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Manifesto for Future Community

Instead of imagining the future as linear and wonderful, and fu-

ture communities as spatial, we believe that:

1

The future is never a single possibility, but a complex concept. If 7.
human beings unfortunately side into a bad future scenario, the
community will be the last place where we can make a difference.
Additionally, the community will be urgently analyzed, reorga-
nized, and discovered importance in the current world, which is
increasingly restless, illusory, and full of emergencies.

. As long as people still have flesh and bone, , even if a cyberized 1

body, human beings cannot get rid of the instinct of community
and the inherent communication rationality.

. The future community represents, in the first place, a social process. 2.

The future, the future community, and the future of the community
are the process of continuous empowerment. From individuals, to 3.
interpersonal relationships, to communities/societies, they continue
to develop and strengthen step by step. Individual rights, therefore,
become universal power, a prospect of universal autonomy. 4.

. The domination of capital poses a huge restriction on the future

imagination. Those urban planning, design and renewal based on the
ready-made capital-administration-technology imperial discourse
system are ultimately the repair of the existing system and become 5.
devicesfor further manipulation, domination and oppression of real-

ity, living, society, community and individual. "We have all become
puppets of the system and imaginary world where we live"

. We are opposed to sticking the future community under the trend of

postmodernism and neoliberalism. We should establish it on a series 6.
of negative urban laws. Anti-development, anti-capitalism, anti-con-
sumption, deindividuation, anti-privatization, anti-stratification, anti-an-
thropocentrism, anti-bureaucracy, anti-teleology, anti-presupposition,
anti-instrumental rationality, anti-homogeneity, anti-spatial despotism,
anti-functionalism, anti-mobility, anti-technological despotism, etc.

. We celebrate the beauty of nature, technology and humanity, the

technology autocracy and industrial standardized building produc-
tion to steal the future community goals.

Community also means joint development, sharing, common own-
ership, demarcation, etc. No borders, no community. But thisis
by no means an argument for constructing gated communities as
private lands for the middle class. We will destroy the closure.

We call for:

Break away from the traditional myth of public ownership and
private ownership! The community in the future needs the spirit of
sharing, co-existence and the essence of human community.

The establishment of new space, technical principles calls for the
return of politics in the field of architecture, planning and design.
To get an ideal community, there must be a strong society. The
formation of society requires more diversified and intensive hori-
zontal connections.

Opening up is the core and urgent task of the future community.
But openness does not conflict with borders. The boundary is not
a natural separation, but the basis of community. We call for an
opening with rich meaning and a flexible boundary.

Will future communities need to be self-sufficient? To some ex-
tent, yes. Self-sufficiency is not self-complacency in the face of
crisis and exception, but to recover the community productivity
deprived by the era of super industrial division of labour. Find our
ability to live on the earth!

Different from the increasingly rigid, rigorous and conservative status
quo of cities, by new technical means and with the wisdom of many
individuals, the attitude of the community has become flexible: from
entity to virtual, from close to loose, from a dozen to thousands of
people, from blood, geography to industry, interest... peopl€'s desire
for connection gives birth to endless community forms.

collective rights and urban society, and we should destroy the  Joint appeals: Urban China, city dwellers,...

FUTURISTIC MANIFESTO
Publication date: in 1909
Initiator: Filippo Marinetti
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AGENDA

NEW URBAN AGENDA
Publication date: in 2016

Initiator: the United Nations Con-
ference on Housing and Sustainable
Urban Development (Habitat I1T)

CALL TOURBANIZE TECHNOLOGY
Publication date: in 2021

Initiator: more than 100 scholars, profes-
sionals, and government officials, led by
Saskia Sassen
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Communities in the Name of "the Future"

Text/ Gehry CUI

We are using the term "future' arbitrarily to describe cities and com-
munities. But the future is not homogeneous, nor isit necessarily rosy.
Before we go any further with discussions about the future, we need
to recognize afew facts.

Thefutureisasocial process.

