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Academic Richard Florida's formula - cool equals growth - has become a powerful mantra.
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For an academic and practitioner of a dismal science, Richard Florida knows how to stir things up. The normally solid but staid Harvard Business Review proclaimed Florida's bestseller The Rise of the Creative Class (Pluto Press, 2003) and its premise - that there is a strong correlation between a region's prosperity and its receptiveness to artists, gays, bohemian-types and well-educated, single professionals - as one of 2004's "top breakthrough ideas".

Now, Florida also knows about self-promotion. So much so that he has turned the Floridisation formula - cool equals growth - into a powerful mantra. You know how far it's gone when someone as unhip as Victorian Treasurer John Brumby latches on to it, declaring that Melbourne's hipness just proves how right Florida's ideas are.

Nevertheless, Florida's ideas have not enjoyed universal acclaim. Both the left and right have attacked him for taking a simplistic idea and turning it into a seductive sales pitch.

The neo-conservative Manhattan Institute - the outfit that produced George Bush's next ambassador to the United Nations, John Bolton - condemned the economist's "eat-all-you-want-and-still-lose-weight diet" of backing government amenities and legislation over tax cuts, incentives and pro-business policies.
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On the other side of the fence, Joel Kotkin, one of America's most readable and provocative commentators on urban issues, has suggested that Florida's arguments might be used by cities as a pretext for neglecting infrastructure and social problems. "New York doesn't need another art museum," Kotkin has said. "It needs a subway that works."

Expect the same level of noise and controversy for Florida's latest book, The Flight of the Creative Class.

This time around, Florida argues that the United States is struggling to hold on to the Creative Class, a problem exacerbated by the Bush Administration's heightened security concerns after September 11, the growing divide between conservatives and liberals, and the attacks on scientific investigation into areas such as stem cell research, which are causing people to leave the country or stop them from getting in.

As a result, he says, the US could lose out to talent-magnet countries such as Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Iceland, Belgium and Britain.

Now, there may be problems with these arguments. For a start, the US is a bigger economy and still offers many more opportunities than other countries. Not to mention issues such as growth in the Dutch economy, expected to be only 1 per cent this year, and unemployment in Belgium, which is hovering around 13 per cent.

Still, his book does provide a glimpse into the growing focus of cities and regions on attracting talent, and that trend is likely to keep growing as the new currency of politicians and governments. That in itself will keep driving Florida's gospel.

And as Florida points out, creativity goes hand in hand with growing inequality in society. So the challenge is to increase the size of the creative population while reducing inequality. His solutions such as investing in "creative infrastructure" such as universities and encouraging the creativity of all classes and ages are short on specifics. But they are a starting point for a more serious debate that goes beyond the simplistic.

