


radical incrementalist [definition]

An active citizen, civic leader or urban 
professional who: 

1. Harnesses the collective power of many 
small local ideas and actions. 

2. Focuses on catalysts and small 
beginnings, and scales these up. 

3. Is open, adaptive and responsive to 
continuously evolving urban conditions. 

4. Learns by doing and shares this 
experience with others. 

5. Makes Massive Small change to build a 
better urban society.
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Complex rules 
and regulations 
give rise 
to simple 
and stupid 
behaviour.
Dee Hock

Simple, clear 
purpose and 
principles give 
rise to complex 
and intelligent 
behaviour. 
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There is  another way

This book is part of a body of collective knowledge designed 
to change our top-down systems. It presents lessons 
from the �eld, showing how people and governments can 
work together, enabling communities to shape their own 
environments. This collective knowledge comes from a wide 
range of sources: from self-help projects, non-government 
organisations, creative commons, social innovation hubs, 
peer-to-peer workers, self-organised groups, bottom-up 
initiatives, and civic and sharing economy programmes. The 
experience shows how top-down systems can be reformed to 
allow these small activities to be replicated and scaled up to 
make a worldwide impact. 

This book tells 12 inspirational stories through the eyes of 
imaginary citizens from di�erent parts of the world. It shows 
governments and people successfully working together to 
make amazing things happen that none could have achieved 
alone. The book is for active citizens, civic leaders and urban 
professionals: for anyone who wants to make a di�erence, 
but may not know where to start. 

For three generations governments the world over have 
tried to order and control the evolution of cities through rigid, 
top-down action. They have failed. Masterplans lie unful�lled, 
housing standards have declined, the environment is under 
threat and the urban poor have become poorer. Our cities are 
straining under the pressure of rapid population growth, rising 
inequality, inadequate infrastructure, and failing systems of 
urban planning, design and development. 

In  an increasingly complex and 
changing world,  where global 
problems are felt locally,  the 
systems we CURRENTLY use to 
plan,  design and build our towns 
and cit ies  are doomed to failure. 
Governments alone can not solve 
these problems.
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The stories are f iction,  based 
on reality.  Woven into imaginary 
plots are the narratives of  some 
real people with real projects in 
actual places. 

They could be anywhere.

The solution lies in mobilising people’s latent creativity 
by harnessing the  collective power of many small ideas and 
actions. This happens whenever people take control over the 
places they live in, adapting them to their needs and creating 
environments that are capable of adapting to future change. 
When many people do this, it adds up to a fundamental shift. 
This is what we call making Massive Small change.

Thousands of small-change projects are being carried out 
by people who are taking the initiative, helping each other, 
housing themselves, using technology to engage with one 
another, making or repairing things, and providing goods and 
services. Instead of waiting for the authorities or established 
organisations to act, they are getting going themselves. Too 
often their energy is obstructed by top-down systems. Many 
small projects �zzle and die, or they rely on the e�orts of a 
few people to keep them alive. Many small projects fail to 
grow, and their lessons never bene�t other places. 

Most people are in some way creative. With the right 
tools, they can solve problems. We look around and see 
their energy. Someone is struggling to build a house in an 
informal settlement. Someone else is trying to make a 
new use in an underused building. A community group is 
reclaiming the street. A local civic leader is stepping outside 
the mainstream. An urban professional is exploring new ways 
of changing the world. 

Most people can be trusted to do the right thing, but they 
are too rarely given the chance. The system works against 
them, sti�ing their initiative and knocking them back. Some 
battle through, but most fall by the wayside. 

This book about people who want to make a big di�erence 
to their communities is told from both a top-down and a 
bottom-up perspective. These are people who have battled 
through di�cult times to make Massive Small change by 
working together. 
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Twelve cities learning from each other. 

Other cities they have learned from.

twelve stories
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Instead of  shining 
a  l ight on an 
empty street, 
let’s  shine it  on 
a  book. 
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Hector C,  Venezuela
How streetlighting gave children an unexpected chance in life.

Hector calls himself ‘just a family man’. He lives in Julian 
Blanco, one of the informal settlements on a steep slope in 
Caracas, Venezuela.  His family form part of a rapidly increasing 
population that lives outside the formal systems of urban society. 
In many parts of the world informal housing has become the 
norm. Even in well-developed countries, people are looking for 
ways to house themselves, rather than relying on governments’ 
promises to house everyone in clean and decent homes.

