessto
lower quality infrastructureservices,they may still be, relatively, highly excluded,as
better-off usershave gained accessto premium conditions.Often, this segmentation
occurswithout usersevenrealizingthat this disparityexists— suchis theoften invisible
andcomputer-mediatednatureof so muchsocialandtechnologicalpowertoday.Whilst
earlyusersof the Internetwith PCs,for example,canenjoy the full galaxyof interactive
opportunitiesit offers, those using so-called ‘set top’ boxes to accessthe ‘Internet’
throughcableareoffereda very narrowchoice.Normally this consistsof commodified,
pay-per,commercialservicesande-commerceopportunitiesfrom only thosecompanies
underthe control of the transnationalmediaconglomeratethat ownsthe cableprovider.
The ‘horizontal’, interactiveopportunitiesavailableare often limited, whilst ‘vertical’,
commercialized relations and ‘press now to purchase’ buttons dominate their
consumptionexperience.

Such distinctions in infrastructural power are especially important in computer-
mediatedsocietieswheresoftwarealgorithmsand IT systemsoperateto automatically
excludeand include, without discretion,through what Latour (1993) calls ‘obligatory
pointsof passage’— PIN numbers,computerIDs, ATMs, card-readers,CCTV-surveilled
walkways etc. Theseare increasinglylinked to databaseswhich enablethem to treat
different users in starkly different ways according to aggregated,or individualized,
judgementsof potentialor actualuserprofitability or risk. As LianosandDouglas(2000:
263) argue:

Nowadaysspontaneousnormsrespondto prior changesin socio-technicalenvironmentsandto
the laws which maintaintheseenvironments.Electronicinformation technologydesignsways
of organizing.Thesecan be anythingfrom magneticgatesand password-protectedcomputer
networks to automatic turnstiles and image analysis systems. [Such socio-technical
constructions],once made,do not involve humanparticipation.Their internal workings are
impenetrablefor the userwho receivestheir responses.It is meaninglessto try and establish
what is wrongwith themagneticbandof anundergroundticket, with thePIN of our bankcard
or with the passwordfor readingour e-mail . . . [Such technologies]radically transformthe
cultural registerof thesocietiesin whichtheyoperateby introducingnon-negotiatedcontextsof
interaction (italics in original).

Suchprocessesof mediatingaccessto, and exclusionfrom, infrastructuralsystemsare
subtleandcomplex;they resistcartoonishstereotypingof the all-powerful transcending
the surrounding spaces of the impoverished. Strategies for constructing simple,
exclusionary,premium network spacesare exactly that: strategiesby coalitions of
interestsworking within complexgovernanceand urbancontexts.Only very rarely do
theywork in thestarkwaysintended;commonly,theyfail to policeboundariesanddonot
allocate differentiatedaccessand mobility authorizationsas hermetically as intended
(althoughthe porosityanderror ratevary betweennetworksandcases).

Moreover,new practicesandnetworkedconstructionsinevitably needto maintaina
wide rangeof connectionsto thewider metropolis.Efforts to support,maintainandeven
strengthenpublic mixing andthe collectivedistributionof networkservicescontinueto
exist. The unavoidably ‘messy’, embodied, socio-technicalpractices of urban life
inevitablytendto creepbackin. Regulatoryresponses,from thelocal to thetransnational,
can respond to social movements, themselves stimulated by glaring inequalities,
reinstatingmeasuresto ensurethe ‘publicness’of thenetworkedandurbanspacesunder
question.Finally, the widening diffusion of technologieslike mobile phonesand the
Internet, once they mature to become widely accessible,provides all manner of
opportunitieswherebythe disenfranchizedcanasserttheir counter-hegemonicclaims to
technological,infrastructuralandexpressivepower.
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Spatial specialization,fiscal equivalenceand the geographiesof
redistribution

Coutard’ssecondargumentis that disparitiesamongsocial and economicspacesare
inevitableandtheyarecertainlynot alwaysundesirable.Unbundlingtariffs can,asin the
telephoneandelectricity sectorsin France,be usedto updatethe geographiesof cross-
subsidysothat theyfall moreinto line with thecontemporaryconditionsandlocationsof
the poor. The privatization of sets of urban and network spaces,especially ‘glocal’
businessenclavesandtheir interconnectinginfrastructures,is thereforenot a clearcaseof
fiscal secessionandfortification.

I would agree that such spacesare major growth poles; their multipliers and
beneficial spin-offs and connectivitiesinevitably do ‘trickle down’ to someextent to
wider hinterlands— necessarilytranscendingtheintensifyingeffortsof boundarycontrol
in the process.I alsoagreethat the key questionis the way in which nationalandlocal
stateregimesregulatesuch‘glocal’ economicspaces(whetherwe call themenclavesor
not),andattempt(or do not) to usevariousformsof taxationto redistributethefiscal and
remunerativeflows that they anchor.Someexamples,such as the Ile-de-Francecase
Coutarddiscusses,arecertainlymassiveexportersof incomeandcorporatetax, which is
redistributedthroughstatewelfareandpublic serviceprogrammes.