The first response to the current discussion of "the future" is an
attitude toward technology. In terms of its impact on the shape of
human society, technology encompasses at least two categories -
transportation technology and communication technology - yet when
we discuss the future of cities, we easily fall into the trap of equating
"technology" ambiguously with "information technology". Another
trap is to think that technology is equal and neutral, and to imagine
a "technological utopid'. However, technology is never neutral and
isitself a promise; there is nothing wrong with that. What is most
puzzling, however, is that in the practical context, technology has al-
ways been a promise of a"good" future, and we rarely see a negative,
bleak picture through technology. Thus, if we are to associate "the
future" with words such as "beauty, harmony, abundance," then we
must recognize that "the future" should be, first and foremost, a social
process. The relationship between people and other "things' is the
core of the future. It should not only be a materialized testing ground
for space and technology, but even nature should be subordinated to
this order of priority. Frustratingly, the reality is exactly the opposite.
In each era, the wild application of new technologies in the city isin
fact a systematic simplification of complex urban problems, assum-
ing without distinction that a technological solution exists for most
urban problems. Thisis a deliberate distortion of urban ecology, and
the most insidious trap of "technological supremacy". This approach
whitewashes and conceals the true demands of the city and its inhabi-
tants, thereby creating an "illusion of need" that is presented and sold
to the world. In essence, it isaruthless denial of the "social process'.

Thefutureisaform of asset.
An emerging process of widespread assetization of everything and "as-
set forms' has replaced commodities as the primary basis of contempo-

rary capitalism. An asset can be a piece of land, a skill, an experience,
a personality, a bodily function, aform of life, or traditionally, a patent
or intellectual property. Assetization resultsin the discounting of future
earnings. The value of an asset, too, islargely based on forward-looking
expectations of future investment returns and is discounted (whether or
not those expectations will materialize). A serious question then arises:
Whose future interests determine current policies and institutions? In
fact, the "future" is not a free place where everyone is equal; rather, it
is often held hostage to processes of assetization, claims, and the will
of capital, and thus profit. It is important, then, that the future city and
the future community truly reflect the will of its residents and resist the

will of capital and the process of assetization.

Thefutureisakind of mass diversity.

It is important to acknowledge that the definitions used in the official
language to describe communities - "future," "complete," or other
terms - necessarily conceal the expectations and connotations of
industrialized, mass production. As early as 1845, Chinas modern
real estate industry began in the concession area in Shanghai. Instead
of the custom-made approach of designing a dwelling for a specific
household to fit his or her lifestyle aspirations, architects pursued
the practice of mass design and construction, designing and building
without any knowledge of the future occupants. Since then, for the
first time in China, housing has become a commodity, and this stan-
dardized approach to industrial processes continues to this day. Yet
people do not seem to acknowledge this fact and rather want to "do
the impossible’, imagining that the urban communities of the future
can still have diverse connotations, even if they have uniform appear-
ances and functions. This seems to be another unrealistic myth in the
exploration of future cities.

Thefutureispleasantly old-fashioned.

Thisissue does not attempt to provide support for the interpretation of
official concepts, nor does it intend to provide model cases, planning
methods, or funding channels for future explorations of "future cities'
and "future communities'. Rather, it seeks to provide a structure for

discussion and a way of thinking about future urban issues, in order
to inspire more people to critique and think about them. In the view
of Urban China, indeed we are now discussing the "future", but if all
these discussions are based on the "palitically correct" view of post-
modernism, without any critiques or any reflection on neo-liberalism
and New Urbanism, then all these discussions and practices are just
afalse, futile illusion and deception hiding in the protective shell of
history. Although we admit that history is a philosophy that teaches
by example, it does not conceal the fact that thinking is limited. In
fact, the imagination of the unknown world of the future is still ex-
tremely scarce and incompetent, so that many retreat to history to
summarize the fundamental patterns of urban development (e.g. the
interaction between technology, society, and space) based on the his-
tory of industrialization in the past two hundred years, and deduce the
future city accordingly. Underneath the seemingly infallible truth, the
development logic of industrial society is seamlessly extrapolated to
the information society. However, there are significant differences be-
tween the two, typically in that the industrial society is based on a hi-
erarchical "center-periphery" population structure, which isin strong
conflict with the current "era of mass-authorship" where everyone has
a voice. On the one hand, advocates of the future cities cry out for
the rise of the individual, the arrival of the atomized society, and the
infinite possibilities of the future; on the other hand, when it comes
to concrete practices, they turn to peddle the clichés of technological
supremacy, big capital dominance, and central control... They enjoy it
and cannot help themselves.

