Urban Design and Place-making


Urban Design, Area Revitalisation and Place-making

Briefing Note

By Urban Cultures Ltd
37B New Cavendish Street

London W1M 8JR

urbancultures@bigpond.com

Urban Design, Area Revitalisation and Place-making

“The city, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand, written in the corners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the banisters of the steps, the antennae of the lightning rods, the poles of the flags, every segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.” Italo Calvino

One of the great paradoxes of city development is the past 100 years or so, is that those urban professionals—planners, surveyors, architects—who have set out to “save” the cities have often achieved the opposite. From before the fifteenth century cities had developed—with local cultural and vernacular variations—along traditional patterns of human scale, street patterns building lines and public spaces. This would change from the 1890s onwards, so that since the 1970s the public’s attitude to developers, the urban professions and development itself has been characterised by suspicion if not outright hostility.

Some clues to the extent of this can be gleaned from a MORI survey of 'Attitudes Towards Heritage' commissioned by English Heritage.  In the summer of 2000 respondents were asked to define what they understood by the terms 'heritage' and 'the historic environment'. Although initial perceptions of heritage were low, when prompted most people (over 50% in each case) agreed that the historic environment is made up of:

	Historic Buildings and Palaces
	74%

	Ancient Monuments
	69%

	Historic Gardens and Parks
	66%

	Local History
	57%

	Battlefields
	56%

	Industrial Archaeology
	55%

	Conservation of Buildings and Monuments
	51%

	History
	51%

	Art Galleries and Museums
	50%

	Archaeology
	50%


A sizeable minority of people also agreed that the following are part of the historic environment:

	National Parks
	46%

	Towns and Villages
	45%

	Canals and Rivers
	44%

	Landscapes
	42%


This would suggest that there is considerable tacit or latent support amongst the public at large for conservation measures as they have evolved to date. People also seem to attach importance to places - towns, villages, landscapes - as a whole, as well as to particular historical features within them. People like places, yet all around us places have come under attack or been allowed to unravel.

In his enjoyable and perceptive book The Geography of Nowhere James Kunstler denounces most of the “development” of urban American since the 1930s as “depressing, brutal, ugly, unhealthy and spiritually degrading” 
. He asks why this should be? Kunstler blames five interlocking processes for the decline of American urban places. The  first of these was the “explosion” of suburbia from the late eighteenth century, occasioned initially by the growth of new railway suburbs such as Llewelyn Park in New York State and Riverside near Chicago. This was compounded by the layout of American suburbs on a landscape design approach based on the same Arcadian principles underpinning Andrew Jackson Downing and Frederick Law Olmsted’s designs of Central Park. The spread of car ownership which followed, brought with it an infilling of the spaces between the railway suburbs and led to greater urban sprawl. This is similar to what happened in London, and was particularly marked in Chicago which is built on a flat plain—suburbs spread in all directions except north. The rise of “Modernism” according to Kunstler is responsible for:

“… cities ruined by corporate giganticism and abstract renewal schemes, public buildings and public spaces unworthy of human affections, vast sprawling suburbs that lack any sense of community … a slavish obeisance to the needs of automobiles and their dependent industries at the expense of human needs, and a gathering ecological calamity …
 

Historically, at least since the late 19th century, town planners have tended to view cities as problems to be solved. Indeed, planners have rarely felt “comfortable” with cities. Yet the planned dispersal of cities and the tight control over small-scale and one-off building in the countryside, has produced acres of suburbia rather than urban space. New towns are essentially suburbs in scale, form and activity. The urban designer Ali Madanipour 
refers to this as ‘an anti-urban paradigm’, made up as it is of suburbanism and planned ‘anti-urbanism’. Second, such places were built to densities that were too low. This is because density was confused with overcrowding. True, cities can and do produce overcrowding, but this is not necessarily the same as density. Without a sufficient density of residents and varied activities, city neighbourhoods become empty of life and interest. Density—up to reasonably high levels—is good for a city, certainly in the CBD and other central places. Third, the town planners of the post-war period believed that by separating out activities you achieve efficiency, that is by land use separation and zoning.  Yet, by and large, zoning has been a disaster for cities, as well as for the new towns.  This is often accompanied by great tracts of city land being taken up by grass verges, and roads and footpaths, creating left-over space. In turn, this affects the spatial layout of cities and towns. Instead of following established build-to lines, which shape streets, we allow buildings to be centred on plots, surrounded by parking spaces and unnecessary landscaping. Instead of streets and back courtyards, the city form becomes a series of isolated blobs. The essential problem is the desire to pre-form places to a spatial and functional hierarchy, rather than allow them to grow organically. This route leads to centres and sub-centres failing to interconnect—because they were never intended to overlap in the first place. Successful areas in good cities nearly always overlap, and they have an identifiable, but soft edge, allowing for crossover and inter-mixing. 

