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‘Places’ matter most
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Places matter much more than either individual build-
ings or vehicular traffic. Yet, all over the world, our
planning endeavours seem to concentrate almost
exclusively on the latter considerations. We seem to
be losing the ability to stand back and look at what
we are producing as a whole. Most of us can think
of collections of roads and buildings that simply do
not add up to anything at all. We need to stop worry-
ing quite so much about individual buildings and
other individual physical artifacts and think instead
about places in their entirety. We need to forget the
spaced-out buildings of the past few decades, sepa-
rated from each other by highways and left-over
tracts of land. These unthinking, tired solutions to
development have not served us well. We must con-
centrate on attractive, intricate places related to the
scale of people walking, not driving. We must exploit
individuality, uniqueness and the differences between
places. An attractive public realm is very important
to a feeling of well-being or comfort. Traditionally,
building craftsmanship was not just about buildings,
but also spaces. This should still be the case. Collab-
oration between all the environmental professions
will be essential to achieve this.

The inescapable reality for all of us is that people
judge the activities of architects and planners,
landscape architects, highway engineers and civil
engineers by the quality — principally the physical
quality — of what they see and experience around
them. And rightly so. Because, at the end of the day,
it is the product rather than the process that matters
most to the users. For all manner of reasons and quite
understandably, the judgement that they make is
rarely a complimentary or favourable one - largely
due to the legacy of several decades of Modernist
planning.

There are signs of a new approach to architecture
and planning - a fundamental change in approach
from the days of ruthless Modernism. British architect
Terry Farrell succinctly describes how in the Modernist
approach the primary object was a building or some
other physical artifact. It was often separated from
its neighbours by large tracts of land and/or high-
ways — the left-over public realm. Designs were open
and non-urban in character. The modernists obses-
sively and rigorously applied concepts of the grid,
simplistic hierarchies, tidiness, low densities, zoned
separation, the international style, large-scale engin-
eering, a severance with history and tradition, high
technology construction and mechanization. They
thought at the scale of a moving vehicle. Growth
and comprehensive redevelopment were the norm.
Unconstrained, green field or war-damaged sites
were the ideal canvas.

The devastation that this approach has produced
on the public realm can now be seen in virtually every
town and city in the United Kingdom and in many
other countries too. A strong rejection of this philoso-
phy is now emerging. We are witnessing a return to
the spirit of urbanism that characterized well-loved
traditional towns and cities. The concern is once again
for the scale of people walking, for attractive, intricate
places and for complexity of uses and activities. The
object has now become the public realm - the space
between buildings - rather than the buildings them-
selves. The aim is to create urban areas with their own
identities, rooted in a regional and/or historic context.
The physical design of the public domain as an
organic, colourful, human-scale, attractive environ-
ment is the overriding task of the urban designer.

On urban sites, then — both in town and city cen-
ters and in inner city and suburban areas — we need
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