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While will we will focus on Newcastle our discussion will be informed by Australian and overseas case studies and literature.

Soft city

PP2
—Our Newcastle (summarises ‘Soft city’)

Discuss:
What is your soft city, the Newcastle that you create in your journeys through the city and your connections with others?  And what makes Newcastle distinctive for you, different from other places?  Is this distinctiveness fading?  If so, how and why?  

PP3—Megacity or Our city?

PP4—Urban design principles }
See Our gem by the sea… and

PP5—Aesthetic principles        }
Voters need to know… on MLC website 

PP6—Terraces, King St

PP7—Eucalyptus maculata, Merewether }
See Working Paper 3 on MLC website

PP8—New house, Merewether 

PP9—Planning questions

Three eras


PP10—Three eras of urban development

Newcastle’s history has much in common with that of other ‘new world’ cities. In his stimulating book, Global City Blues, the San Francisco architect Daniel Solomon identifies three periods in the development of US cities.  The first era commenced as the continent was settled.  In 1785 Congress adopted a Land Ordinance that divided the country into 640-acre sections and six mile square townships. The foundation of this approach to land settlement was the grid, the rational subdivision of land into blocks and plots. This conception of country and city took no account of topography or ecology. ‘Roads followed section lines, and section lines followed the compass through swamps and over hilltops, a triumph of the abstract over the particular. Almost all the builders of towns in the America West—the speculators, the hucksters, the railroad men, the missionaries, the visionaries—came with more or less the same idea of town fully formed in their heads.’  (40)

And so it was in Newcastle.  Nineteenth Century town plans and maps show the grid expanding from its core on the south bank of the river mouth.  

19th Century Newcastle was essentially a collection of scattered mining villages, each with a grid layout. When in the 20th Century urban land became more valuable and suburban subdivisions proliferated, the grid again dominated.

PP11—Effects of rationalist approach to urban development

This rationalist conception of urban development has profound economic, political, cultural and environmental effects.  A free market in land unleashes speculation and booms and busts in land and housing.  Home ownership becomes a central expectation and spawns a distinctive lifestyle. These two factors, together with the introduction of building codes by municipal authorities, shape urban politics. Site preparation and building damage ecosystems—earth, water, flora and fauna, and their interrelationships. 
Modern town planning is Solomon’s second era of American urban development. Economic depression and war stimulated the desire for better cities and the belief that they could be built.  Slums would be cleared and replaced by green spaces and housing projects for the inner city poor; garden suburbs would be built for the middle class. The modernist conception of town planning is captured in a document issued by the San Francisco city planning department in 1948.  This envisaged ‘a new city of open space’ with ‘no densely built-up blocks’ and no overcrowded, unhygienic and dangerous buildings and streets.  The plan advocated demolishing most of the Victorian city fabric and replacing it with multi-storey buildings separated by green space. (Solomon 38-39)

Fortunately San Francisco’s rebuilding moved slowly.  In 15 years only a couple of dozen blocks were demolished and rebuilt.  By then people were experiencing the alienation and disruption that such projects caused.  They were also feeling the negative effects of suburban development: endless sprawl, traffic snarls, pollution, social isolation.  And so we enter Solomon’s third era, in which people look for ways of undoing these problems and creating more liveable, sustainable cities. (Solomon xiv, 76ff)

I will soon discuss this third era in more detail, because it is the one we are  living in. But before I do I want to consider what came before it and prompted its emergence. 

The suburb: ancient idea and modern reality 

PP12—Suburbia: from utopia to dystopia

In his monumental The City in History, Lewis Mumford devotes a chapter each to the industrial city and suburbia.  I will concentrate on the latter here.  While we might think of suburbia as a modern phenomenon, as a flight from the problems of the 19th century industrial city, or the decaying and racially divided US city of the mid-20th century, Mumford shows that suburbia is a venerable idea (Mumford 482, 484).  He traces the development of the suburb from the ancient world through medieval times to modern times. He argues that through these thousands of years the motivation for suburban living has remained the same.  The ancients’ desire for an Arcadian retreat from the crowds, noise and pollution of the city is still suburbia’s driving motivation:

To be your own self; to build your unique house, mid a unique landscape: to live…a self-centred life…in short, to withdraw like a monk and live like a prince…[T]o create an asylum, in which….[people] could overcome the chronic effects of civilisation while still commanding at will the privileges and benefits of urban society. (485-6)

The desire for space, light and closeness to nature are central to the suburban ideal:

