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The Evening Economy and Night-time Disorder

The concept of the evening economy developed in Britain in the 1980s. At that time, the evening economy, where it existed, was largely defined - at least in the minds of people who make decisions about cities - by what it  was not. A segment of time, micro-time, which repeated itself seven days a week, when the shops had closed and everyone had gone home. By and large it was empty time. And yet the possibilities of more activity around the clock were there.  For the evening economy is all about business, enterprise and transactions. People meet, they trade, buy and sell - a meal, a drink, a newspaper, a hotel room, a theatre performance; they also are stimulated by the possibility of meeting others, of seeing their friends, of to enjoying the company of strangers. Providing the space for these sort of transactions, across the day and night, is what cities have always done, in any culture at any point in time (macro-time). It is one of things cities are good at. It is what humans do. In this sense, the evening economy is really only about opening up the possibilities for transactions to take place in longer and more extended segments of time. The diversity of transactions which combine to make a lively and vibrant place can only really occur in urban places, mostly city and town centres, but sometimes neighbourhoods scattered around cities and towns such as Rusholme in Manchester or Upper Street in Islington. For this reason, the notion of the evening economy is bound up in a larger debate about urban culture, the way people live in urban places.

Of course, for many people, cities and large towns are to be avoided at almost any cost. They are dark, dangerous and threatening places. The evening rush hour is in part a consequence of a basic desire to get home to one's family and a sense of security. We might have to work there, but we're not going to live there. The reason we left the city was to get away from it, the dirt, the danger and the unpredictability. This is fine for some people, but not for others. For our  own experience of cities in the UK suggests that something is going on. More and more people are inclined to use the cities and large towns at night, people are beginning to live more active social lives. They expect more from their cities. They've been abroad and seen it working there. Why not here too?

From 1994 urban planning policy in the UK was changed, in the shape of Planning Policy Guidance Note 6 on the “Vitality and Visibility of Town Centres”. This recommended that town centres should be protected from excessive “out-of-town competition (shopping malls, leisure complexes) and that town centres should be revitalised by a range of integrated measures aimed at improving their attraction, safety and diversity. A key concept was the promotion of the “evening economy” It is clear that this conception of the evening economy was drawn from a Department of the Environment Research Study on “The Vitality and Viability of Town Centres”, itself to a considerable extent based on “City Centres, City Cultures” and the Comedia study “Out of Hours”
. 

This policy shift more or less coincided with the holding of the “First National Conference on the Night-time Economy of Cities” held in Manchester in September 1993. The key-note speaker was a certain Dr Montgomery, and his paper was published in Town and Country Planning and Regenerating Cities in 1994
. The case for improved planning and regulation of the evening economy was made, in the broader context of more flexible, diverse and sophisticated city centres. The argument was that, at the time, in most towns and cities there were an increasing number of businesses and activities that conducted their trade and offer their services – or would wish to do so - in the evening or night-time hours after 5 or 6pm.  These included not just traditional places like public houses, bars, bingo halls, restaurants and discos, but also, shops, gyms, cinemas, music venues, art galleries, theatres and bowling alleys.  Alongside these commercial activities, there were also a broad range of cultural and recreational activities such as evening classes, clubs and civic societies.  Some of these take place in halls and other public facilities, others are private and entirely self-organised.  Large multiple chains such as breweries, leisure multiples and hotel and catering groups play an important part in a local evening economy - though at that time these were moving out from the traditional cultural and leisure locations of town and city centres.  This meant that the evening economy of town and city centres in the early 1980s largely consisted of small to medium sized enterprises, owned and managed locally or are place-specific in the case, for example, of local theatres and music venues.  This would change markedly during the late 1990s.

From June 2004 responsibility for liquor licensing passed from local magistrates to local councils, taking full effect from January 2005. This is seen by the Government as a further step in the liberalisation of the UK’s drink laws, and it is hoped that it will make the management of the evening and night-time economies easier. Overall, liberalisation is intended to help stimulate café society, a more sophisticated and urbane cityscape at night, and contribute to the so-called ‘urban renaissance’.
 But some commentators are now arguing that thus far the deregulation of the evening economy has not led to greater sophistication, but rather to binge-drinking, anti-social behaviour, and the tyranny of the yob. 

As we have seen, in the UK the ‘24-hour city’ concept was developed in the late 1980s at Comedia. At that time, it is worth re-stressing, town and city centres in the UK were effectively dead at night, and there was not much choice of restaurants or café-bars, even in London. In places like Manchester, Sheffield, or Leeds the choices and level of sophistication were poor indeed. It was clear that mixed use and a wider understanding of culture (to include design, café culture, street life) were going to be important in revitalising cities and urban areas. But even as the first 24-hour city conference was held in Manchester in 1993, it was becoming evident that, for most of the time, 18 hours is about enough. In Dublin especially, where the policy was to bring people back to live in the city centre (Temple Bar at that time had only 30 residents), it was clear that there would be a conflict between new residents and noise and rowdy behaviour associated with certain late-night activities, notably clubs and music bars. By the time of subsequent 24-hour city conferences in Cardiff (1994) and Sheffield (1996), the term was being used as a banner heading (signalling diversity, good urban design, and place-making), but always stressing the need for people to sleep! – and the need for all of this to be carefully planned and managed. At that time the UK economy was out of recession, but no-one seemed to believe it. So a lot of new investment in bars and restaurants occurred just at the time that licensing regimes across the country were being relaxed. In some ways this was all very positive – Sheffield is certainly an interesting place at night now; so too is Newcastle.

