1. How London has changed in the past 108 years—and how it hasn't
Booth's method of judging streets was necessarily improved
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AT THE end of the 19th century, an intrepid social scientist visited Stockwell, in south London. He was involved in an ambitious project, led by the shipping magnate Charles Booth, to colour-code every street in the capital according to its social make-up. In general, the area struck him as comfortable. But just east of Stockwell Road he found a pocket of filth and squalor, with rowdy residents and broken windows. It was, he believed, "far the worst place in the division"".
Since then, the area has been transformed. Dismal two-storey cottages have been swept away and replaced by grass and the apartment blocks of the Stockwell Park Estate. But the appearance of the neighbourhood has changed more than its character. Julie Fawcett, who lives in one of the blocks, characterises her neighbours as "the mad, the bad and the sad". Unemployment is more than double the borough average. Next to the very street that appalled the Victorian social scientist is one nicknamed Heroin Alley.
In many ways, London has changed dramatically in the past century. It has sprawled far beyond its 1898 boundaries. The network of underground transport has expanded, and cars have appeared. The city has been bombed in two world wars. The middle classes tied, then returned. Yet when Booth's maps are updated using data from the last census, the changes arc less striking than what has stayed the same. Not only do the broad patterns found in the 19th century hold— the East End is still poor, the West End still rich—but so do many local ones.
Booth's method of judging streets was necessarily impressionistic. Researchers peered through windows and into back gardens in search of clues. A torn waistcoat on a clothes line in Kentish Town, north London, "told clearly of working-class occupants". Police officers were asked their opinions. Of the residents of one street in the south London neighbourhood of Battersea, the local copper asserted: "People have improved their houses but not their manners." That road was coded black, for "vicious, semi-criminal"—the lowest of seven categories.
Sadly, the 2001 census does not measure viciousness. But it does measure people's socio-economic status. By collapsing its eight categories, and Booth's seven, into four, it is possible to see how a neighbourhood has changed (or not changed) over a century.* The map on this page shows the results for one area that has altered more than most: north Chelsea.
In 1898. Chelsea was socially mixed, and neither especially rich nor especially poor. Booth's researchers found some well-to-do residents in the Georgian terraces and on the main roads; before the advent of cars, busy roads were often smart. Dodgier folk crowded into the squalid courts and alleys. Worst was a now-demolished street southeast of the Fulham Road, the neighbourhood's main drag, which featured "evil looking drink sodden old Irish women"'.
Chelsea is now one of the toniest parts of London. Had they walked the same streets a century later, Booth's researchers would no doubt have noticed designer clothes shops and a high concentration of Porsches and BMWs. Managerial and professional workers are now the dominant group in the area. Many streets that were middling in Booth's day are now wealthy, and some pockets of deep poverty have disappeared.
But poverty has not been altogether banished from this part of Chelsea, nor has it moved much. Most of the poorest areas in 2001 were also poor in 1898, and in almost exactly the same places. The reason is that the worst Victorian slums have been knocked down and replaced with tracts of social housing. Some of this housing was built by charitable trusts in the early 20th century: a nastier, post-war edifice just north of Draycott Avenue is the responsibility of the council.
When Chelsea's mean streets escaped the wrecking ball, they invariably went up-market. The houses of Caroline Place were "poor and rather rough'", with "some Irish" inhabitants, in 1898. Two- and three-bedroom houses in the street, since renamed Donne Place, now sell for £1.5m ($2.8m). according to Nick Boden. a local estate agent. (He describes the neighbourhood as "prime, prime, prime"".)
The same trend can be seen in many parts of the capital. Dubious areas that kept their housing stock have often improved. The terraced streets of Islington, which were patchy in Booth's day and later became patchier still (in 1971, fewer households had exclusive use of a bathroom than anywhere else in London), are now notoriously middle-class. But where vertical social housing replaced slums, poverty has been fossilised. So has some of the viciousness that Booth found.
Scott Orford of Cardiff University says that London's social housing has become "residualised"" in the past few decades. The better council properties, and those in areas where most homes are privately owned, have often been sold to their residents under the "right to buy" scheme introduced by the last Conservative government. Mats on high-rise estates have proved less popular, and are more likely to have stayed in the hands of local authorities. The public housing that remains in London thus contrasts more sharply with its surroundings.
The social geography of London may change even less in the next 108 years than it has done since 1898. There are, after all, fewer poor neighbourhoods with pretty housing, of the kind that may be colonised by middle-class pioneers. The supply was beginning to dry up even in the mid-1960s, when the hero of Michael Frayn's novel "Towards the End of the Morning"" tries to find one. Following a frustrating search, he admitted defeat: "There was no shortage of slums; but they were not Georgian or Regency slums."
2. A cash call