Let me emphasise the demand for space…Whatever else the suburb has stood for, it has demanded an enlargement of the areas of open green and garden, as proper appurtenances of the city.  What only kings could demand once, was now the prerogative of every commoner who could get hold of the land itself.  The more constricted the old quarters of the city, the more closely packed its streets and houses, the greater was the visual relief of the suburb’s openness; indeed, part of the aesthetic value of the suburb, its special psychological virtue, springs from the daily shuttling to and from the city, with its alteration of openness and enclosure, freedom and constriction, easy movement and clogged traffic, spaciousness and overcrowding.  (Ibid 487-8) 

Mumford argues that from the mid-19th Century 

the romantic impulse in landscape planning began to affect architecture and urbanism, favouring the ‘natural’, that is, the informal, the accidental, the capricious, and the wild….[T]he new form of the suburb became that of scattered buildings in a park. (Ibid 489)

The suburban house was often consciously oriented for sunlight, for summer breezes, for a view; while plantations of trees and bushes served as windbreaks for both garden and home…[T]he suburban dwelling house achieved a new form, more congenial to family life in all its stages of development.  From the suburb, in fact, sprang a new domestic architecture, organically at one, both in function and image, with the life within and the landscape without: houses and gardens that brought to conscious perfection the traditional values of the farmhouse, with new utilities possible only in our own day.  (Ibid 490)

At its best the suburb achieves this ideal, or comes close to it.  Here in Newcastle we have for example the Federation houses and tree lined streets of Hamilton South; the neat weatherboard workers’ cottages of Mayfield and Lambton; the gracious late 19th century houses overlooking King Edward’s Park; the light and airy 1970’s houses set in bushland in New Lambton Heights and Rankin Park. (See Foley & Browne 2006).

Yet many of my generation, growing up in1950’s Australian suburbia, found it dull.  In young adulthood we headed to the inner city, which with its cafes, galleries and multicultural population we found much more vibrant and engaging.  But Australians still wanted the suburban life.  As Mumford notes, the very attractions of suburbia—its quiet, its space, its greenery, its distance from the city and its problems—made it popular, and popularity transformed it from Arcadian utopia to urban dystopia.  Post-war suburbia became

A multitude of uniform, unidentifiable houses, lined up inflexibly, at uniform distances, on uniform roads, in a treeless communal waste, inhabited by people of the same class, the same income, the same age group, witnessing the same television performances, eating the same tasteless pre-fabricated foods, from the same freezers, conforming in every outward and inward respect to a common mould…Thus the ultimate effect of the suburban escape in our time is ironically a low-grade uniform environment from which escape is impossible. (Ibid 486)

Suburbia’s distance from the city, with its employment, street life and cultural amenities, revived older, rural, problems: isolation, and the need for reliable transport—which with the spread of suburbia, increasingly meant the private automobile.  (Ibid 490-3)  Several decades on we are all too aware of the terrible ecological and social costs of automobile dependence—deaths and maiming, air pollution, ecosystem destruction.    

Mumford, like other critics of his era, is sharply critical of the psychological and political effects of mass suburban life.  Life in the suburbs, he writes, loses the variety, drama, tensions and dilemmas of city life, it becomes ‘a bland ritual of competitive spending’.

‘Half your trouble’, Rudyard Kipling wrote to William James in 1896, ‘is the curse of America—sheer, hopeless, well-ordered boredom; and that is going some day to be the curse of the world’. (Ibid 494)

In suburbia, Mumford asserts, life becomes illusory and infantile.  While the great remaining virtues of suburbia are the space, safely and amenities it provides children, childhood becomes the pattern for adult life.  With increased leisure 

play becomes the serious business of life; and the golf course, the  country club, the swimming pool, and the cocktail party become the frivolous counterfeit of a more varied and significant life…Compulsive play fast becomes the acceptable alternative to compulsive work…(Ibid 495)

This suburban anomie has been well covered in literature and film, in the novels of John Updike and Fay Weldon for example, and in films such as Sam Mendes American Beauty (1999) and Revolutionary Road (2008)—and perhaps the most evocative of suburban infantilism, The Ice Storm (1997). 

The suburbia depicted in these works, Mumford asserts, is ‘an asylum for the preservation of illusion’, in which 

domesticity [can] flourish, forgetful of the exploitation on which so much of it [is] based.  Here individuality [can] prosper, oblivious of the pervasive regimentation beyond. (Ibid 494)

Here too, social irresponsibility flourishes, as people screen out social problems.  The critique and activism of the individuals and social movements that ameliorated the evils of the industrial city by bringing clean water, sewerage, public hospitals and more hygienic dwellings (ibid ), are displaced in suburbia by an apolitical and inwardly turned way of living.  There is a tendency

To retreat from unpleasant realities, to shirk public duties, and to find the whole meaning of life in the most elemental social group, the family, or even in the still more isolated and self-centred individual. (Ibid 494) 

Mumford’s account of how the suburban ideal morphed into its antithesis is worth studying in detail.  So much of what he said more than forty years ago applies today to Australian cities, including Newcastle.