Many governments see informal housing as a problem 
in isolation: a problem that needs its own special solution. 
Affordable housing, open-market housing and informal housing 
are treated as three separate staircases, each going to a different 
level of the metaphorical house and with no other way of moving 
from one level to another. People taking one route may want to 
transfer to one of the others when their personal circumstances 
change, through economic conditions, family changes, the cycles 
of life, or anything else. But it is rarely possible.  

Informal housing is often part of a system that, while being 
meant to help the urban poor, ends up making the poor even 
poorer. Hector has seen the effect of this in his own barrio. �e 
government has been so busy trying to solve specific problems 
that it has failed to realise that it is trapping people in their cycle 
of poverty by not allowing them to progress.

Most people in the barrio see informality just as one of the 
first stages in the maturity of their city. It is like a young child 
that will one day grow into an adult. Surely governments should 
do everything to nurture people in these early years so they can 
look after themselves in the future? 

Informal settlements are just cities in 
progress.
John FC Turner
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Hector has a problem
�e government has made numerous attempts to integrate his 
settlement, Julian Blanco, into the wider area by improving roads 
and steps. �ere is a basic water supply and sanitation system but 
the settlement is not electrified. Hector has struggled for ages to 
make things work. He used his own sweat equity to build a basic 
shelter for his family and improves it a little whenever he can 
afford to buy building materials. 

At first Hector and his neighbours worked together to build 
their settlement. �ey organised themselves well. But as they 
became more settled they looked to the newly formed local 
council to take over the running of the place. �ings began to 
change. What used to be done by people collectively became 
sub-contracted to others. People became apathetic and social 
problems grew worse. 

�e settlement is now riddled with crime. Hector has heard 
that the government has received a report called Spotlight 
on Crime. Written by a local university and funded by large 
engineering company, the report claims that crime can be reduced 
by raising the level of lighting on the streets to the point at which 
the criminals will go elsewhere. Armed with this report, the 
government has raised funds from an international development 
bank to put in street lighting. 

Hector has seen how the government has done this type of 
big fix in other parts of the city before. He is worried that this 
will be just one more top-down infrastructure project that goes 
wrong. New, tall floodlights will make the neighbourhood feel 
like a prison camp. �e government is concerned that if it installs 
ordinary street lighting, people will tap into it in illegally to steal 
electricity for their homes. Putting fences around the base of the 
tall light columns is intended to prevent this happening.

Hector always knew that top-down systems would be needed 
as the settlement became more established. But those systems 
are not working, and local government is becoming increasingly 
remote from its people.

One third of the inhabitants of the city of Caracas, Venezuela, 
live in informal settlements. �e barrios, as they are called, 
provide a precarious way of life. �ey develop outside the 
framework of urban regulation, growing on invaded land and 
hazardous sites. Built by the people themselves, these settlements 
have become a permanent feature of Caracas’s urban landscape. 
�eir inhabitants are physically segregated and socially excluded 
from the formal city. �ey struggle to access basic services and 
infrastructure, and they face insecure property rights, challenged 
citizenship, rampant unemployment and high crime rates. �ey 
exert no power in the urban decision-making process.

�e population density in the barrios has increased 
dramatically as continued migration from rural areas adds to 
natural growth. With declining economic prospects for poor 
people and a reduced rate of construction of affordable housing 
by the state and the private sector, barrios are the only option for 
many people. It is estimated that almost half of Venezuela’s young 
people live in poverty in these marginal settlements. 

�ree strategies have been used to tackle these problems 
in recent decades. �e first is to evict poor urban settlers and 
relocate them far from city centres. �e second, the strategy 
of clean-up-and-redevelop, replaces informal settlements with 
new housing on the same site (though often this is housing that 
the poor can not afford). �e third is to upgrade the existing 
settlements, integrating them into the fabric of the city. A large 
number of projects have been undertaken as joint ventures 
between the government of Venezuela, the World Bank and other 
agencies, but new barrios are constantly forming. 

�e success of the upgrading process depends on the self-
organisation and empowerment of the community, but these are 
hard to achieve. It is important to involve children and young 
people in identifying their own priorities for improvements, and 
helping them to challenge the hazards of growing up in a barrio. 
�eir own participation in the regeneration process can be a step 
towards eventually achieving full citizenship. 
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He sees the problem as a failure of the system on all fronts:

1. �e system does not reflect any real understanding of local 
issues. �ere is no effective local democracy.