Feb 15th 2007 | LONDON, NEW YORK AND TOKYO 
From The Economist print edition
Smart cards and mobile phones are quickly emerging as ways to pay with electronic cash

SOME of the hottest nightclubs have a new trick for checking the identity of their VIP guests: they send an entry pass in the form of a super barcode to their mobile phones. This is scanned by the large gentleman who lifts the velvet rope. Even those who must pay to get in may need their handsets: at a recent clubbers' night at London's Ministry of Sound, students were offered discounts if they used their mobile phones to buy electronic tickets.

Mobile phones are becoming an increasingly popular way to make all sorts of payments. In America fans of the Atlanta Hawks have been testing specially adapted Nokia handsets linked to their Visa cards to enter their local stadium and to buy refreshments. Elsewhere schemes are more advanced. You can already pass the day in Austria without carrying cash, credit or debit cards by paying for everything, including consumer goods, with a mobile phone, says Arthur D. Little, a firm of management consultants. It reckons worldwide payments using mobile phones will climb from just $3.2 billion in 2003 to more than $37 billion by 2008.

Mobiles are used to buy lots of things in Asia. Earlier this month Visa and SK Telecom, South Korea's leading mobile company, announced the commercial launch of a phone-payments system aimed initially at 30,000 subscribers. In Japan hundreds of thousands of transactions, from buying railway tickets to picking up groceries, already take place every day with customers passing their handsets across a device like that pictured above. Payments are confirmed with a sound like the bell of an old cash register.

Sending money home
More banking services are also being offered on mobiles. On February 12th, 19 telephone operators with networks in over 100 countries said that people would be able to use their handsets to send money abroad. MasterCard will operate the system in which remittances will be sent as text messages. For people without bank accounts, the credit can be converted into pre​paid cards which can then be used to buy things. "It will revolutionise the money-transfer business," said Sunil Bharti Mittal, boss of Bharti Airtel, one of India's biggest mobile operators The idea is to tap into the more than $250 billion a year that immigrants and migrant workers send to relatives and friends back home.

Britain's Vodafone and America's Citigroup are also launching an international money-transfer service developed from the M-PESA remittance service which is already operating successfully within Kenya. Sir John Bond, formerly chairman of the HSBC banking group and now chairman of Vodafone, has long been convinced that payments and mobiles would somehow converge. "Mobile phones have the ability to make a dramatic change to village life in Africa," he says.

He also thinks phones loaded with credit will make many of the payments people use cash for in rich economies. For banks with high infrastructure costs, says Sir John, it has always "been hard to make money out of smali payments". But lower-cost business models, some of them from developing countries, are opening up new opportunities. The big attraction of the mobile phone as a purse is that so many people have them—even children.

Buying a train ticket, picking up a newspaper and grabbing a cup of coffee on the way to work with just a wave of your handset promises to be a lot more convenient than fumbling for money and waiting for change, or using a credit or debit card and having to tap in numbers or sign a slip of paper.