Mumford notes that suburbs built between 1850 and 1920 tended to be on trainlines or tramlines.  Houses were generally within walking distance of public transport. There were usually greenbelts between suburbs.  In 1899 the US economist Alfred Marshall proposed a ‘fresh air tax’ to maintain greenbelts. ‘We need’, he wrote, ‘to increase the playgrounds in the midst of our towns. We need also to prevent one town growing into another, or into a neighbouring village; we need to keep intermediate stretches of country in dairy farms etc. as well as public pleasure grounds.’ 

That Marshall’s idea, Mumford comments, was not at once followed up by city planners and municipal officials, that it is still far from appreciated and acted upon in most growing urban centres, is a disgrace to these professions and a blot on our common civic intelligence. Instead as cities grew suburbs joined up and we got la ville tentaculaire, a formless urban exudation, an anti-city that annihilates the city whenever it collides with it.   The automobile displaced public transport and the pedestrian scale of the suburb disappeared, and with it most of its individuality and charm. The suburb ceased to be a neighbourhood unit: it became a diffused low-density mass…In time, as in the US and Australia post-1945, replacing train and tram with bus and car became deliberate public policy. Faceless shopping centres supplanted neighbourhood shops.  Families were faced with the choice of buying two cars or one member shuttling others around.  Mumford concludes:

Instead of maintaining a complex transportation system, offering alternative choices of route and speed to fit the occasion, the new suburban sprawl has become abjectly dependent upon a single form, the private motor car, whose extension has devoured the one commodity the suburb could rightly boast: space.  Instead of buildings set in a park, we have buildings set in a parking lot. (Ibid 506)

The domination of the automobile, parking lots and sprawl destroys one of the great pleasures of city life: walking. [The motor car] has made it unsafe and the extension of the suburb has made it impossible…The car devours space and consumes time with increasing friction and frustration. The car, promising faster and easier communication, actually makes it more difficult.  By scattering the fragments of a city over an increasingly large area, the automobile obstructs easy meetings and encounters. 

Besides, continues Mumford, the notion that power and speed are desirable for their own sake is flawed. Speed should be a function of human purpose.  If a man is rushing his wife to hospital for the birth of their baby he wants to move as fast as he can.  But if I am meeting a friend for coffee I like to walk to a café. Instead, we have helped General Motors to flourish, and General Chaos results. A modern city needs diverse forms of transport, articulated with one another. The failure to achieve this has destroy[ed] the living tissue of the city and prevented the emergence of move liveable large cities. The reductio ad absurdum of this is Los Angeles, where more than one-third of the city and two-thirds of the central area are occupied by streets, freeways, parking facilities, garages (Ibid 506-8) 

Our marriage to the car, along with our attachment to the quarter-acre (now more frequently one-eighth of an acre) suburban plot, sterilises more and more land and scatters social facilities. It also—most terrible of all—creates an isolated, controlled life, the very antithesis of the ideal city life: convivial, engaged, lively. 

And yet, critical as Mumford, was of mass suburbia, he and others could see in it the seeds of something better: urban forms that would integrate suburbia’s virtues with those of the city. But before we discuss this, we need to look at another aspect of Solomon’ s second phase of New World urban development: modernism.

Modernism

PP13—Modernism and its effects

‘Modernity’ and ‘modernism’ are terms with a rich, complex and contested history.  As David Harvey (1989, 12, 31-32) notes the modernist movement or project originated in the 18th Century Enlightenment idea that we can come to understand the world objectively, through science, and then organise society rationally. As the 1933 Athens Charter of the International Congress of Modern Architects put it, buildings and cities could be though of as ‘machines for living in’ and scientifically designed.  

The American architect Daniel Solomon (2003, 5-14&ff) is troubled by this conception. Modernism, he says, is an uprooted tree in a raging flood, sweeping away beauty, history and sense of place. Across the world urban sprawl has pillaged the countryside and there is now a placeless universalism in architecture.  In the 1920’s Le Corbusier, the prophet of architectural modernism, proposed the levelling of great swathes of Paris.  In their place would be skyscrapers surrounded by parks, the parks bisected by giant motorways.  Fortunately Paris was spared this fate. But Le Corbusier’s key idea, that buildings and cities could be the perfect embodiment of rational thought, has combined with four transformative technologies: the automobile, the air conditioner, television and the computer to remake cities from Stockholm to Djakarta.    

