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OPINION & ANALYSIS

where city needsto go

We're special; keep it that
way, say Griff Foley and
Gardner Browne.

THE recent Hunter election wish list
in The Herald (2/2) is interesting for
what it includes and omits. The list
largely comprises demands for more
funding for police, hospitals, schools,
transport and otherinfrastructure.
‘There are also a few references to
economic developmentand fairer
distribution of funding.

Nowhere in the list-orin
anything we've heard from any of
the candidates—is there mention of
an urban planningand design
strategy for Newcastle.

Politicians should do more than
respond to the specific demands of
electors and interest groups. They
should also have a vision for our city
and region. t

We would like to see candidates
address three questions:

B What is distinctive about
Newcastle?

B What should be preserved?

B How will our city’s future be
planned?

We think there are two distinctive
features of Newcastle that must be
preserved. One is our community
spirit. The other is the city’s physical
beauty.

Visitors often comment on
Novocastrians’ friendliness.
Conversation is easy here, and
people go out of their way to help
each other. There is areal sense of
ity, expressed in support
for charities, sports teams, service
clubs and other forms of voluntary
work. Life is more relaxed here than
in big cities; people strive fora
balance between work and family
and recreation.

Any great city strikes a pleasing
balance between the built
environment and nature. Newcastle
is fortunate in itsindustrial history,
which left large tracts of bushland
undeveloped. Blackbuttand
Glenrock, forexample, were
coalmining sites, and there are
‘many other smaller pockets of bush.

We also have some fine parks.
More recently the natural beauty of
the city has been further enhanced
by landscaped walkways around the
‘harbour, beaches and the lake.

Much of Newcastle's built
environment is in harmony with its

natural surroundings, Mansions on
the Hill, attractive old workers'
cottages in Waratah, split-level
houses in Rankin Park bush, these
and many other neighbourhoods are
pleasanttothe eye.

But today Newcastle's urban
landscape is under great pressure.
The State Government's urban
consolidation policy hasled toa
proliferation of villas, townhouses,
apartments and the subdivision of
older suburban blocks.

Rising incomes have generated

HARMONY: A city that works for its citizens has to be built, not just built over.

another trend. Particularly in
coastal and lakeshore suburbs,
sound older houses are being
demolished. Their replacements are
often large, ostentatious and clash
with the existing character of
neighbourhoods.

These trends, together with the
development of new suburbs to the
north, south and west, and the
continuing expansion of large drive-
in shopping centres, are changing
the character of Newcastle. Traffic
is denser and drivers more

impatient, suburban and city
shopping streets are in decline,
green spaces are being degraded,
many streetscapes are becoming
less harmonious and attractive.

Newecastle is atan important
choice point. Either we allow the
present anarchic situation to
continue, in which case we will
certainly become just another part of
eastern Australia’s coastal sprawl,
with its physical ugliness and social
‘problems, Orwe make a concerted
effortto plan our city’s future.

‘A serious planning effort for
Newecastle would be very different
from the current top-down process
in which the key decisions about
land use and population targets are
made in Sydney and then at best
slightly modified in response to
local reaction.

An effective planning regime is.
both comprehensive and
participatory. In'their classic work A
Pattern Language the architect
Christopher Alexander and his
colleagues discuss 253 issues that
can be considered in urban
planning. These range from major
questions like transport webs, the
relationship of town and country
and the maintenance of
neighbourhoods to design issues for
individual dwellings, such as the
location of windows, the choice of
floor surfaces and the creation of
child-friendly spaces.

Urban design and architecture
are often seen as highly technical
fields best left to trained
professionals.

But as the letters pages of The
Herald show, many Novocastrians
have views about their city and its
future.

To date the problem has been
finding effective and equitable ways
of people expressing their opinions
and influencing decision-making.

‘Writers like Alexander give us a
commonsense language that
enables us to think about and
discuss urban design issues.

We call on all candidates in the
coming state election to publicly
undertake to, once in office, take the
lead in developing a
comprehensive, participatory and
equitable urban planning and
design process for Newcastle.

Griff Foley is convener of Merewether
Landcare. Gardner Browneisa
former town planner.