It is worth noting, however,that in Francetheseprogrammes,along with strategic
spatial planning regimes,havemanagedto resistpolitical and economicpressuresfor
deregulationand liberalization far better than have most placesin the Anglophoneor
developingworlds.Coutardalsofails to seethat, underconditionsof intensifyingurban
competition and the deepeningscrutiny of supply-side conditions by transnational
corporations,thereis enormouspressureto increasethelevel of public supportgoinginto
maintainingthe infrastructuralconnectivityof key financial centres,technopoles,airport
spaces,foreigndirectinvestmentspaces,exportprocessingzonesandthelike. Undersuch
pressures,and in many contexts,developmentalistand Keynesianregional and urban
planningandcoordination,aimedat securingsomedegreeof inter-areaconvergence,is
oftenbeingreplaced.Instead,elaboratestrategiesof ‘strategiclocalism’ (Jones,1997)and
‘glocal rescaling’(Brenner,1998)are underway,focusedexclusivelyon enhancingthe
mobility andinfrastructuralpowersof dominantenclavesandcores.

As a result,in a wide varietyof urbancontexts,largechunksof public sectorsupply-
side investment, at all state levels, go in to parallel already huge private sector
infrastructuralinvestments,in trying to establishnodal positionson networksof glocal
infrastructuresfor strategiclocales.Whilst surroundingspacesmay benefit from labour
market spin-offs and some degreeof development‘trickle down’, often they also
indirectly, and regressively,subsidize the new glocally connectedspacesthrough
regressivepublic taxation.This is thecase,for example,in Malaysia’sMultimediaSuper
Corridor. Here, a massiveportion of Malaysia’s national public investmentis being
strategicallyconcentratedon constructinga 50km urbancorridor southof the relatively
prosperouscity of Kuala Lumpur, in an effort to attract global transnationaland
information firms to locatethere(seeGrahamandMarvin, 2001:Chapter7).

As Gleesonand Low (2000: 275) point out, from the perspectiveof Australia, the
deregulationof spatial planning has,paradoxically,often coincidedwith intensestate
fiscal, legal and discursivesupport to ‘privilege certain investmentenvironmentsin
Australia’s cities for local and international elites’ . As in many nations, such
‘entrepreneurial’ urbanplanninghassupportedstate-backedredevelopmentof river and
waterfrontspacesandmajor urbanfestivalsandevents.The problemwith suchstrategic
localism(Jones,1997)is that thesocialopportunitycostsof thesepublic investments—
the infrastructurenot supplied,thehospitals,schoolsandsocialservicesnot upgradedor
provided— haveconvenientlybeenoverlookedin the boosteristdiscoursesthat have
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overtakenwhat remainsof strategicplanning.Urban policy hascome to focus on the
redevelopmentand promotionof central cities and adjoining areas,whilst the suburbs
(wherethebulk of theAustralianpopulationlives) havebeenresidualized,all but ignored
in strategicthinking (GleesonandLow, 2000:275).

I would also stress the ways in which information infrastructures,especially
corporateIT networksand the Internet,are being constructedto supportthe sharpened
exploitationof geographicaldivisionsof labour,to intensifycorporatecapital’sefforts to
escapepublic scrutiny and state taxation in the first place. Such trends are utterly
regressiveboth spatially and socially. For, as GeorgeMonbiot (2000: 13) argues,it is
increasinglyapparentthat transnationalcorporationsof all forms arestartingto:

install their web serverswhere taxesare lowest, disguisetheir trade in goodsas a trade in
services,and even launch their own virtual currencies.The tax burden, in other words, is
shifting to thosewho areunableto movetheir assetsoffshoreor out of the old economyinto
cyberspace.With little elseto offer, poorcountries[andspaces]endup giving everythingaway
in a desperateattemptto attract‘investment’.If taxationis not to becomewholly regressive,we
will haveto revolutionisethe meansby which the rich arecharged.

Boundary control as socio-technicalpower

Coutard’s final argument is that the privatization and ‘splintering’ of urban space,
intrinsic asit is to thedevelopmentof advancedsocieties,is a resultof wider processesof
economicspatialspecialization.Here it would be hard to disagree.But I would argue
againsthis furthersuggestionthattheintensifiedpracticesof surveillanceand(attempted)
boundarycontrolaroundglocalnetworkspacesis somehowa benignprocesskeepingout
peoplewho would not havewantedto enterthemanyway.