PP14—Four transformative technologies

Air conditioning enables the universal Mariotts and shopping malls. The automobile decanted the wealth of cities, ravaged them physically and socially, and built the new world of the regional shopping mall, the big box, the planned development, and the business park.  Television and the computer separate people from one another.  People sit alone, their eyes fixed on screens.  We e-mail colleagues two doors down the corridor.  Television challenges the café, the church, the street, the piazza, the concert hall and the stadium as the loci of our shared experience. 

PP15—The challenge

Cumulatively this amalgam of technology and modernist architectural ideas destroys sociability, conviviality, people’s nearness to one another. The challenge for us in the 21st century, Solomon says, is to, in very different conditions, revive the venerable idea of cities as places of myth and history, where people belong and dwell, and where things matter, because they are laden with meaning.  (Solomon) And we must add now, with climate change upon us, cities where life is sustainable.

The choice is stark. Will we have cities that cramp and destroy life, or cities that enlarge and sustain life?

Possibilities

PP16—Five possibilities

Just as the conditions were forming that would turn the romantic idea of suburbia into its nightmare opposite, thinkers and practitioners in Europe and North America were conceiving a better suburbia and small town, one that we would now call sustainable. Their work leaves us with a rich legacy of ideas that we can adapt to our circumstances.  We will look at five of these here: traffic networks, the neighbourhood concept, the garden city/suburb, the idea of the sustainable city, and a school of town planning known as New Urbanism.

Transport networks

In 1903 the English town planner Raymond Unwin published a pamphlet called Nothing Gained By Overcrowding.  Unwin demonstrated that current town planning created an unnecessary number of streets, at great cost and to the detriment of residents’ safety and amenity.  He showed that by reducing the number and size of internal streets, and by creating by-pass roads for heavy traffic, planners could free up land for gardens and parks.  (Mumford 497-8)  This idea had been prefigured in the suburb and park building of Olmstead and Vaux in late 19th century America.  Their Central Park plan, for example, made clever use of underpasses and overpasses to provide four independent traffic networks: pedestrian footpaths, bridlepaths for horse riders, narrow internal streets and wider roads for cross-town   traffic.  (Ibid 489)

Neighbourhood/community

In 1929 the American town planner Clarence Perry published The Neighbourhood Unit.  In it he argued that the basic unit of modern town planning should be ‘a self-contained residential area bounded by major streets, with shops at the intersections and a school in the middle’ (APA). The importance of this seemingly simple idea is captured in the opening senntence of a 2004 Florida planning document (Treasure Coast Regional Planning Council 2004): ‘Traditional neighbourhoods have specific sizes usually based upon walking distances equivalent to a quarter-mile radius.’
By focusing on the neighbourhood, Perry reminded us of the human purpose of cities. The 2004 Florida document reminds us how powerful and perennially relevant this simple point is.  Cities are for people, and if they lose that purpose and function, we have to find ways back to them. Making the neighbourhood the basic planning unit can provide one such way.  As the Florida planning document notes, the benefits of a neighbourhood focus are many:

Residents enjoy many intangible benefits living in this neighborhood [West Palm Beach, Florida]. Defined neighbourhood boundaries engender feelings of ownership in both homeowners and renters. Feelings of ownership automatically give way to spontaneous policing. The five- minute walking radius is the perfect size for neighbourhood organizations. It is easier to manage a compact neighborhood, and it makes it easier to have a more unified political voice. When the neighbourhood association raises funds, the physical improvements made with these funds are more noticeable since the funds are spread over a small geographical area. Finally, the diversity and character of these neighbourhoods create uniqueness and give these neighbourhoods a lasting sense of identity. 

As Mumford notes, Perry’s neighbourhood is the descendent of the city quarter that existed in various forms from ancient times through the medieval period and into the modern era.  At different times different institutions provided what Mumford (500) so accurately calls the organising nucleus of these quarters—the temple, the church, the trade guild, the artists’ network, the trade union.  The question for us now then is: What will be bind together the modern neighbourhood?  Perry thought it would be the community centre.  While such centres have played a vital role in many modern city neighbourhoods, they do not bind together a whole neighbourhood the way earlier institutions did.  At worst, most residents ignore them, as suburban community forums are ignored by most Novacastrians.  At best such centres and processes bring together and energise a section of the population, as women’s neighbourhood houses did in Victoria in the 1970’s and 1980’s (Foley 1999).  