Pre-paid or "smart" cards, like those used by Hong Kong's Octopus and London's Oyster for travel on subways, provide a lot of convenience—and for operators as well as passengers, because money is expensive to handle. Transport for London says in the three years since it introduced Oyster, the cards now account for three out of four journeys on the underground and buses. Cash payments for tickets have fallen to just 5%. It has helped to boost usage with differential pricing: tickets bought for cash cost a lot more than using a smart card.

The attraction of the mobile phone as a purse is that so many people have them

Could retailers start charging more for taking cash? At present the fees merchants pay for taking credit cards lead many to impose minimum limits on what customers can charge. If the fees for using smart cards and mobiles were low enough, cash would be more expensive to take, so it might well attract a surcharge.

Both MasterCard and Visa have recently introduced plastic cards in America that do not have to be swiped for purchases under $25. Later this year a "dual interface11 system will be tested in London. It will involve a single plastic card which combines an Oyster for travel, a standard Visa card issued by Britain's Barclays Bank for "chip and PIN" payments and a new “wave and pay” Visa for instant transactions up to £10 ($19).
3. Back and forth in Italy

Just when it seemed safe to take to the water, the ground at home began to shake

ITALY has long been an oddity: economic giant and politi​cal pygmy. That the world's fifth-biggest economy should cut such a paltry figure on the world stage owes much to the chronic instability of its governments. With administrations coming and going every nine or ten months, there was never time to draw up a foreign policy, let alone implement one. Italians have never seemed to mind very much. They have influenced the world in other ways—through design, music, cooking and emigration.

Just recently, however, a foreign policy has been thrust upon them. Anarchy in Albania—which God placed a mere 80 kilometres (50 miles) from the heel of Italy—has sent refu​gees by the boatload across the Strait of Otranto and obliged the Italians to respond. Proximity and self-interest have com​bined to make Italy the obvious candidate to lead an interna​tional force to tackle the mess in Albania.

And Italy has been ready to do so, for, as it happens, it now has a government that is not utterly preoccupied with domes​tic considerations of manoeuvre and survival. It came to of​fice last year with the hope of serving a full five-year term and the prospect, therefore, of behaving like governments in other rich democracies, replete with serious legislative programmes and even foreign policies. Romano Prodi, the for​mer economics professor whose main task as prime minister seemed to be to balance the books, suddenly found himself cast in the role of international statesman.

So it seemed, anyway, until this week. Then some old Ital​ian characteristics re-emerged. First came the reminder that Mr Prodi's government is not, after all, absolutely stable. In the Chamber of Deputies it relies on the votes of the Refounded (but unreformed) Communists, who do not ap​prove of foreign intervention. They vowed to vote against the force for Albania. No matter: the right-wing opposition sup​ported intervention—until, that is, a minister let slip that one aim in Albania was, in due course, to junk the right-wing pres​ident there. At that stage, Silvio Berlusconi, leader of the Ital​ian opposition, found the temptation to cause domestic mis​chief too great to resist. Under pressure from his post-fascist partners, he declared he would oppose the government's mo​tion in parliament, while inviting Mr Prodi to support his ail-but identical one. In the end, a joint motion was passed. But the price for this was that Mr Prodi had to promise to report to the president, which he duly did, in a public recognition that he had at least temporarily lost his majority.

Italy's foreign policy is still on the road, or at least the sea. The intervention force will go ahead. But, after this week's ca​pers., the life-expectancy of the government is in renewed doubt. Rome was not built in a day and nor, it is plain, will be any new Roman political system. Italy has taken one step for​ward, and one back. The oddity persists.
4. New crises, new rules

The rich world's central bankers want common standards to help emerging economies deal with their banking crises. Help is certainly needed
The sums are eye-popping: $250 billion spent cleaning up banking crises in emerging markets since 1980. That is roughly the annual output of Belgium, one of the world's top 20 economies. In Mexico alone, the banking crisis that fol​lowed the peso devaluation of 1994 is likely to cost Jose Public $30 billion. And for anyone who had hoped Mexico's mishap might be the last of its kind, disappointment arrives daily.

