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The Academy of Urbanism:
Learning from Place Think Tank Sessions; City X-Rays

30/04/2009: London: DEGW
05/05/2009: Dublin: City Council
18/05/2009: London: Buchanans
09/06/2009: Birmingham: Knight Frank
10/06/2009: Manchester: University
11/06/2009: Glasgow: Gillespies

Workshops were held in six locations over a 2 month period, with invited participants drawn from a wide range of different sectors and backgrounds. Discussions were varied in all six cities, with participants presenting interesting case studies related to their areas of study and on cities that they knew. Examples of cases ranged from successful ones, such as the redevelopment of the Jewellery quarter in Birmingham, Temple Bar in Dublin, the Speirs Locks in Glasgow, to conflict zones such as the North-East areas of Glasgow.

When analysing the different sessions, it was possible to find common topics, including the measurement, representation and applicability of collected data; the sometimes conflicting perspectives of the different agents involved (i.e. citizens, developers, various professionals, governments, NGOs) and the future role of the Academy as a provider for a neutral table of discussion for all of these participants.
The Cities X-Rays concept implies the medical analogy that links record and images. In the same way urban analysis intends to visualise data. So the main question was how a holistic view of the urban environment can be achieved in a way that perceived wisdom can be tested against data, evidence and facts; what methods and sources are available to do this and what are the new alternatives.
It was pointed out that not everybody is familiar with visual language and alternatives should be found. Another danger was seen in the expression of graphics and their meanings, in the sense that analysts must always keep in mind what is the data behind the maps and what are the reasons for their construction. These should be accessible and legible.
Topics considered important for measurement and representation of urban data included:

POPULATION:
Data needed in order to measure and reflect on the way people (more specifically communities) use their space. In this sense, socio economic data was highlighted, particularly census data e.g. family type, structure-. An interesting suggestion was the need for some form of a Diversity Index or method to account for the diversity of an area, which could be used as a comparative tool to test the effect of diversity in themes such as health, crime rate, use of space etc. Also mentioned was the analysis of the different roles and potential roles of people in terms of their livelihood and their input in the local community, for example xxx service provider and yyy ‘sleeping beauty’ professionals.
Booth’s map of London’s poor was mentioned several times in different sessions as an effective way of displaying population data may be that the census needs to be accessible to different people e.g. graphically.

MOVEMENT/NETWORKS:
Pedestrian and vehicular urban mobility were pointed out as useful sources to measure urban quality, for example walking ratios?? in an area can be linked to the quality of the public realm, is a pedestrian friendly area better than a less one? The PERS (Pedestrian Environment Review System) was mentioned as a useful tool to that effect. Difficulty in comparing against different types – more diverse improvement across user types probably need.


Movement was also mentioned as a factor of changing population, of people in transit, migration, seasonal workers, tourists, etc. What impact do they have in the urban environment? It was agreed that this area needs further research particularly in times when population is rapidly changing. For example can we measure the number of singletons per hectare? If so, what is their impact on design? More demand of smaller properties? Challenge in terms of measurement and assessment here – usual techniques can become outdated rapidly.
Interesting graphics displaying movement were shown that ranged from the front door ratio (where high use corresponded to a lively street), to informal crossing of streets (in order to evaluate the need for a new crossing). Several ideas to improve design were mentioned such as the scanning of vehicle movement and public transport with the aim of finding points where the system is clogged. (Space Syntax) It was also mentioned that disruptions (tube, bus strikes, etc) can be used to show alternative routes. Social networks of an area could be mapped to show for example people using the library or the CBD in a city with the view to improve transport and connectivity of the area.

CULTURE/MEMORY/IDENTITY:
In this area it was highlighted the need for a geographical descriptor of perceptions and memorable places. This could be done using people’s own mental images or their acquired image coming from say writings or the arts. It was suggested that cities can also have their own particular DNA achieved by their own unique characteristics. In this sense, a problem presented is the changing dynamics of the peri-urban (or urban periphery), it was claimed that some gateway hubs are in search of a new role and identity (with particular reference to the outskirts of Manchester).
It was also suggested that different energies of places should be measured and displayed in values. For example the potential energy of an area (possibilities for development), cultural energy (number of museums art galleries and cultural amenities), spiritual energy (number of religious places). This energy values could be used to compare different places and see if high numbers correspond to good environments.
In terms of graphics, maps were explained as a way of appropriating the physical space, in that sense they constitute a powerful tool for identity, the map of the London underground was presented as an icon, as an abstraction of the urban space which now represents London’s urban identity.
It was proposed that city councils should open points of research where people could draw mental images/maps of their cities and collect this information for further research.