The reality is that the whole way we work and live in the modern city goes against attempts to build community.  Typically, we work long hours and drive home into our garage. When we have free time we spend it doing the things we most like doing with the people who mean the most to us.  In this style of city life community activity is the province of a few enthusiasts who may have some major victories—saving historic buildings, creating a park or nature reserve—but who cannot turn a group of households into a genuine community.   This does not mean that we should abandon using the neighbourhood as the basic unit of planning, or that we should give up trying to build community.  But it does mean that we have to be realistic and clever in the way we go about it. The ideas we’re examining here can help us to do this.

Garden cities, garden suburbs

PP17—Garden city layout

PP18—Garden city section

The great urban thinkers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were part of a broad progressive movement that sought to build a better world.  The inventor of the garden city concept, Ebenezer Howard, was one of the most influential of these.  Howard was both utopian and practical.  His 1898 book, Garden Cities of Tomorrow has had a lasting influence.  Even though his full-blown blueprint for garden cities has rarely if ever been fully realised, it is worth examining, because it provides a vision of what might be.  Further, his key practical idea—the importance of harmonising the built and natural environment in cities—now permeates thinking about urban planning and design, and has been realised in all sorts of interesting ways, some of which we will look at in these sessions (including some Newcastle examples). 

Garden Cities of Tomorrow is a slim book, and a very practical one.  The goal—the creation of cities that blend the best of city and country life—is discussed in the first chapter.  The other ten chapters discuss the practicalities of realising the goal—production (agricultural and industrial), revenue, expenditure, administration, public and private enterprise in the provision of municipal services, retailing, social welfare, social justice, and the politics of it all.   In what follows I will concentrate on Howard’s vision.  Then I will briefly discuss some attempts to realise that vision.

Howard hoped to foster the building of new garden cities that would gradually absorb the surplus population of congested big cities.  Each garden city would be an urban/rural complex.  Each would cover 6,000 acres, only one-sixth of which would the city area.  The city would lie at the centre of the 6,000 acres, and would be circular, 1,240 metres in circumference.  Six boulevards, each 120 feet wide, would fan out from the city centre, dividing the city into six equal wards, In the centre there would be 

a circular space of five and a half acres, laid out as a beautiful and well-watered garden; and surrounding this garden, each standing in its own ample grounds, [would be]the larger public buildings—town hall, principal concert and lecture hall theatre, library, museum, picture-gallery, and hospital.

The rest of this central area would be a 145-acre park, easily accessible from anywhere in the city—‘the furthest removed inhabitant being within 600 yards’. Running around this central park there would be a Crystal Palace, a broad glass-covered arcade to enable open-air recreation in all weather and every season.  This arcade would also contain shops selling manufactured goods.  

Going out from this centre would be five major avenues, enclosing residential lots averaging 20 by 100 feet.  Houses would be of ‘varied architecture and design’; municipal regulation of house building would be limited to ‘ensuring a general observance of street line or harmonious departure from it and proper sanitary arrangements’.  Some houses would have common gardens.

Howard named the third concentric ring out from the centre Grand Avenue.  This would be 420 feet wide, in effect ‘an additional park of 115 acres—a park which is within 240 yards of the furthest removed inhabitant’. There would be six sites of four acres each along this avenue, occupied by schools and churches.  Houses would be set along crescents running off this avenue, thus accentuating its already splendid width. 

After Grand Avenue there would be two more avenues, Second, then First.  Again these and there intersecting streets would contain domestic housing, except for the outer side of First Avenue which would host industrial and commercial buildings.  These latter buildings would front a rail line circling the town and connecting with the main rail line. 

The population of each Garden City would be limited to 30,000 people, 2,000 of whom would work on farms.  The land for each city would be purchased on the open market and held in trust by a four-member board of trustees.  Individuals would lease land for residential, agricultural, industrial or commercial purposes.  Rents would be based on land values, and the rent used for public works and a sinking fund, and to pay interest on mortgages raised by the trustees to buy the land.  (Howard 1898/1965 50-57)

The first Garden City designed according to Howard’s blueprint was Letchworth in Hertfordshire. Established in 1903, Letchworth has remained a garden city in the Howard sense, albeit with its share of political struggles and with some of its green areas being turned over to housing. (Wikipedia:  Letchworth) As the Guardian’s architecture writer put it on the town’s 100th anniversary:

Letchworth is no longer a pioneering or idealistic development, but nor is it some thoughtless stretch of suburbia. The way it was planned and the ideas behind it have ensured that it has a character all its own, a century on from its founding. Here is a real "sustainable community". (Glancey 2003)
Three factors worked against the proliferation of full-blown garden cities. One was the requirement that garden city land be publicly owned, which ran up against the economic, political and cultural forces supporting private ownership of land and housing.  The second factor was the continuing pull of big cities, and the third factor, related to the other two, is that suburbs continued to sprawl out from cities and to absorb greenbelts and agricultural land.