2. �e system does not respond to the basic human dynamics 
that have been at work in this settlement since the outset. 
People have gone a long way to solve their own problems, but 
officials do not recognise this.

3. �e system focuses on addressing the symptoms, not the 
underlying causes. 

4. Abstract reports by vested interests come up answers without 
understanding the questions.

5. �e system looks for big solutions. It can not cope with urban 
complexity that small, continuous, incremental change brings. 

Hector wants to see if he can find a different way of doing things. 

So what happened next?
�e government finally announces that it will instal tall mast 
lighting in Hector’s neighbourhood in Caracas to combat crime. 
Borrowing from the university report, it is called the ‘Spotlight 
on Crime’ project.�e community is enraged about the lack 
of consultation. Posters appear in windows. ‘It’s not darkness 
that creates crime but the lack of education for our children,’ 
they say. Local people form a Shine a Light group. Hector is its 
spokesman. A delegation approaches government to demand 
a different approach. Government says that it is too late: the 
contract has been signed.

Hector listens to a TED talk by Allesandra Orofino, founder 
of Meu Rio, Rio de Janeiro’s largest citizen mobilization network. 
She talks about active citizenship and the role of communities 
in solving their own problems.  Meu Rio is an online platform 
that allows the people of Rio to have a say in what is happening 
in the city. ‘We think about our work as translating public 
policy issues into a language that is understandable to broader 

Rio de Janiero’s Meu Rio (My River) is a 
network of more than 200,000 people 
committed to transforming the city.
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�e government is finally convinced. It rolls out the 
programme to other streets. Local businesses are offered the 
maintenance contracts for keeping the lights working. Some 
people pay for a smart meter to get additional lighting on a pay-
as-you-go basis. Children do better at school, the local economy 
grows and crime falls to the lowest level in the city. �e whole 
project comes out at a third below budget. Maintenance costs 
are slashed. As a result of every dollar spent by government, an 
average of $20 has been spent by local residents in upgrading 
their own homes. 

Boosted by the success of their efforts, Shine a Light 
nominates Hector to join a group of active citizens to advise 
government on how they could work together to ensure full social 
progression from informality to formality, making the most of the 
collective strengths of both sides. 

�e work of the citizen’s group is influenced by a paper 
published by the Cities Alliance. �e Case for Incremental Housing 
by Patrick Wakely and Elizabeth Riley argues that ‘over the last 
two decades, the failure of standardised housing delivery models 
to respond to the sheer scale of need of the urban poor raises the 
question of whether the time has arrived to revisit the incremental 
housing approaches of the 1970s to 80s as a more realistic 
approach to meeting the housing needs of the urban poor.’ 

Wakely and Riley write: ‘�e basis of incremental housing 
was that the cost of housing could be reduced by recognising that 
poor urban families already build and extend their own dwellings 
incrementally in response to their needs and the availability of 
resources. �e approach [of the 1970s to 80s] was to improve on 
this by providing appropriate legal and technical support. Over 
time the social and economic benefits of engaging communities 
and the realistic time needed for poor householders to build 
better quality buildings has become clearer. �is learning provides 
the basis for re-making the case for incremental housing.’

�e citizen’s group propose a new social contract between 
government and people. It is called the Caracas Compact.

society and young people,’ Orofino says. �e site gives people 
an opportunity to act on things they think are important, and 
allows both organisers and users to identify areas for change and 
action. Keeping an eye on the government has helped to inspire 
campaigns. Meu Rio has had remarkable successes in changing 
top-down actions and behaviours.

Hector is inspired: there is another way after all. He shares the 
knowledge with an old friend in government. �e government 
reluctantly forms a working group, hoping that people will 
see reason and that opposition to the project will dissolve. �e 
working group and the government agree the basic rules of 
engagement. ‘We will, if you will,’ becomes the principle. �ey sit 
down together and agree how the funding for the street lighting 
project can be used to create the biggest impact.