Thailand's banks have seen their bad debts grow alarm​ingly as the property market deflates. South Korea's are pay​ing for years of politically inspired lending to overstretched conglomerates. Banks in China, Indonesia and Vietnam are in trouble, while those in Malaysia and the Philippines could soon be if property woes continue to worsen. In all, as our survey after page 62 shows, banks in Asia (outside Japan) have bad debts approaching half a trillion dollars. And all this from the part of the world where you thought they had got the economy right. Banking problems have cost taxpayers dear. Unless they are dealt with soon, they could severely damage Asia's already tarnished miracle. But where to start?

Although the precise diagnosis varies from country to

country, there are two common symptoms of the Asian dis​ease. One is a culture in which borrowers are too often judged by their political connections, rather than their creditworth-iness. The other is weak regulation. In South Korea and Thai​land, supervisors' subservience to politicians has impaired their ability to cope with the problems when they first ap​peared, before it was too late. Most Asian countries let banks hide their loan losses behind warped accounting rules. 

Enter the Basle brigade
In dealing with the problems of regulation, a new set of pro​posed banking rules is a useful starting-point. The idea comes from the Basle Committee of central bankers which this week published a list of 25 "core principles" of banking supervi​sion, designed to raise standards in emerging markets. The committee, which is responding to ever-louder calls for global financial policing, hopes that a final version will be ready next year. Signatories would then have to overhaul their supervisory regimes to meet the new standards.
5. India's hard road to fiscal sanity

DEVE GOWDA, India's prime minister, is fighting for his political survival. As he attempts to shore up his coalition government, other considerations are having to be ditched. So, on April 10th, Mr Gowda's government capitulated to a strike by truckers, who were enraged by government attempts to levy new taws and increase their insurance payments.
The strike, which got under way On April 1st, had put more than 2m lorries off the road. The price of fruit and vegetables shot up by half in large cities. Factory stocks ran low. Mr Gowda was worried that the mood of voters could quickly sour, hurting the prospects of the ruling coalition in the next general election. The poll may be no more than a month away; the government faces a confidence vote scheduled for April 11th.
The truckers were protesting against a huge rise in insurance premiums, and a 5% tax imposed in the budget. Though the government-owned General Insurance Corporation has a monopoly on vehicle insurance, it has managed to make heavy losses—chiefly because political pressure long obliged it to hold down in rates. Then, suddenly, it proposed increases of up to 800%. The corporation said that even with such increases it would barely break even. The truckers regarded them as extortionate.
The finance minister, Palaniappan Chidambaram, had also sought in his budget to extend indirect taxes from goods to services. He said this was essential now that services accounted for over 40% of GDP. But truckers predicted new taxes would merely open the way to more harassment by corrupt inspectors and policemen. To support their case, they issued details of the illegal payments they have to make to get around (all stoutly denied by the police). Each lorry entering Delhi has to pay 100 rupees ($2.8).That, say the owners, adds up to 12.5m rupees a day or more than 45 billion rupees a year—more than Delhi's annual budge. Bus owners say they pay 500-1,000 rupees for ignoring a radar speed check, and 2,000 rupees for getting bail after an accident. Getting a driving licence involves a payment of 2,200 rupees.
What the bus and lorry operators fail to mention is that these payments earn them virtual immunity from traffic rules and checks. A driving licence may be bought for someone without experience. No wonder Delhi't buses kill, on average, more than one person a day.