While comparatively few proper Garden Cities have been established there are interesting examples in the US, Canada, Germany and Scandinavia.  Moreover, garden city principles have influenced the planning of many cities and suburbs for example Canberra, and as we have seen, Newcastle’s Hamilton South.   Garden city ideas have also influenced contemporary urban planning movements such as New Towns, Eco-Towns, Transition Towns, New Urbanism and Sustainable Cities. (see Answers.com; Radburn; Seaside) 

Newcastle’s parks and reserves are another legacy of the garden city movement, and the US City Beautiful movement (Rose 1996) that emerged around the same time (Rose 1996).  The reaction to the industrial city established the idea that all city dwellers should have access to green spaces and clean air.  Ironically, our city’s coalmining heritage, which created numerous areas unsafe to build on, combined with local action and enlightened planning to create many of our green spaces, for example Jesmond Park, Dangar Park, the University campus, and Blackbutt, Glenrock and Awabakal Reserves.  This phenomenon will be the subject our next session, which will also argue that we can make better care of  these reserves and make better use of them than we do at the moment. 

Sustainable cities

PP19—Steps to the sustainable city

The experience of the past century demonstrates that urban life is becoming increasingly difficult to sustain.  Urban growth is out of control, especially in the third world.  The combined urban population of China, India and Brazil roughly equals that of Europe and North America.  By 2006 Dhaka, Kinshasha and Lagos were 40 times bigger than they were in 1950.  By 2004 there were at least 24 megacities—cities of 8 million or more people— all but one of them (New York) in the third world. (Davis 2006 3-5) It is impossible to provide adequate food, infrastructure and services for such cities if they follow the wasteful and environmentally destructive western model.  And this model is failing where it originated. Big Western cities are increasingly sprawling, gridlocked, crowded, polluted and unpleasant to live in. Governments, having followed neo-liberal economic prescriptions for thirty years, have largely avoided doing the tough policy development and spending needed to again make cities liveable. 

That said, there is interesting thinking and experimentation going on.  The emergence of ‘sustainable cities’ is one hopeful development. Sustainable cities, or eco-cities, try to minimise their ecological footprint—their impact on the environment—by minimising energy and water consumption, waste and pollution. There are many strands to creating a sustainable city.  Some of them are:

· Shifting energy production from fossil fuels to renewables—wind, solar, biogas from sewage

· Recycling water and waste

· Fostering energy efficient building through financial incentives and revised building codes

· Reducing need for air conditioning through tree planting, green spaces, lighter surface colours, natural ventilation, blinds and shutters

· Providing real alternatives to car travel: effective public transport, cycle paths, pedestrian paths and zones

· Sourcing food as close as possible to consumers

· Making neighbourhood and community the foundation of urban design

A lot is being written on sustainable cities.  If you want more information, start with Wikipedia’s Sustainable Cities entry and follow some of its links.  But be careful to distinguish between solid analysis and PR spin in the material you find.  Look for well-documented experiments that have been conducted over a period of time, such as the German city of Freiburg’s ‘global’ (we’d say integrated) transport plan.  Freiburg is a similar size to Newcastle and has been working on its transport strategy for forty years.  The strategy has increased public transport use, cycling and walking and reduced car travel and city parking.  (Bohme, n.d.; de Pommerau 2006)  In a 2007 article Grist, the Seattle environmental news website, had brief accounts of a number of ‘green cities’ and links to more detailed information about them (Grist 2007).  Endless further information can be accessed through a Google ‘sustainable cities’ search.

New Urbanism

New Urbanism is a movement architects and planners that formed from the 1970’s onwards. Its members, critical of mass suburbia and post-war urban renewal, are attempting to create human-scale, walkable, functional and sustainable communities. (Steuteville, 2004) (New urbanists try to work with the unseen structure of cities, a structure that is bigger, older, more important and more deeply loved than anything [they] and [their] clients can achieve on their own. (Solomon 124)

The heart of New Urbanism is placemaking (Solomon), the design of liveable, sustainable neighbourhoods.  These can be reworked existing neighbourhoods or new ones.  They will all have all or most of the following elements: 

Twelve elements of a liveable city (Steutville)

1. The neighborhood has a discernible centre. This is often a square or a small park and sometimes a busy or memorable street corner. A public transport stop would be located at this centre.

