The aff’s discourse of economic competitiveness is parasitic upon the global south – it subjects other countries to the excesses of neoliberalism rather than allowing regional development
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The hegemonic status of competitiveness is clear. In spite of its confused theoretical and conceptual basis, the discourse of competitiveness has come to dominate the thinking and practice around regional economic development in recent years. This thinking asserts that competitiveness is an abstract and malleable concept equivalent to ‘attractiveness’ or the capacity of the region to compete with other places for globally mobile capital and labour. While the discourse embraces the quality of place as part of the growing emphasis on the social and cultural environment and its role in shaping competitiveness, it is a narrowly conceived notion of ‘place’ that elides place liveability with place marketability. It thus is ostensibly driven by an economic rationale—that is the attraction of investors and people (Jarvis, 2007).
Thus, the strategic imperative is to take the requisite steps to attract and retain innovative firms, skilled labour, mobile investment and central and supranational government subsidies and funds, with particular emphasis being placed on the relevant conditions in the microeconomic environment within which productive firms can prosper. Not surprisingly, this also impels regions to benchmark and adopt ‘best-practice’ lessons from elsewhere, while periodically measuring their competitive ‘success’ relative to other regions or ‘rivals’ (Bristow, 2005; Kitson et al., 2004).
The hegemonic status of competitiveness is not unique to regions. Indeed, the ‘new conventional wisdom’ is that all places—nations, regions and cities—have to be more competitive to survive in the new marketplace being forged by globalisation and the rise of new information technologies (Buck et al., 2005). However, competitiveness has been pursued with particular fervour at the regional scale that has emerged as a determinate ‘space of competitiveness’ inasmuch as the rescaling processes associated with the spread of neoliberalism have enhanced its economic and institutional role within competitiveness agendas (Brenner, 2000; Bristow, 2005). It is indeed at the regional scale that many of the ‘soft’ factors that enhance the productivity of firms and raise general economic performance are deemed to be created and sustained.
However, the discourse of competitiveness that has come to dominate in regions is a narrowly reductionist and overtly stylised notion of the role ‘competitiveness’ and ‘competition’ play in relation to regions. Thus, for example one of its principal assertions is that global labour and capital are hypermobile such that self-discipline in relation to the ‘global logic’ is regarded as the most feasible or indeed only policy option (Fougner, 2006). This creates an innate imperative for regions to compete to provide the appropriate living and working environment for the attraction of footloose investment and highly skilled, creative labour.
Yet global capital is rarely as hypermobile in reality as this. While routine assembly-line manufacturing operations and call centre firms are globally footloose, there is a strong evidence pointing towards the geographical inertia of a range of businesses, including those firms in ‘new’ economy industries often regarded as having the greatest potential to be locationally flexible in the wake of new distance-shrinking technologies (e.g. Rodriguez-Pose and Crescenzi, 2008). Many firms, especially local service providers, retailers and small businesses, simply never relocate—the costs and upheaval of doing so are too great, and the innate advantages of, and ties and preferences to, particular places too strong to disregard on the basis of an unending search for lower operational costs. Furthermore, there are a range of public sector businesses that contribute significantly to local and regional economies and simply cannot move easily from place to place. Talk of a flat, borderless world where geography no longer matters is thus overtly simplistic of the variegated reality of local economies that exists, each with their variously embedded forms of ‘competitive’ economic activity and resources.
Perhaps more fundamentally, the dominant conception of regional competitiveness is a narrow one that portrays regions as being locked in fierce head-to-head battles with one another for mobile capital and resources (Kitson et al., 2004). This creates a powerful sense that some regions will be winners and others will be losers and typically leads to the view that competition has all the dangerous and negative connotations associated with ‘jungle law’ breaking out (Peck and Tickell, 1994). However, a broader conception of competition also exists that emphasises three key characteristics. Firstly, that competition can lead to improvement and greater regional vitality and adaptability through the creation of strong, diverse business networks. As such, “resilience requires a competitive economy, effective government and trust” (Perrings, 1998, 233)—resilience depends on some competitive success. Secondly, some competition is inevitable. The natural (western) instincts of individualism and egotism are such that in reality competition is unlikely to disappear (Kitson et al., 2004; Patchell, 1996).