Therefore, this issue will focus on three main lines: the possibility of
disintegration of the population model, the rejection and obsession of
man with technology, and the confrontation between man and nature. We
point out that these three sets of relationships are all penetrated by the
spatial qualities and temporal order of the "future’, and are dominated by
capital. Thisframework of discussion isbased on several reasons.

First, space is the materialization of the "future’, while time is not a
phenomenon, but an order formed by the successive changes of phe-
nomena. Moreover, time is not an "indisputable" uniform phenome-

non, let alone a linear standard that continues to move forward. It is

sometimes spiral, sometimes national, and only rarely individual. The
linear time that the world takes for granted today is in fact a "new"
standard that has emerged only since industrialization. When people
discuss the future city, they always extend the spatial element infinite-
ly, while blatantly ignoring the dimension of time. It is necessary to
reconceptualize time.

Secondly, the reflection on capital's domination is not a total rejection
of it, but a "know yourself and the enemy" exercise, aiming to stim-
ulate the possibility of a new model of living with capital. To deny
and reject capital is not conducive to survival in the real world; but to
be totally unaware of capital's domination is to fall into the vortex of
consumerism.

Third, the juxtaposition of future cities and future communities in
this issue is based on the recognition that the future should only be
discussed at the city scale in order to have the conditions for system-
atic change and the possibility of discussion. Even if we want to dis-
cuss the "future community", we need to realize that the future city is
the base of the future community; limiting it to the community is tan-
tamount to creating a theme park of future life. Moreover, the word
"community" in the western context can refer not only to neighbor-
hoods and jiedao in China, but also to an urban area, acity, or even an
entire country. Therefore, although this issue takes the discussion of
future communities as a starting point, it actually tends to discuss the
system of residential functionsin the future city.

Fourth, any real settlement is manifested as an "agglomeration”,
whose main forms include villages and urban settlements (e.g. towns
and cities). The countryside is directly related to the land, while the
urban dwelling seems to be a self-running independent whole, with
either a weak or almost lost direct relationship with the natural envi-
ronment. This speaks to the essential character of the city's "confron-
tation" with nature. As Vincent Scully says, cities are meant to liber-
ate people from the fear of the dark mysterious forces of the natural
world and the laws of nature that restrict their activities. This issue
therefore confronts the relationship between the city and nature, that
is, between man and nature, and presents it as one of the fundamental
relationships for discussing the city of the future.
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Scaling-up? Urban Communities and Urban Futures

Text / Timothy J. Dixon

Photo / Wang Xiaoxi

Timothy J. Dixon is Professor of Sustainable Futuresin
the Built Environment at the University of Reading. He
led the University's input into the ‘Reading 2050’ vision
for a smart and sustainable city. His co-authored book on
Urban Futures (Policy Press) recently won the best book
award 2022 (Urban Affairs Association).

As we face an increasingly urbanised future and try to mitigate, and
adapt to, the effects of climate change, it's more important than ever
to take an integrated perspective of the built environment, or the
physical buildings, spaces and seen and unseen infrastructure of our
towns and cities. In this respect, it isimportant to join up our thinking
on the lessons we have already learned about creating and retrofitting
individual buildings to make them truly sustainable, so that we can
scale up actions across our communities and neighbourhoods and ul-
timately across our cities.