2. Most dwellings are within a five-minute walk of the centre.

3. There are a variety of dwelling types — houses, town houses and apartments — so that younger and older people, singles and families, the poor and the wealthy may find places to live.

4. At the edge of the neighborhood, there are shops and offices to supply the weekly needs of a household.

5. A small ancillary building is permitted within the backyard of each house. It may be used as a rental unit or place to work (e.g., office or craft workshop).

6. A primary school is within walking distance of each child’s house.

7. There are parks or playgrounds accessible to every dwelling.

8. Streets within the neighborhood form a connected network, which disperses traffic by providing a variety of pedestrian and vehicular routes to any destination.

9. The streets are relatively narrow and shaded by rows of trees. This slows traffic, creating an environment suitable for pedestrians and bicycles. 

10. Parking is relegated to the rear of buildings and is accessed by alleys.

11. Certain prominent sites at the termination of street vistas or in the neighborhood centre are reserved for civic buildings. These provide spaces for community meetings, education, and religious or cultural activities.

12. The neighborhood is organized to be self-governing. A formal association debates and decides matters of maintenance, security, and physical change. Taxation is the responsibility of the larger community. (Steuteville op. cit.)

By 2004 more than 600 new towns and neighbourhoods were being planned or constructed in the US according to these principles. ‘Additionally, hundreds of small-scale new urban infill projects [were] restoring the urban fabric of cities and towns by reestablishing walkable streets and blocks.’
The building of liveable and sustainable cities is of course not unique to the US.  Since 1962 Copenhagen planners have taken numerous small steps to transform the city from car-oriented place to a people-friendly one.  These steps include:

Copenhagen—Steps to a liveable city

1. CONVERT STREETS INTO PEDESTRIAN THOROUGHFARES   The city turned its traditional main street, Stroget, into a pedestrian thoroughfare in 1962. In succeeding decades they gradually added more pedestrian-only streets, linking them to pedestrian-priority streets, where walkers and cyclists have right-of-way but cars are allowed at low speeds.  

2. REDUCE TRAFFIC AND PARKING GRADUALLY To keep traffic volume stable, the city reduced the number of cars in the city center by eliminating parking spaces at a rate of 2-3 percent per year. 

3. TURN PARKING LOTS INTO PUBLIC SQUARES  Creating pedestrian streets freed up parking lots, enabling the city to transform them into public squares.  

4. KEEP SCALE DENSE AND LOW  Low-rise, densely spaced buildings allow breezes to pass over them, making the city centre milder and less windy than the rest of Copenhagen.  

5. FOSTER THE HUMAN SCALE   The city’s modest scale and street grid make walking a pleasant experience; its historic buildings, with their stoops, awnings, and doorways, provide people with impromptu places to stand and sit.  

6. POPULATE THE CORE   More than 6,800 residents now live in the city center. They’ve reduced their dependence on cars, and at night their lighted windows give visiting pedestrians a feeling of safety.  

7. ENCOURAGE STUDENT LIVING   Students who commute to school on bicycles don’t add to traffic congestion; on the contrary, their active presence, day and night, animates the city. 

8. ADAPT THE CITYSCAPE TO CHANGING SEASONS Outdoor cafes, public squares, and street performers attract thousands in the summer; skating rinks, heated benches, and gas heaters on street corners make winters in the city center enjoyable. 

9. PROMOTE CYCLING AS A MAJOR MODE OF TRANSPORTATION   The city established new bike lanes and extended existing ones. They placed bike crossings near intersections, using space freed up by the elimination of parking. Currently 34 percent of Copenhageners who work in the city bicycle to their jobs.   

10. MAKE BICYCLES AVAILABLE  The city introduced the City Bike system in 1995, which allows anyone to borrow a bike from stands around the city for a small coin deposit. When finished, they simply leave them at any one of the 110 bike stands located around the city center and their money is refunded. 
www.newurbanism.org/pedestrian.html
See NewUrbanism.org, Seaside & Steutville 2004 for examples of city precincts and towns designed in accord with ‘new urbanism’ principles.