�e community organises itself around the challenge. Bonded 
together with a simple purpose, people use their own creativity 
to find a solution. �ey set up a neighbourhood watch, and 
crime starts to fall. Let’s tackle crime by helping our children 
to learn, they say. Instead of shining a light on an empty street, 
let’s shine it on a book. �e government replies that it can’t be 
done. �is is a street lighting project. A compromise is suggested. 
Let’s try something different and see if it works on one street, 
the community says. We’ll do the work ourselves and learn by 
experimenting. �ey hear about a type of electricity meter that 
can be mounted on the front of every building on the street. �ey 
agree to mount the lights on the fronts of the buildings and to 
lighting doorways first. �is will provide all the street lighting 
that is needed. At the same time each house will receive one 
internal light free: a light to shine on a book. �e children will be 
able to do their homework at night instead. In absence of good 
local teachers, online learning is now a possibility.

People are so excited that they start fixing up the fronts of 
their dwellings. �ey don’t want their new light to shine on an 
unpainted door. Front windows are decorated. New plants appear 
in the front yards. A street party is held in the neighbourhood for 
the first time. Crime continues to fall.
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The Caracas Compact 

We, the citizens of Caracas, agree that government alone 
can not solve all our urban problems and that we can 
meaningfully contribute to build a better urban society by 
working together. We propose that government provides 
the following clear rules of responsibility, engagement and 
behaviour to ensure that all our skills, resources and support 
systems are e�ectively directed to help making our cities:

1. De�ne ‘The Caracas Way’. We need a clear and simple set 
of protocols for all the people of our city to take positive 
action and solve their own problems. We must ensure 
that everyone has the same rules and rights. These 
protocols will evolve over time as we get better at doing it. 

2. Create a single housing staircase. This staircase should 
be accessible to everyone, whether they are in the 
a�ordable, open-market or informal housing sectors. 
The �rst step should be set as low as possible and 
subsequent steps should be easy to take. Do not treat the 
building of informal housing di�erently: it is just the �rst 
sign of responsive action. Give it time.

3. Provide freedom within constraints. We need clear 
boundaries within which people are free to operate 
and innovate. Everyone must understand how it works. 
Structured choices must still allow for individual 
interpretations. There needs to be a rulebook with easily 
understood instructions and standards. Keep it simple.

4. Facilitate early occupation. We know that the people who 
move in �rst have the most di�cult time. The essential 
elements need to be put in place that will stimulate 
action and allow people to start building their own homes. 
Technical support, temporary accommodation and access 
to cheap materials should be provided wherever possible. 
Infrastructure can follow. Nurture the early years.

5. Focus on initial conditions. Most places develop in ways 
that respond to their initial conditions, so a simple order 
of roads and subdivisions is needed to allow people 
to respond e�ectively. Start small: provide space for 
community infrastructure to take root, and �ourish. 

6. Foster local democracy. We need to work through 
established democratic structures through which the 
community can express its collective interest. If they do 
not exist, we need to help people organise themselves. 
We need to develop ethical and enabling civic leadership, 
building accountability and responsibility at every level.

7. Build trust.  We must re-establish the trust between 
government and people. This means being honest 
about where and what each party can deliver, honouring 
obligations and learning from failures as soon as 
possible. We must use intermediaries sparingly and keep 
communication simple. Trust people to do the right thing,

8. Use infrastructure to build community. Create social 
and economic capital at every opportunity by working 
with people on putting their local services in place 
and maintaining them. Ensure that government action 
leverages local community investment wherever possible. 

9. Build a pattern book of potential solutions. We need 
examples to show and inspire people how they can 
progress from the early stages of site occupation to 
having fully developed homes. We need to work with 
both the shack-building and formal housing industries to 
develop housing prototypes that are easy to upgrade. 

10. Monitor and review our actions. We must not be �xated 
on a single, unbending, long-term vision. We need regular 
and continuous feedback from people on the ground. Use 
many small changes to make big di�erences. Evolve as 
necessary. Learn by doing. 
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Hector is asked to talk about the success of the Shine a Light 
project at the Meu Rio ‘Our Cities’ conference in Rio de Janeiro. 
He reflects on lessons learnt:

1. �e project dealt with causes, not symptoms and because of 
this it achieved a far better outcome than ever anticipated. 

2. People are ingenious. �ey have natural instincts to solve 
complex urban problems, given the opportunity. �ey had 
an incentive to act in a way that achieved a positive social 
outcome. It was a simple solution and everyone could play a 
part in the process.

3. �e community was bonded together by people feeling that it 
was their own project.