After all, some 70% of the buildings we see today in many cities in

the global north will still be with us in 2050 and usually only about

1-2% of the building stock of cities comprises ‘new build’. That means
that bringing communities together in our cities to help tackle retro-
fitting will become increasingly important. In the UK, however, the
term ‘community’ does not have a formal definition. In a recent UK
government rapid evidence review of community initiatives, it was
suggested that most definitions suggest that communities are typically
bound by common interests and are physically local in nature, and
that this shared priority or interest area is also an important enabler
for positive outcomes.

Certainly, the term ‘community’ was at the heart of a number of
novel urban design experiments by the great British philanthropists
of the past such as David Dale, Titus Salt and Joseph Rowntree: their
utopic projects (New Lanark, near Lanark; Saltaire near Bradford;
and Bourneville, near Birmingham) in the 18th and 19th centuries
provided the opportunity to create new visions of how good, afford-
able housing and healthy green spaces could be created for workers
near Britain's industrial cities. In many ways, their thinking also in-
fluenced Patrick Geddes and Ebenezer Howard later in the latter part
of the 19th century, and into the early part of the last century, as these
visionaries began to rethink how new towns and urban areas could be
built at alarger scale.

So, the concept of ‘community’ is not new in British planning and
urban design. It has been at the heart of much of our thinking over
the past 150 years. But different interpretations have been placed on
the term, community, with much of this guided by political discourse
— perhaps in this sense we might say that ‘communitarianism’ has
been at the heart of alarge part of the policy debate on British urban
regeneration over the past 30 years. In essence, this reflects an empha-
sis on the connection between the individual and the community and
is based upon the belief that a person's social identity and personality
are largely shaped by community relationships, with a lesser empha-
sis placed on individualism. This was an important underpinning to
much of the UK Labour Government policy during the 1990s and
early 2000s in the UK. More recently under the UK Conservative
government the concept of community has been re-translated and
remoulded into a new place-based ‘localism’ agenda designed to
transfer power, authority and resources from central government to
local government and other local public agencies, who in turn devolve
to and empower communities. Indeed, since 2010, urban regeneration
policy has been very much on place-based approaches which are de-
signed to create growth projects through such bodies as Local Enter-
prise Partnerships and Devolution Deals to local authorities.

A specific example of this localism is neighbourhood planning.
Neighbourhood planning is a right for communities introduced

through the Localism Act 2011 in England (as part of the UK). Com-
munities can shape development in their areas through the production
of Neighbourhood Development Plans (often referred to simply as
Neighbourhood Plans), Neighbourhood Development Orders and
Community Right to Build Orders. Neighbourhood Plans become part
of the development plan and the policies contained within them are
then used in the determination of planning applications. Neighbour-
hood Development Orders and Community Right to Build Orders can
also allow communities to grant planning permission either in full or
in outline for the types of development they want to seein their areas.
Yet the results of neighbourhood planning have met with some criti-
cism particularly asto the extent to which all members of the commu-
nity (who we might call the ‘hidden voices’) can be represented in the
ensuing plan and community vision.

In the UK then, while there has been a strong focus on community in
urban planning and design, we now face a new and renewed need to
tackle ‘wicked problems’ (or problems with many interdependent fac-
tors making them seem impossible to solve) at scale in our towns and
cities. Indeed, the current UK Government’s recent focus on ‘levelling
up’ communities across England to tackle inequalitiesis an attempt to
revisit old issues through a different political lens. While community
action and focus are important, however, in the sense of ‘bottom-up’
actions, it’s also true that we need a fresh and renewed ‘top down’
focus on urban futures at city scale. In other words, scaling up actions
from a ‘community-scale’ focus to a ‘city-scale’ focus. This means
imagining what cities and urban areas will be like in the long-term
(beyond 20 years), how they will operate, what infrastructure and

governance systems will underpin and

co-ordinate them and how they are best - >
shaped and influenced by their primary ;‘. u . "

stakeholders (civil society, governments,
businesses and investors, academia,
and others). At the heart of this ‘urban
futures’ thinking is the concept of
‘city foresight’, which is the ‘science of
thinking about the future of cities and
includes a range of futures-based meth-
ods and tools to help build and develop
acity vision.