The reaction to modernist building and town making was essentially a critique of the architecture of erasure that destroyed people’s memory of what made their cities distinctive and lively (Solomon 71-2).  New Urbanists want to help people reclaim these memories and to use this sense of place and history in urban design. In his astute and amusing collection of essays, Solomon says some things about San Francisco that are most applicable to our situation in Newcastle.  Post-war urban renewal threatened to wipe out the very things that make San Francisco interesting: the original layout—the grid of streets laid over a hilly landscape—and ‘the history of tiny interventions, the subscale of courts and alleys that make San Francisco a city that people love’ (72).  Fortunately several factors combined to stop urban renewal getting very far in San Francisco: bureaucratic inertia; public concern over severe social problems in high-density public housing projects; and citizen action to preserve historic building and streetscapes, prevent freeway building and exert more control over neighbourhood development. (73) 

Since 1975 there has been a concerted effort in San Francisco to plan in harmony with the city’s character and history.  It is worth quoting Solomon on this, because much of what he says applies to Newcastle and other Australian cities:

However messed up San Francisco might be physically and politically, it is still a beautiful place and its structure and scale nurture important things that people need from cities.  It is a pattern of settlement that both orients people in the world and connects them with one another. The odd combination of steep hills, view corridors along straight gridiron streets, and water on three sides makes San Francisco one of those cities in which you have a clear sense of a large and distinctive terrain and of where you are within it.  The particular geographies of Rome, Stockholm, Hong Kong, Vancouver and Rio de Janeiro locate you in similar ways.  And as in any good city, many of San Francisco’s streets are well-defined public places, congenial for walking.  (Ibid 73)

San Francisco has neighbourhoods, places with names and boundaries, its streets are defined by consistent building types of a scale that is big enough to feel like a real city but small enough to be comfortable and intimate.  And it has a whole network of small places to discover—alleys, courtyards, staircases like in Rome and Hong Kong where the public way is too steep for streets.  It has neighbourhood parks embedded in the city fabric and surrounded by housing like London’s, providing spaces for children, nannies, old folks, anyone.  Most important is the possibility or likelihood of encountering almost anyone; that is what cities provide. (75)

PP 20—Placemaking (as follows)

10 ELEMENTS OF A LIVEABLE CITY 

(Solomon on San Francisco)

1. DISTINCTIVE CHARACTER & HISTORY 
2. SETTLEMENT PATTERN ORIENTS & CONNECTS PEOPLE

3. DISTINCTIVE TERRAIN—STEEP HILLS, GRID STREETS, VIEW CORRIDORS, WATER 3 SIDES

4. PUBLIC PLACES WELL-DEFINED & CONGENIAL FOR WALKING
5. NEIGHBOURHOODS HAVE NAMES & BOUNDARIES

6. CONSISTENT BUILDING TYPES

7. SMALL PLACES TO DISCOVER—LANES, COURTYARDS, STAIRCASES

8. NEIGHBOURHOOD PARKS—FOR ALL AGES

9. BIG ENOUGH TO BE A REAL CITY YET INTIMATE & COMFORTABLE
10. ENCOUNTERS POSSIBLE, LIKELY

City building

The history of cities and urban design contains many lessons.  Two central ones are that

· Cities don’t just grow, they are made by people, more or less consciously and well; and

· People make cities in a specific, and changing, economic and political contexts.

In this talk, wanting to get people thinking about urban design, I have concentrated on the first point.  The second lesson is equally important.  We will have a clearer understanding of how and why our cities have become what they are if we know something about the economic and political processes that have shaped them. While I have not had room to deal with this issue here, much has been written about it. A recent article by David Harvey is a stimulating introduction to thinking about the political economy of urbanisation.  Harvey (2008) connects periods of urbanisation (Haussmann’s Paris; post-1945 US suburbia; contemporary global urbanisation) to periods of capitalist development and crisis (including the current global financial  crisis). 

In this session we have seen that cities in new nations like Australia and the US have gone through three stages:

· Settlement—when country was settled and city layouts established   

· Growth—a stage of rapid and generally badly managed growth 

· Planning—the more recent period, when there have been more systematic attempts to plan and design cities.

While each stage has followed the other, there has been some overlap between them.  Attempts to plan cities, for example, began in the nineteenth century, but only became systematic in the twentieth century.

Most city dwellers have some interest in urban design and planning. Often this is expressed in a negative way, as frustration with traffic congestion or inadequate public transport or inappropriate development. These problems are generally blamed on some authority or other, most frequently a city council.  Such responss are genuine and often valid (that is, deeply felt and based on evidence).  But over time they accumulate like sediment in a drain and many people adopt a cynical and resigned position on urban issues, saying in effect: They’re all bastards/useless/hopeless/incompetent/corrupt and there’s nothing we can do about it.
If we take this stance we give up any chance of influencing the direction of our city, of shaping the place in which we live.  Thankfully, not everyone does.  As we have seen in this session, many people have influenced urban design in positive ways.  In the next two sessions we will look at some examples of how people in Newcastle and other cities have shaped the places in which they live.
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