4. Every neighbourhood can build social capital if something 
sparks the process. 

5. �e children in the barrio can now make the first step in 
improving their life chances through early education.

6. �e neighbourhood is transitioning from an informal 
settlement into a real piece of town. ‘But it could have been a 
prison camp,’ Hector says.

‘Governments can not tackle the increasingly complex problems 
of rapid urbanisation on their own,’ Hector concludes. ‘We have 
to mobilise people’s latent creativity, harnessing the collective 
power of many small ideas and actions to make a big difference. 
You have to trust people to do the right thing.’

The worst enemy of 
life, freedom and the 
common decencies is 
total anarchy. theIR 
second worst enemy is 
total efficiency.
Aldous Huxley
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Julian Z,  Poland
How a social entrepreneur put his city back on the map.

Julian’s friends call him a hipster. He is happy if people think 
he’s a bit different. He goes against the flow. He has taken over 
his father’s foundry on the edge of Katowice city centre. Mergen 
Odlewnia, a family firm for more than 150 years, makes cooking 
pots. �e impact of globalisation and technological change 
have led to the business shrinking dramatically, like many other 
traditional mining and steel industries. 

In his book Shrinking Cities: a global perspective, Harry 
Richardson compares Katowice with Detroit. �ough not of 
the same scale of shrinkage, between 2002 and 2011 Katowice 
lost four per cent of its population and 23 per cent of its 
manufacturing jobs. �e region has found it difficult to adapt 
from a socialist economy to a market-driven one. Although much 
has been done to turn the city around, Katowice seems to lack 
confidence and purpose, especially after losing its bid to become 
European Capital of Culture 2016. 

Julian does not feel that Katowice has much to offer culturally. 
When the flight comparison website Skyscanner tried to 
recommend ‘cool Katowice’ as an alternative destination to the 
historic city of Krakow, the best it could suggest was a trip to 
the huge but uninspiring Chorzow Park.  It came as no surprise 
when Wrocław was chosen as the Capital of Culture. Julian 
was disappointed, thinking that Katowice could have done for 
industrial Upper Silesia what Essen did for the Ruhr when it was 
one of three European Capitals of Culture in 2010.

Julian hears about URBACT, a European Union-funded 
exchange programme that has focused on the role of cultural 
activities and creative enterprises in the regeneration of  many 
European cities. 
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He learns about examples of industrial regeneration such 
as the Custard Factory in Birmingham, the Ruhr Valley in 
Germany, Kaapelitehdas in Helsinki, and Coroglio-Bagnoli 
in Naples. Katowice is part of the programme but regrettably 
has no examples to show.  Julian finds out about other cities 
worldwide that are using old industrial buildings to create new 
cultural quarters. In the Maboneng District of Johannesburg, 
a desolate part of the city has been transformed into a place 
that is fashionable and buzzing. Shoreditch in east London is 
emerging as a new technology and fashion district. Something 
closer to home is happening in Berlin: Julian reads about Klaus 
Overmeyer’s Urban Catalyst project which focuses on temporary 
uses as a way of starting. 

Julian is a socially minded person who wants to do something 
for his city that will endure. Although he likes the idea of 
operating in a market-driven economy, he has strong ethics 
when it comes to business. He has a very large amount of 
factory space to do something different with. He wants to try 
temporary uses: perhaps a fashion market or a venue for music 
events. He would like to create a hub for the newest business 
start-ups. He reads an article in VentureVillage, which professes 
to be the most entertaining news outlet for digital innovation in 
Europe, reporting on the hottest business startup hubs across the 
continent. 

In ‘Why Poland is ready to hit the tech big time’, Maciek 
Laskus argues for Poland’s startup potential. ‘While everybody 
talks about Berlin, our cities are rarely mentioned in startup 
discussions or publications,’ Laskus writes. ‘I believe that this is 
just about to change and you should keep a close eye on Poland.’ 
Even the OECD says that, although the Polish have a strong 
entrepreneurial drive, they are not reaching their full potential. 
More needs to be done to create the environments for small- 
and medium-sized industries to flourish. Like Laskus, Julian 
crunches the numbers. Of the 40 million people living in Poland, 
22.5 million use the internet. �at is more than in three nearby 
markets combined: the Czech Republic, Finland and Hungary. 