The concept of a city vision isn't new.
As we have seen, previous writers such
as Geddes and Howard imagined a
utopic urban future or an ideal city. The
difference with urban futures thinking

is that it can help us to bring people and communities in existing cit-
ies together to reimagine and co-produce a vision for their future and
tackle the wicked problems including climate change, health and in-
equality, and infrastructure deficiencies. City visions in planning and
replanning real cities stem from some of the work conducted in the
USA and Europe during the 1980s but more recently in the UK we
saw the Government Office of Science’s Future of Cities programme
(2013-2016) developed to understand the ‘science of cities’. For ex-
ample, ‘backcasting’ starts with defining a desirable future and then
works backwards to identify policies and programmes and pathways
that will connect the present with the specified future.

As part of this work, several cities developed city visions, including
Newcastle, Milton Keynes and Reading. Reading is a major town lo-
cated in Berkshire, England about 42 miles west of London. Although
Reading is not yet officially a ‘city’, it forms part of one of the most
economically vibrant and connected ‘small’ urban areas in the UK.
Reading, as part of a wider functional urban area (including part of
West Berkshire and Wokingham), has a population of 318,000 (2011
figure), and this is set to grow to 362,000 by 2037. Reading’s econom-
ic success and prosperity is based on its physical as well asits virtual
connectivity nationally and internationally, but this also presents
natural resource and pollution challenges, as it seeks to maintain and
enhance its position in an increasingly globalised and competitive
marketplace.

The Reading 2050 project was established in 2013 to deliver a stra-
tegic, long-term vision that will support growth and prosperity, and
help ensure that a truly smart and sustainable city can be delivered
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Saltaire and Shipley (Image source/ https://commons.wikimedia.org)
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by 2050. The project was ‘co-created’ as a partnership between the
University of Reading (School of the Built Environment), a planning
and design consultancy Barton Willmore, and Reading UK. The
vision was developed through a series of workshops and activities
with awide range of organisations and residents from across Reading
and the Thames Valley region and was launched in October 2017. It
has been cited in the Government Office of Science Future of Cities
Foresight Programme and final report (2014-16) and directly supports
Reading Borough Council’s statutory Local Plan and Corporate Plan.
To develop the Reading UK 2050 vision we combined elements of a
smart city with those of a sustainable city. This was because Reading
has a long term aim to be ‘net zero carbon’ by 2030 through its cli-
mate emergency strategy (2020-25), but also because it has a strong
technology and green technology focus in its existing economy. The
project, through social media promotion and 15 local events, has
engaged with over 21,000 members of the local community, schools,
and colleges as well as 350 local businesses and various local govern-
ment and NGO representatives. As a result of the visioning work, we
distilled emerging themes into three linked scenarios. These are not
mutually exclusive, but they help frame the main ideas in the vision,
and draw on the strengths and opportunities unique to Reading:

¢ 'City of Culture and Diversity": Reading as a city with a rich heri-

tage and culture and new civic spaces.

* 'City of Rivers and Parks': Reading focusing on its riverside her-

itage and green spaces and innovating in, for example, energy and

water technologies.

¢ 'Green Tech City": Reading becomes a centre for green and inno-

vative thinking and low carb on technologies.
The focus on Reading is very much on smart and sustainable think-
ing, which means using new technologies to make travel and our daily
lives easier and thinking about making a greener, healthier city which
creates jobs for all. This has also led to a recently completed £4.8m
research and development programme called the ADEPT Thames
Valley Berkshire Live Lab project. The Live Lab, led by Reading Bor-
ough Council, was a large and complex project bringing together the
six Berkshire local authorities with five commercial partners, Stantec,
02, Yunex Traffic, Smarter Grid Solutions, Shoothill, and the Univer-
sity of Reading, to deliver a range of interconnected projects across
potholes, congestion, air quality, energy, and health.
The Live Lab explored several ways to reduce carbon emissions on

the highway network, keeping data collection and sharing, and data

analytics at the heart of our project. We recognised that to achieve
carbon reduction targets in transportation, we needed to take a proac-
tive and holistic approach. For example, the need to reduce the use of
cars was supported by our Innovation Valley rewards app which pro-
motes active travel while the need to provide necessary EV charging
infrastructure has been addressed through a Berkshire-wide study of
EV growth.