CHRONOLOGICAL OBSERVATIONS:
The time factor was pointed out as vital to understand urban development, the narrative of places and their histories. Perhaps CABE could commission a study on stories of urban change?

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT:
In this area the efficiency of design quality indicators was questioned, as well as the interrelations between function and form. It was pointed out the need for a comparative analysis at urban and peri-urban levels, the need to look at the whole and not just the part.
Representation of the physical characteristics of the urban environment was widely displayed including: ground floor drawings: showing that sometimes there are more public space than those shown in roof plans. Many ideas for different scans displaying: frontage character and building entrances, land use (Noli’s figure ground map was mentioned in several sessions), spatial accessibility scan, structure and distribution of facilities, and skylines. It was also highlighted the importance of a map showing what was called “human natural interfaces” displaying from small open spaces to large ones: garden / open space / leisure space /wild space. This was linked to the need of developing spatial ecology graphics: green zones, brown zones, production hubs, blue/green infrastructure and ecological boundaries.
Proposals for possible innovative tools to produce graphics ranged from GIS, GPS, 3-D modelling, and Google earth.
It was felt that careful consideration should be taking when producing graphic analysis as this must be executed in order to aid research and the creation of spaces. In that sense it was highlighted that images can be used as comparatives (compare the skyline of Manhattan with say that of Rotterdam). Analysis must be such that images can be interrelated to produce meaning. They should be transferable tools, applicable to other similar cases, although it was also pointed out that location is an important factor and if tools and data are available they should be prioritised so useful indicators are selected (hot climates have other specifications in terms of shade in open spaces than colder ones).

DISCUSSIONS:

The role of the different agents and decision makers that participate in the process of urban development was also a topic discussed at one point or another in all the six sessions. Agents discussed included:

CLIENTS/DEVELOPERS: It was pointed out the difficulties in dealing with clients and developers when many of them are more interested in the economic aspects of the developments rather than the quality. The general view was that sometimes this group want high returns in the short term and that this can be against urban processes that normally take longer terms to materialise. Although some developers take a different view e.g. Grosvenor, Argent.

GOVERNMENT: The view was that more research is needed in order to investigate how high level policies connect with the growth of cities. A current concern of governments seems to be with promoting places, also explained as place branding. It was pointed out that governments should commission further research on this area as well as the health consequences of design.

In terms of measuring government input in local planning it was proposed that a new measurement based on total public funding spend could be introduced, with the aim to see how this relates to quality.

The temp horizon issue was also criticised here, in particular answers to the question of how do we engage with decision makers when they are only thinking in the next political election in 4 years time? The main issue here is that very little can be done in such a short time given that planning can take many years.

CITIZENS: the view was that new methods of citizen participation are needed and ongoing support and resource rather than one off or shortlived experiments.

BUSINESSES: It was pointed out that sometimes the needs of businesses play an important role but not always contribute to good urban design. The main reason for this is because businesses like to cluster, agglomeration is for them the most effective solution since they gain a wider labour market, a deeper product market and knowledge spill over.

It was also highlighted the value of tall buildings for businesses: 40% of their value comes from externalities (locality, important businesses in the area, etc).

Suggestions for best ways of measuring this group were based on willingness to pay, productivity, participation, tourism, inward investment. Skilled worker retention (art galleries/ leisure), changes in work style: work / social different places, vacancy rate. Issues concerning social networking and flexibility of work were also considered important measures to take into account in public transport planning.

WAYS FORWARD/ROLE OF ACADEMY:

The Academy was generally acknowledged as a good platform for discussions involving all the different sectors that participate in urban development. Politicians, developers, academics, planners, architects and citizens: the Academy has the ability to congregate key players at one table in a non threatening environment. The Academy could take that place and shape a new kind of leadership, becoming the link between spaces and conversational networks. We should propose presentations for those governments that are not listening to these problems, i.e. some EU countries that are still applying ghetto-like theories of urbanism.

The general view was that a common simplified and clear language is needed that could be used across all sectors, from the public, to professionals and governments. This still remains a challenge as cases presented in Glasgow showed. It was also the general view that learning from place should share discussions with a wider public and not remain only at an academic level.
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