Against this background, a number of cities have rediscovered the benefits of urban place-making, area revitalisation and even master-planning of new neighbourhoods and districts according to urban design principles. This has been an important feature of Urban Cultures work since 1993 and the design of a new city at New Ebbsfleet in North West Kent. Before this even, at Comedia, SEEDS and the Greater London Council, John Montgomery developed a reputation as a leader in town centre revitalisation in the face of large-scale out-of-town retail developments. He has gone on to develop a ‘place-typology’ of differing types of places in cities, and therefore differing planning, development, management and design responses. His approach was set out in broad terms in the article Making a City, published in 1998. This includes a strong emphasis on the importance of reclaiming and redesigning the public realm as a series of places for public social life. 

� Calvino, I  ‘Invisible Cities’.


� Kunstler, J. ‘The Geography of Nowhere’, p10


� Ibid, p59/60


� Madanipour, A. ‘Design of Urban Space’, Chichester, John Wiley and Sons, 1996, p196.








URBAN CULTURES LTD: PROJECT EXAMPLES 





Adelaide City Council (2000 and 2003)


lighting and urban design strategy


revitalisation strategy, Rundle Mall, with HASSELL





Barnsley Metroplolitan Borough Council (1997-99) 


public realm urban design scheme & town centre boundary markers and signage, with John Lyall Architects & Bruce McLean. 





Blue Circle Properties Ltd (1995-98)


cultural development strategy for North West Kent


urban design advice and development strategy, North West Kent


urban design principles and checklist, New Ebbsfleet


		


East Perth Regeneration Agency (2005)


Redesign of Perth Cultural Centre, with HASSELL





Edinburgh City Council (1996/7)


area development and management strategy, Edinburgh New Town, with EDAW. Cultural Development, Street Life and Evening Economy input. 





Fairview New Homes (1999)


master plan and urban design for a new community in Hertfordshire





Gateshead Metropolitan Borough (1996)


East Gateshead Development Strategy, with EDAW. Culture and Urban Regeneration Strategy. 





Glasgow Development Agency and Glasgow City Council (1996)


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





Haringey Heartlands (1999)


masterplan, with Stock Woolstencroft





Laganside Development Corporation (1997/98 and 2002)


area regeneration strategy and master plan, with EDAW. Cultural Development Input, Urban Design and Evening Economy. 





Legal and General Ltd (1997)


Study of public spaces, activity and public social life, with David Lock Associates


urban design impact study, with David Lock Associates








London Borough of Newham (1991)


Revitalisation strategy for Green Street, West Ham





London Borough of Tower Hamlets (1999-2000)


Millennium Quarter Master Plan, with EDAW





London and Easter Properties (1997)


urban design framework, Stratford Rail Lands





Medway Borough  Council (1999)


Chatham town centre master plan and revitalisation strategy, with Llewelyn Davies





Middlesbrough Borough Council (1996/97)


town centre revitalisation and development strategy, with EDAW. Cultural Development, Urban Design and Evening Economy. 





Newcastle City Council (1996)


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





City of Newcastle, NSW  (2004/5)


Newcastle Mall revitalisation strategy





City of Prague  1997)


City Plan for Prague, with Llewelyn Davies





City of Unley (2003)


Identity corridors study – activity, from and meaning





Telford & Wrekin Borough Council (1999-2000)


town centre master plan and revitalisation strategy for Telford New Town, with EDAW





City of Westminster (2001)


urban design and management strategy – West End public spaces, with EDAW





Yorkshire Forward and Kirklees Metropolitan Borough Council


Urban Renaissance Project for Yorkshire


Analysis and Re-design of Huddersfield’s Public Realm


























Selected Publications by John Montgomery








‘Trade Winds: Retail Restructuring and Town Centre Revitalisation’ (1986), SEEDS, Stevenage.





‘The Last Resort?  Tourism in the South East of England’ (1988), with Landry, C. and Worpole, K., SEEDS, Stevenage.





‘City Centres, City Cultures:  the Role of the Arts in Urban Revitalisation’  (1988) with Bianchini, F. Fisher, M. and Worpole, K., Centre for Local Economic Strategies, Manchester.





‘Cities and the Art of Cultural Planning’, Planning Practice & Research, Summer 1990.





‘Animation: A Plea for Activity in Urban Places’, Urban Design Quarterly, 53, January 1995, pp15-17.





‘Cities Need Colour’, Planning Week, 6 November 1996.





 ‘Cafe Culture and the City: The Role of Pavement Cafes in Urban Public Social Life’, Journal of Urban Design, 2,1, pp83-102, 1997.





‘Making a City: Urbanity, Vitality and Urban Design’, Journal of Urban Design, 3,1, pp93-116, 1998.





‘City Dynamics: How Cities Work’ Town and Country Planning, January 2005.





‘Cities of the Fifth Wave: The Rise of the Traditional Modern City’ Town and Country Planning, July 2005.
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