As we emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic, bringing communities
together in a shared endeavour will be more important than ever. But
this requires top-down and bottom-up thinking. Communities can
self-organise of course, and it is likely that a strong communitarian
spirit will continue to help solve local problems, but joined up think-
ing is crucial, and collective action across communities is needed to
tackle the problems we seein our cities today. Having along-term city
vision is therefore vital, but this is not about creating a masterplan, or
an all-singing-all-dancing single blueprint or strategy, owned by the
mayor of a city; the days when single visionaries created total plans
for cities are probably long gone. Instead, we must recognise that ev-
ery city is different, its make-up is different, its culture, and physical
assets are all different to other places—representing the ‘Eigenart’, or
uniqueness of aplaceif you like.

Seeking to shape the future by working with stakeholders and the
people of that city, although challenging, provides a real opportunity
to create a shared, democratised, and inclusive view of how an indi-
vidual city could be in the long term. This means our city visions (and
community visions) should be co-produced, involving the people who
live in cities and communities, perhaps led by the local municipality,
or even co-created, where people or communities take the lead in
starting the vision for the city. As Shakespeare wrote, “What is the

city but the people?’
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Complete Communities Respond People’s Diverse Needs

Text / Heng Chye Kiang

Professor Heng Chye Kiang is the Provost’s Professor at
the College of Design and Engineering, National Univer-
sity of Singapore, and the director of the Center for Sus-
tainable Asian Cities (CSAC).

In Singapore we usually have a “year” in mind, for instance, in our “30
by 30” initiative to produce thirty percent of its nutritional needs lo-
cally by the year 2030. The same can be said of the Singapore Green
Plan 2030, a plan that sets targets for year 2030 in order to galvanise a
whole-of-government effort to achieve its national agenda on sustain-
able development.

In terms of public-private-community partnerships, public-private
partnership has been a longstanding feature of Singapore's develop-
ment. While the public sector formulates the master plan, much of
the development critical to realising the plan is being carried out by
the private sector in accordance with development controls set out by
the public sector. In certain cases, a facility may be developed by the
government but operated by the private sector via competitive tender
as in the case of the Kwong Wai Shiu Hospital@Potong Pasir. Com-
munity involvement is also becoming more common with residents
and stakeholders being consulted or even involved directly in the
co-creation of solutions and the making of their built environment.
About 80% of Singapore’s population lives in new towns that are
made up of five to six neighbourhoods that are planned as communi-
ties. These new towns are integrated and self-sufficient to a certain
extent in that they can satisfy the daily needs of residents as well as
provide a certain number of job opportunities.

Singapore is a multi-racial, multi-lingual country and addressing uni-
versal human values is always on our minds. For example, the Ethnic
Integration Policy (EIP), introduced in 1989, was implemented on the
basis of promoting arepresentative mix of Singapore's ethnic commu-
nities at the housing block level to engender social mingling among
different ethnic groups. Social mix is achieved by mixing different
types of flats, such as smaller 1 and 2-room flats with larger 3, 4 and
5-room flats, in the housing block or housing precinct.