Finally, this conception asserts that competition is much more than the simple head-to-head stereotype and that market motivations are manifested in multiple ways. As such “they create an interdependency of competing firms which make different versions of similar products and of a variety of suppliers, suppliers and distributors” (Patchell, 1996, 487). Thus, within-region competition can create positive inter-firm relationships and interdependencies that positively “enable industrial regions to accommodate technological change and to maintain their vitality” (p. 482). In other words, some competition, especially in localised clusters, helps support regional resilience.
The dominant discourse of competitiveness thus lacks a more nuanced understanding of competition and its different modalities. This is not surprising, however, given the ways and means by which the discourse has been selected, retained and spread. The selection of regional competitiveness reflects the rhetorical power and usefulness of the discourse for particular groups with particular interests, notably the business community, who have played a powerful role in promoting competitiveness agendas in policy. Not surprisingly then, the competitiveness discourse has asserted that the characteristics of firms can be unproblematically imposed onto regions—from competitive firms to competitive regions—without cognisance of the more variegated markets and modalities of behaviour which characterise regional economies.
The privileging of the particular ‘attractiveness’ oriented conception of competitiveness also reflects the emphasis of western governments and institutions on spreading and reproducing the neoliberalist capitalist hegemony and rationality of governance (Fougner, 2006). In short, it makes sense to constitute states and their populations as competitive and entrepreneurial ‘place-sellers’ in a global market place for investment since this helps promote the sorts of supply-side interventions and economic activities that fit with neoliberal ideologies.
Finally, the spread of a narrow unsophisticated notion of competitiveness also reflects the processes of benchmarking and policy transfer conducted by a highly influential and networked industry of regional development agencies, consultancies and thinktanks. Their efforts to help regions replicate the successful paths to prosperity of exemplars lead inexorably to the development of a set of codifiable range of stylised facts and policy prescriptions (Greene et al., 2007; Hospers, 2006; Lagendijk, 2007; Lagendijk and Cornford, 2000).
The result of this is the spread of a de-contextualised notion of competitiveness that creates policy tools and strategies that lack sensitivity to critical issues of context and place. Thus, “as knowledge is transferred from one scale to another, the particular social, political, and economic context from which it was produced is stripped away, allowing the presentation of abstract programmatic statements that are valorised as universally applicable” (Dixon and Hapke, 2003, 142–143; cited in Jones, 2008). Competitiveness strategies have thus become a standardised fare that have taken away from regions the potential capacity for development through deeper assessments of their institutional and cultural specificities, and belie a lack of understanding of the causal effects of the processes that are making and remaking the economic and institutional ensemble present in particular locations (Harrison, 2006; Malecki, 2004). In short, the geography is missing.
This has a number of negative implications. As Boschma (2004, 1011) states, “the historical trajectory of a region sets serious limits on copying an external model that owed its success to its deep roots in an alien environment”. This applies to efforts to replicate whole systems or constituent parts of it. For example, the set-up of a research centre of excellence in a technology field (such as biotechnology) is likely to remain a ‘cathedral in the desert’ in a region that lacks the required competences in organisation and institutional context to support it effectively. A similar critique has been developed by Todtling and Trippl (2005) in respect of the tendency for regions to replicate best practice innovation strategies. In many cases, they argue, these efforts fail to both examine the specific strengths and weaknesses of particular regions (and their firms, knowledge and innovation networks) and to understand their critical interrelationships with other regions and with higher spatial scales. Empirical investigations demonstrate that the preconditions for innovation activities and processes as well as the networks central to their development differ strongly between different types of region—whether peripheral, central or old industrial.
Furthermore, such approaches are also increasingly being re-scaled to apply to cities and the emergent ‘city-region’ scale where the same amalgam of fashionable ideas is being imitated from place to place (Harrison, 2007). This lack of tailoring to place and context “leaves development dialogue trapped in the abstract, where reports create false expectations, and where regions may be led towards ill-suited programme interventions based on passing policy or development fads” (Markey et al., 2008, 342). With continuing evidence of uneven development between regions, there are clear grounds for questioning whether such standardised policy approaches actually work (Birch and Mykhnenko, 2009).
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