Johannesburg’s Maboneng District, an emerging cultural quarter in 
converted industrial buildings, is helping to change social attitudes.
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2. �e big investors are interested in large-scale, shiny new 
schemes. �ey rarely see the assets that are already in a 
particular locality.

3. �e system tends to obstruct local people who have new ideas 
about how to solve their city’s complex problems. 

4. �e city sees culture as big buildings and brands itself a ‘city 
of gardens’. Everyone is looking for the ‘Bilbao effect’ to 
transform their cities. Katowice needs something different.

5. �e system seems to be trying to command and control every 
outcome, as if maintaining old industrial space could ensure 
that the old industries will return.

Julian knows things have to change
Planners and policy-makers increasingly recognise the potential 
role of the arts, creative and tech industries in regenerating 
former industrial space in cities.  �e Sentier quarter in Paris, 
for example, home to numerous internet startups, is now called 
Silicon Sentier. Dublin’s Digital Hub, set up by the government 
in 2003 as a hothouse for ideas, entrepreneurs and technological 
innovation, is a cluster of digital content and technology 
enterprises. Old brewery buildings near the city centre provide 
much of the accommodation. In London, former industrial sites 
are becoming creative and cultural production spaces. �e Truman 
Brewery in east London’s Brick Lane is one of the best-known 
examples of an adaptive re-use of a former industrial space, with 
a market, retail spaces, low-cost workspaces for artists and arts 
venues. �e area as a whole is known as Tech City. 

Julian hears about Make City in Berlin. He signs up to what 
is Berlin’s first festival for architecture and urban alternatives, 
bringing together architects, planners, civic groups and developers 
in a citywide conversation on thinking and making cities 
differently. �e city of Berlin is becoming a magnet for investors 
and a site for large-scale transformations of urban landscapes. Its 
free spaces are increasingly precious resources. 

As Laskus writes: ‘While Czechs, Finns or Hungarians have to be 
global, Poles have more options to build local tech companies and 
still do amazingly well.’ 

Cultural and creative industries have grown significantly 
over the past 25 years, now accounting for a significant part 
of the economy in many countries. Creative firms tend to 
need affordable and flexible workspaces and leases, with good 
connections to both formal and informal networks. All these 
features are usually found in post-industrial spaces in inner cities, 
so Mergen Odlewnia is a perfect location.

 Julian needs support from government. It is focusing on the 
Katowice Special Economic Zone (a collection of business parks) 
to support and accelerate the transformation of obsolete Silesian 
industries, and to create new jobs. It hopes to attract international 
investment for high-tech industries. Government agencies do not 
see Julian’s project as a priority. �eir systems are too formal to be 
able to respond easily. 

Julian needs support from the banks, but they would prefer 
to invest in new international businesses rather than what they 
see as a failing local business. �ey think his project is too risky. 
He needs the planners to help make his project a reality, but his 
innovative approach does not fit their inflexible policy framework. 

�e planners’ priority is to implement their masterplan, which 
involves the wholesale demolition of all the buildings in the 
area and their replacement with a computer-generated vision 
of an idealised modern city. �ey have plans for smaller cultural 
initiatives which they hope will stimulate regeneration in the city 
centre, but there is little progress with this. �e planners are not 
inclined to support Julian’s vision. 

Julian feels that the system does not work for him:

1. �e system does not build on the social capital of those who 
have invested in the city for years. Yet the people of Katowice 
have always banded together to overcome the difficulties of 
changing markets, politics and social conditions.
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In 2014 a referendum saw Berliners vote against the city 
government’s masterplan for the redevelopment of the former 
Tempelhof Airfield. �ey were insisting on playing a part in 
rethinking and reshaping the city. 

Julian listens to a TED Talk in which Toni Griffin speaks 
about Detroit Future City and the role that local minority 
business will play in transforming its economy. Like Detroit, 
Katowice needs to build on its skills in engineering to allow a 
range of other businesses to flourish. Like Detroit, Katowice has 
to move on and find a new purpose.

Julian approaches a local civic leader who is looking for a new 
cause. �ey begin working with a group of local businesses and 
residents. �ey give their project a name: ‘eMERGENz’, after 
the company’s name, and which appropriately also stands for 
intelligence and thought. �e vision is to create a place where new 
ideas for urban living and working can evolve. 

