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Our gem by sea could
shine much brighter

We all have a part to play.
in building a better city,
say Griff Foley and
Gardner Browne.

NEWCASTLE is a beautiful city. But

it could be even more so.

Nobbys is a Newcastle icon, truly
beautiful and at one with its
environment.

Look in any direction from
Nobbys and you understand how
Newcastle is set in the sea, and that
this is the source of its beauty.
Stockton Bight curves away to the
north, presenting a vista of sand
dunes and ocean, Norfolk pines and
the misty outline of hills.

Ocean and headlands stretch to
the south, the art deco Ocean Baths
in the foreground, beyond it the gem
of King Edward Park.

‘West and inland flow the harbour
and river, the city climbing up The
Hill on the south side, facing
Stockton's cottages and foreshore
parkland.

To the west up the harbourare

docks and coal loaders, fishing boats

and bridges.

Alovely prospect, butit could be
still Tovelier, Nobbys’ slopes would
benefit from landscaping. The new
apartments along Newcastle Beach
and Lee Wharf could be better
integrated with their surrounds.

An urgent priority is to devise a
way of reviving commercial and
civic activity in the inner city. The
promise of Bathers Way will only be
fully realised when it connects with
good urban design and landscaping.

None of these things will come
about easily. Building a cityisa
complex process, involving the
expression and reconciliation of
diverse interests.

The key to better urban design is
public awareness and inyolvement.
This in turn requires an ongoing
public discussion of design issues,
based on sound information and
clearly articulated principles.

First, urban design should be
conceived as a comprehensive
process integrating natural and
built environments, local culture
and community values.

Second, in this era of energy crisis
and climate change, urban design
has to be ecologically sustainable.

Third, we need to accept that

OPEN TO QUESTION: The key to better urban design is public awareness and involvement.

cities can be made beautiful or ugly.
‘This might seem a difficult issue to
discuss, because of differences of
opinion about what is beautiful. Ina
recent book, The Architecture of
Happiness, the philosopher Alain de
Botton offers us a way through this
difficulty. He points out that
buildings not only shelter us, they
speak to us.

Focusing on the feelings that
buildings and urban vistas evoke
and the values they carry enables us
to discuss them.

To take two Newcastle examples.
Arow of Edwardian houses facinga
parksuch as those on The Terrace
on Shepherds Hill speaks to us of
order, harmony and graciousness.

A sunny afternoon walk along
Atherton Close in Rankin Park
uplifts us. There is a range of
interesting architectural styles in
this street, all the houses and
gardens are lovingly maintained,
and they harmonise with each other
and the deliberately preserved
surrounding bushland.

Order, elegance, balance,
coherence-these are some of the
qualities we should aspire to in

urban design. It is difficult to realise
these values in Australia, where
market forces and individual desire
increasingly drive urban
development.

As Lewis Mumford noted in his
classic work, The City in History,
successful urban planning has
always involved responsible public
direction working for well-
conceived public ends. Such
direction will come when there isa
well-informed and articulate
citizenry pressing for it.

Newecastle City Council has used
some innovative approaches to
community participation. But most
of us only respond to urban design
questions when they immediately
affect us, as for example, when we
oppose a development or protest at
the loss of views or open space.

To get beyond this reactive and
negative process, we need
continuing public discussion about
urban design, built around a series
of questions.

Some of these will be general,
such as: to what extent have the
urban design principles articulated
in planning documents such as the

25 Year Newcastle Urban Strategy
(1998) been realised? If they have not
been implemented, why not, and
what might be done to realise them?

Some questions will be
informative, for example: what is the
open space ratio in Newcastle? How
does it compare with that of similar
cities? Some questions will relate to
particular design proposals. For
example, we could ask of the current
plan to redesign the Newcastle
Regional Art Gallery: how
transparent and publicly
accountable has been the design
process so far? Is it necessary to
build anew gallery? Would
revamping the existing gallery or
renovating an existing building like
the GPO be more achievable?

Questions like these might be
uncomfortable for supporters of
particular projects. Butif we are to
develop an effective urban design
process in Newcastle we must have
a public conversation around such
questions.

Griff Foley is a former adult educator
and Gardner Browne a former
consultant town planner.