But there has also been a rise in alcohol consumption among the young (girls especially), and problems such as rowdy behaviour, violent incidents, and public urination. By the time of the final 24-hour city conference in London in 1998, the focus was on management approaches, the need for tighter planning policies, and urban design approaches to the city at night. Soho was in fact the main case study, led by Mr Matthew Bennett, a local resident and businessman. It now seems that the opening up of land use polices (in PPG6: Town Centres and Retail Development in the early 1990s) was good, but these were often badly implemented at the local level. It is as though the evening economy was some sort of magic wand that would solve the problems of town centres – but of course this proved not to be the case. Local planners were not far-sighted enough in determining how much late-night activity should be allowed, and where it should be located.

By the close of the 1990s it became clear that the modern equivalent of ‘bad neighbour uses’ is the night-club or the bar/pub playing loud music late at night. In most cities (Hull and Doncaster spring to mind) they actually have loudspeakers mounted on external walls blasting music out into the street. There are whole streets in some places which smell of urine throughout the day, and indeed there are fears that the day-time economy of such streets is being undermined by too much late-night activity. Consequently, much work in this area will in future be to do with better management, better planning, and drawing up conditions to reduce noise and disturbance. This will mean controlling uses and opening times, and also making a proactive policy decision about where the late-night activities should be allowed. There are also all sorts of conditions to be attached on sound control, pavement tables and chairs, and so on. This is an approach to the night-time city that most UK towns and cities
 will now need to adopt. Some tough decisions may need  to be made – for example, closing down or relocating noisy bars and clubs. New definitions on what constitutes a bar (as opposed to a café or restaurant) or a restaurant (as opposed to a take-away) are required, as are changes to entertainment licences and noise control.

It is only fair to admit that these issues are also being raised in Australia, with calls in city media for zero tolerance of public drunkenness. Australians certainly like to drink and have fun, and in recent years there has not been quite the same aggression or atavism one finds in England. They know, too, how to put on a bit of style and how to dine on the streets at night. However, there is a growing problem of young people of both sexes (‘hoons’ in the local vernacular) cruising around in their cars, revving their engines, racing around suburban and city centre streets and burning their tyres. There has also been a marked increase in alcohol-related violence, vandalism and anti-social behaviour, particularly in Brisbane, Perth and Newcastle. Foul language is the least of it, although very off-putting for other, especially older people. Although the night-time environment of most Australian cities is nowhere near as coarse and uncomfortable or threatening as in the UK, a trend does appear to be becoming established towards more and more serious night-time disorder. 

The potential conflict within UK and Australian towns and cities between residents and late-night evening economy activities is likely to become more rather than less apparent. On the one hand, it an be argued that new residents moving into the city centre do so in part because of the attractions of the evening economy and, as it were, know what they are buying into. Yet even so, the levels of complaints from even new residents in their 20s and 30s appears to be on the increase. In many city and town centres moreover there are long-established residential communities whose tenure predates the recent growth of the evening economy. In any event, it would appear that the aspiration of encouraging more city centre living will need to face up to the potential conflict with any aspiration to develop a more vibrant evening economy.

Indeed, this conundrum is exercising the minds of policy makers in London and other UK cities. In 2001, Urban Cultures undertook a study of comparative management of the evening economy and the night-time city is places such as Amsterdam, Utrecht, Berlin, Paris, New York, Glasgow, Manchester, Melbourne, Dublin and Lisbon. In many instances, policy makers have sought to concentrate especially late-night evening economy uses into defined geographical area. These are usually mixed-use areas, but crucially have much lower concentrations of residences. Or, there may be one part of the city where all types of mixed use are allowed, including residences and late-night activities, but other areas achieve a gentler balance between residential uses and more localised evening economy activities. Urban Cultures most recent work in this field has been in applying new regulatory and management frameworks for cities such as Sunderland and Colchester.
� Comedia 1992 op cit, Bianchini et al 1988 op cit.
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URBAN CULTURES LTD: PROJECT EXAMPLES 1995-2002





Adelaide City Council (1999 & 2000)


evening economy strategic development initiative


lighting and urban design strategy





Bristol City Council (1995)


evening economy development strategy





Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (1990-91)


‘Out of Hours” – a study of public social life, Comedia





Cardiff City Council (1995)


Second 24 Hour City Conference





Colchester Borough Council (2003)


STAND – Strategy to Tackle All Night Disorder





Derry City Council (1999-2000)


cultural industries and evening economy development strategy





Glasgow Development Agency and Glasgow City Council (1996)


urban vitality, cultural development and area management strategy, Merchant City. 





Government of Ireland (1991)


Temple Bar Cultural Quarter





London Borough of Hackney (1993)


Hackney Evening Economy Development Strategy





Manchester City Council (1991-94)


Arts and cultural strategy


First 24 Hour City Conference





Newcastle City Council (1996)


Grainger Town Area Development Strategy, with EDAW, cultural development, evening economy, street life.





Sheffield City Council (from 1995)


development advice on the night-time economy


night club market appraisal


Third 24 Hour City Conference





Spitalfields Arts Project (1995/6)


business plan and management structure for jazz club and gallery





City of Sunderland (1999-2002)


evening economy development strategy


joint policy statement on city centre licensed premises
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