For Singapore, the concept of “complete communities’ is probably
a good answer. A complete community is where residents can live,
work, play and learn within the community and where residents can
walk, cycle or take public transport to reach all the key destinations

rather than driving. It is able to meet the basic needs of all residentsin
a community, regardless of ethnicity, culture, income, age, and phys-
ical functions. It can also address social isolation via integrated land
use planning, transportation planning, and community design. There
are several fundamental principles and aspired characters. First, it
provides easy access to important destinations and services within
a five-minute walk. Second, it has complete streets that are safe and
comfortable for all users, and encourage active mobility. Third, it pro-
vides a mix of housing types to achieve social equity. Fourth, it has
a diverse land use to provide commercial amenities, educational fa-
cilities, recreational sites, and working opportunities easily accessed
by the residents. Fifth, it promotes self-sufficiency in food, energy,
and water. Sixth, it provides an adequate number of jobs and a com-
prehensive range of industries and facilities to ensure innovation and
productive ageing.

In arelatively wealthy nation with comparatively well-planned envi-
ronments, residents also have increasingly demanding expectations.
While planners may have specialised domain knowledge and exper-
tise, urban and community planning in Singapore in the future will be
a lot more consultative and increasingly, carried out in collaboration
with local communities and engagement with stakeholders. Is the
public sufficiently informed to engage in the planning of their im-
mediate environments? How can various stakeholders be empowered
to have more say in shaping their immediate environments, deciding
what is needed, and contributing to co-creating their neighbourhoods
and their communities? What policy framework is needed to ensure
more meaningful stewardship of heritage, forests, parks, waterbodies
and public open spaces? How should agencies incorporate and ac-
knowledge the contributions of the public to the magor decisions and
programmes regarding these collective commons?

The challenges posed by climate change, resource depletion, changing
demographics and ageing population, urban sustainability, resilience,
and emerging technologies call for urban planning, development, and
policies to be supported by interdisciplinary evidence-based research.
The participation of tertiary institutions on the one hand and the en-
gagement of community participation in planning and leveraging on
local knowledge, on the other, change the initiation and co-manage-
ment of urban common spaces. What more can be done, and how else
can the collective wisdom of the entire nation be harnessed to help

ensure a more robust future in view of the severe challenges ahead?
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Top-down Planning Against Housing Financialisation

Text / Paul Dobraszczyk

Paul Dobraszczyk is an architectural writer, photogra-
pher and artist based in Manchester, UK. He's also a
lecturer at the Bartlett School of Architecturein London.
Paul’s writing and research broadly covers architecture
and cities since the 19th century. He is the author of An-
imal Architecture: Beasts, Buildings and Us (Reaktion,
2023); Architecture and Anarchism: Building Without
Authority (Paul Holberton, 2021); Future Cities. Archi-
tecture & the Imagination (Reaktion, 2019); The Dead
City: Urban Ruins & the Spectacle of Decay (1B Tauris,
2017).

In England, there are very clear differences between planning prac-
tices in the countryside and in cities and towns. Very little if any
development is permitted in most rural areas, particularly if they have
some level of additional protection on them (the UK’s National Parks
or Areas of Outstanding Beauty). This means that most development
happens in urban areas, whether redevelopment or expansion on the
edges of towns and cities. Thus, there is avery clear division between
urban and rural communities in England that is often reflected in their
political views.

But, for the most part, there is broad consensus on the need to move
towards less environmental ly-destructive building practices, even
as this still only rarely happens in actuality. The central problem in
England, and much of the rest of the ‘developed’ world, is the way
in which speculative building completely dominates the construc-
tion industry, with central governments having withdrawn public
money since the 1970s. The situation varies across European cities,
but in England, and London in particular, it is particularly extreme.

In London, the dominance of speculative construction has grossly

inflated property values - and it’s a system that constantly feeds back
into itself, continuing to prioritise financial value over any other. Of
course, property owners buy into this as they will benefit the most
from inflated financial value, but it leaves so many others without the
means to buy and thus at the mercy of landlords. The fact that govern-
ments have played little role in regulating the property market means
that it’s very difficult to mount an effective challenge to this extreme
financialisation of building.