Rather,I would suggestthat suchstrategiesareabouttheentrenchmentof dominant
rhythmsandspatialitiesthat mostmeetthe demandsof financeandtransnationalcapital
and its associatedinterestsand employeesunderadvancedcapitalism.Real peopleare
excluded,mostnotablybeggars,vagrantsandanyonewhosevisualappearanceis notseen
by dominant power-holdersas befitting these privileged locations. In the 29-acre
Broadgateredevelopmentin the City of London,for example,modernfinancial services
companiesare gatheredaroundwhat looks at first like a genuinely‘public’ plazaand
atrium complex,repletewith ice rink, barsand cafes,and public performances(Sumo
wrestling,Spanishhorses,dog shows.. .). However,beyondthe visual appropriationof
thesemioticsof ‘public space’,thisdomainis restrictedto peoplein ‘smartdress’through
intensesurveillanceandsecuritypractices;those‘undesirables’deemednot to ‘belong’
for whateverreason‘are rapidly escortedoff thescheme’(Borden,2000:228).Moreover,
whilst the City tradersenjoy the stage-managedeventsabovethe surface,othersare
allowedonly provisionalaccessbut are,literally, pushedunderground.‘Serviceworkers
andmanyoffice cleanersandmaintenancestaff arekeptout of sight,hiddenbeneaththe
surfacein a dark, subterraneanundercroft of accessroadsand maintenancecircuits’
(Borden,2000:229).

It mustalsobe stressedthat premiumnetworkspacestrategiesarenot static.They
are dynamic and embedded within the swirling and contested geopolitics and
governanceregimes that characterizethe construction and reconstitution of con-
temporaryurbanmobilities.Also in London,hugepublic subsidiesarelikely to go into
the constructionof a major urban rail link connectingthe City financial core, and
possibly Docklands,directly to Heathrow airport. This is as a consequenceof the
pressureof finance capital and property developersin thosespacesto improve their
glocal connectivitiesat public expense.Meanwhile,otherlessaffluent partsof London
faceworseningtransportconnections.Moreover,the boundariesof the City of London
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aremoving into, andappropriating,manyof the old adjacentethnicneighbourhoodsin
EastLondon.This is leadingto thepredictableandexclusionaryspiralsof gentrification
asanalysedrecentlyby Solnit andSchwartzenberg(2000)in SanFranciscso’sdot-com
developmentbubble.

Similarly, at thenationalscale,severalbillion poundsof UK statemoneyis going in
to ensurethat the fast ‘premium’ rail link betweenLondonandtheChannelTunnel(and
soon to theglocal city coresof Paris,BrusselsandAmsterdam.. .) is completed,despite
the effective bankruptcyof the rail track company,Railtrack, in October2001.At the
sametime, plansfor upgradingthedeterioratingrail links betweenLondonandthecities
of the Midlands, the North andScotlandhavenow collapsedbecausethe UK statehas
failed to promisethe requiredlevel of public investment.

Finally, the distributional effects of the electronicroad pricing of premium urban
roadspacesneedto beconsidered.Thereareclearly majorenvironmentalargumentsfor
using new computerand communicationstechnologiesto supportthe pricing of road
spacein placeslike SingaporeandCentralLondon.However,it couldalsobearguedthat
another powerful (and often hidden) rationale for such a strategy is to use the
commodification of roadspace,andthe legitimizing argumentsof environmentalism,to
help shift ‘time-rich-cash-poor’driversout of the way of the ‘cash-rich-timepoor’ ones
associatedwith glocal andtransnationalnetworkspaces.

As Khan(2000)reports,for example,theHongKong city council is now thinking of
imitating its main rival Singapore’snew electronic road-pricing scheme.This is not
primarily becauseof the ‘environmentalsustainability’ that it will bring. Rather,it is
becausetheCEOsof major transnationals,now usedto arriving in Singapore’scorporate
buildingson time andin air-conditionedcomfort,arecomplainingvociferouslythat they
sometimeshaveto walk the‘last mile’ to similar meetingsin HongKong, in searingheat
andhumidity, becauseof traffic congestion.

In sum, I would strongly emphasizethat the reorganizationof mobility systems
surrounding corporate enclaves and premium network spaces is unlikely to be
distributionally benign from the point of view of social power. Rather,it is about the
reconstructionof systemsof flow, mobility andstatesupportandsubsidyto supportsome
interestsat the direct (absoluteor relative) cost to others.As Eric Swyngedouw(1992:
322) hasargued,the crucial point to stresshereis that:

thechangedmobility, andhence,powerpatternsassociatedwith theinstallationof newmobility
commoditiesand infrastructuremay negativelyaffect the control over place of somewhile
extendingthe control andpowerof others. . . Being trappedin particularplacesandsubjectto
processesof restructuringanddepreciationunderminesthe control and commandof spatially
imprisonedindividuals and social groups,while this very restructuringand depreciationis
organizedby thoseCyborgmenandwomenwhoseability to commandplaceis predicatedupon
their powerandability to moveover hyperspace.

Stephen Graham (s.d.n.graham@ncl.ac.uk), School of Architecture, Planning and
Landscape,Centrefor UrbanTechnology,Universityof NewcastleuponTyne,Newcastle
uponTyne NE1 7RU, UK.
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