From an economic point of view, the new tax made sense. The government says it will try to find ways to resurrect it. But the strike shows that even a sensible tax can look unjust if it is corruptly administered. If only 
Mr Chidambaram could collect a 5% tax on all bribes, his budget deficit would probably vanish.
6. Small Businesses in Russia 

Russia now has more than 900,000 enterprises, their number having increased by 5% in 1995. According to the State Committee for Statistics, small businesses accounted, in the first quarter of 1995, around 10% of the gross domestic product and their profits amounted to 20% of all enterprises.  Small businesses employ   12%  of the economy's work-force, or 8.1 million full-timers. 
The Cassandra sociological service carried out a survey about the prospects of small businesses in Russia.In the opinion of 70% of businessmen questioned by the Cassandra sociological service, Russia's small business will develop at moderate rates  this year; only 13% century, the Industrial Revolution (to allow} Britain to become the negative assessment of the country's financial condition given by 71% of the respondents in regard to the development of small business. Only 1% of the respondents said these conditions were favorable, while 28% said they were satisfactory. In the opinion of 70% of the respondents, budgetary allocations to promote small business are not used   effectively.   There's   no   use   hoping   for   any   significant  improvement in financial backing for small business ... this year, 59% of the respondents believe  
The businessmen also pointed out  the inadequate role of banks. Forty-five per cent of the respondents believe credit institutions will participate financially in small business projects in 1996, while 31% believe their participation will not be active enough. 
7. Gulf citizen, no qualifications, seeks well-paid job

LIKE members of other cosily rich clubs, 1 the six monarchies that belong to the Gulf Co-operation Council (gcc) feel threatened by poorer, predatory outsid​ers. The more serious threat, however, comes from within: a soaring birth rate, combined with the reluctance of most Gulf employers to give local job-seekers preference over cheaper and harder-working expatriates, is pointing the way to heavy indigenous unemployment.

Statistics are far from precise, particu​larly since Saudi Arabia, the club's largest member, is not one for counting heads. The gcCs current population is some​where between 17m and 25m (inflated of​ficial figures give a 25m-35m range). Soon, and this is beyond dispute, there will be many more: a Saudi or Omani woman may well have seven or eight children. The annual rate of population growth is 3.7% in Saudi Arabia, 4% in both Oman and the United Arab Emirates (uae).
Unemployment rates are already far higher than anything officially admitted. Unofficial estimates range from 20% in Oman and 25% in Saudi Arabia up to 30% in Bahrain, where the acute shortage of jobs in some Shia Muslim villages is one reason for the recent bitter clashes be​tween the regime and its opponents.

The GCC governments, alive to the coming crisis, no longer have the re​sources to keep their nationals in com​fortable idleness. They can neither pro​vide easy jobs for them nor persuade private employers to take them on. Trying to prepare their once-spoilt citizens for the real world, governments are spending freely on education: the Saudis allocated $11.2 billion to education in their 1997 budget, compared with $7.3 billion the year before. But it is difficult to persuade people brought up to expect cradle-to-grave security as their birthright that timesare changing and they should lower theiroil-created expectations.

King Fahd of Saudi Arabia, in a rare public appearance in January, called on Saudi youth to accept lower-grade jobs when and if they became available. Simi​larly, Sultan Qaboos of Oman has repeat​edly urged the Omani young to help to create a modern country by never refus​ing a job, even one that lacks glamour.  But they may not be offered the job in the first place. Gulf employers have got ac​customed to using cheap labour and they are ready to fight tooth and naiI to keep it. An Omani may demand about six times the salary an Asian is prepared to accept, and will not work as hard. Bahraini eminstructing Saudi companies to use Ara​bic for all their domestic correspon​dence—a move designed to encourage the hiring of Saudis rather than non-Arabic-speaking Asians—the companies dodged by substituting Egyptians for Indians, Lebanese for Filipinos.

The Kuwaiti government embarked this year on a bid to reserve 25% of indus-trialjobs for Kuwaitis. It is not happening. The law conveniently exempts compa​nies from the 25% quota if they can show—and they always can—that there are not enough nationals around. Simi​larly, the Kuwaiti parliament's call for the oil industry to be 100% Kuwaiti is won​derfully unrealistic: few Kuwaitis would accept a job away from a desk.

So, public pronouncements to the contrary, the GCC will continue to em​ploy foreign labour. And young nation​als—more than half the population is un​der 15—face the prospect of enforced, and no longer so contented, idleness.