Things are a bit more promising outside of London, particularly in
smaller urban areas that haven't seen the kind concentration of in-
vestment by property speculators in London, Manchester and some
other larger UK cities. So, the Transition Network, which began in
the small English town of Totnes in 2005, facilities local communi-
ties across the world to combat the effects of climate change through
grass-roots activities that are rooted in mutual aid and passive and
sustainable methods of living. Although these community projects are
mostly small-scale, they’re very much organised in opposition to the
top-down practices that dominate speculative building, allowing local
people to really have some agency in determining how their commu-
nities develop in the future. | do think that there's a problem in work-
ing out how small projects can be scaled up without the need for top-
down control, or a dilution of their central values, but I’'m convinced
that thisis the most appropriate way of bringing into reality the kinds
of cities we want to see being developed in the future.

I think it’s critical that communities of future cities have much more
agency in terms of decision-making about how the built environment
is planned and managed. This will mean added responsibility for
many, but | believe that this will be offset by the sense of empower-
ment that comes from working closely with others on shared projects.
The creation of the built environment is far too often left in the hands
of an expert elite, even though the decisions they make affect a large

number of people.

Urban sites that I find inspiring are ones where this strict hierarchy
breaks down. Allotments (generally called urban farms elsewhere)
are plots of land set aside for communities to grow their own food.
Many are on marginal sites in cities, but some are on prime land in
terms of its potential value to property speculators. Although a good
deal of thisland has been lost to development, much of it still persists
and is hard-fought over by both local authorities (who generally own
the land) and allotment holders themselves. You can’t build anything
permanent on an allotment in the UK - any kind of dwelling - but you
can decide for yourself how to manage a plot and construct bespoke
or makeshift structures for horticulture. For many people living in
cities, allotments are vital places to find fulfilment; they’re also en-
tirely community-run and involve bottom-up management and deci-
sion-making about a whole host of issues.

In acompletely different vein, | also think it's important for property
investors themselves to change the way they work - to try and see the
creation of value as a much broader activity than simply maximising
their profits. In effect, property developers are community-builders
and they should take this responsibility very seriously (and, if they
do not, should be forced to do so by the local authorities). A really
inspiring example of this is the work of Antepavilion in east London -
an arts-based charity that has, for many years, funded an annual com-
petition for provocative hands-on building projects that challenge the
rigidity of planning laws and the lack of imagination of most property
developers. Although thisis arare example of property investment re-
sulting in the creation of awhole range of values - social, cultural and
aesthetic; it nevertheless shows that a much richer kind of develop-
ment is possible if those with resources think differently about what
they are doing.

Two major issues dominate community planning and design in Lon-

don at the moment: the first is the spiralling cost of housing, a result
of the extreme financialisation of property; the second is the frag-
mentation of communities that results from this financialisation, with
poorer members of many communities often forced out to outlying
areas of the city, where housing is more affordable. The widening gap
between rich and poor is particularly acute in London and successive
governments have completely failed to addressit. | think it's an urgent
task to impose some control on property development to make hous-
ing more affordable and more equitable. Ther€'s no reason why local
authorities can't impose their own demands on property developers,
but they are often reluctant to do so if that means losing the invest-
ment - they're also hamstrung by the central government having the
capacity to override their decisions on bigger projects.

London also faces acute environmental problems, most important-
ly deteriorating air quality and likely future increase in incidence
of flooding due to climate change and rising sea levels. | don't
think the current emphasis on flood prevention (mostly through the
Thames Barrier) is likely to be workable as sea levels continue to
rise in the future. We need local communities to put pressure on
local and central governing bodies to plan more imaginatively for
these future scenarios and also to involve as many people as they
can in this process.

Finally, | would say that, in relation to design, architects need to re-
think their role. In London-based practices like Assemble, muf, and
Architype, participation is key to realising community-based projects.
Here, architects work more like facilitators than designers, galvanis-
ing local communities to imagine design solutions for themselves and
working with them to implement these. This is more akin to archi-
tecture as activism and | see it as an important tool in addressing the
challenges in community planning and design, not just in London but

in cities across the UK and further afield.
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