‘Cultural and creative industries are not merely consumption 
activities,’ Julian writes. ‘�ey also contribute to the employment 
structure of cities. �ey are associated with emerging lifestyle 
and living forms, such as live-work studios, which add to the rich 
mix of cities and accommodate a variety of uses. �ese so-called 
creative quarters are genuine examples of where Katowice should 
be heading: liveable, mixed-use, resilent and respectful of the 
city’s unique heritage and urban fabric.’ 

Julian and the group of local businesses and residents 
negotiate with the authorities in Katowice. After much haggling 
they come away with an agreement to work together. Julian wants 
the area designated as a free ideas zone (or FIZ, as he calls it). 

He wants the council to keep the planners (and health-and-
safety officials) away for a year so that things can grow from the 
lowest thresholds. He knows the theory that the sweet spot of 
creativity tends to lie on the fine line between chaos and order. 
�at is what he wants to create by making free space available, 
and encouraging people and businesses to start and flourish. He 
calls this ‘commercial squatting’. 

The Middlehaven Urban Pioneers Project is promoting 
an alternative model for local people, community groups 
and businesses to become involved in small-scale 
building projects in Middlesbrough, England.
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�e business model based on renting time not space was a 
response to the high rents of central London, and the need to 
nurture a large, diverse community, rich with ideas. 

�ere is now a global community of 82 Impact Hubs across 
more than 50 countries on six continents. From Amsterdam 
to Johannesburg, Singapore to San Francisco, it is a rapidly 
expanding, diverse network of over 7,000 members. �is 
model has now been replicated and adapted by many other 
organisations, but Impact Hub is distinct in that each hub is 
locally developed, designed and run, and has its own distinctive 
personality – supported by a truly international community. �is a 
remarkable example of how to scale up small change. Julian helps 
build the 83rd Impact Hub in Katowice.

eMERGENz makes some strategic investments in the local 
property market and accelerates its programme. By rehabilitating 
derelict factories, upgrading underused commercial space and 
developing new local landmarks like the Foundry �eatre, it is 

eMERGENz

eMERGENz
eMERGENz

eMERGENz 

eMERGENz
eMERGENz 

eMERGENz
eMERGENz 
eMERGENz

�e local government, capturing the spirit of the initiative, 
gives temporary permission to the project for three years. It 
protects its position by calling it a pilot project. 

Julian puts the old foundry buildings into a cooperative 
development trust (something he saw in Hackney in London), 
where all the trust’s members share in the ownership of project. 
To get the ball rolling, eMERGENz launches an Urban Pioneers 
programme (similar to that in Middlehaven in the north of 
England), inviting anyone who has an idea to locate at the site. 
He makes some of his business’s resources available and puts in 
basic services with the help of a EU grant. 

�e first few businesses start up. Small manufacturers take 
advantage of some of Julian’s factory equipment, artists use the 
foundry, and a baker sets up business to tap into the foundry’s 
surplus heat. Julian sets up an energy-sharing scheme which uses 
the foundry to heat managed workspace at very low cost. He 
launches a bond that allows people to share in any uplift in the 
scheme’s value that results from their contributions. �e place 
soon develops a real buzz.

Julian wants to be part of something bigger. Looking for 
inspiration, he approaches the Impact Hub, ‘a global network of 
people, places, and initiatives that inspire, connect and catalyse 
action’. Impact Hubs are ‘where change goes to work’. Part 
innovation lab, part business incubator and social catalyst, they 
offer their members an ecosystem of resources, inspiration, and 
collaboration opportunities to grow ideas. �e idea is that a better 
world evolves through the combined accomplishments of creative, 
committed and compassionate individuals focused on common 
purposes. Joining their diverse community of members and 
collaborators could inspire, connect and breathe life into the local 
seeds of new initiatives in Katowice. 

Julian wants to be a hub-maker. He is invited to attend Impact 
Hubs’ 10th birthday party in London to meet other hub-makers. 
Katy Marks and Jonathan Robinson tell of their early experience 
in setting up the first Impact Hub in Islington, at a time when 
their co-working model did not exist. 
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able to establish space for nearly 250 businesses, shops, cafes, bars, 
restaurants, clubs and music venues in the heart of what is now 
a thriving quarter. All the space is made available at affordable 
workspace rates. 

Other converted buildings nearby house independent 
businesses owned by local people, cooperatives, social enterprises, 
artist colonies and cultural organisations, some of which are well 
known through Eastern Europe and beyond. Local ownership 
of businesses has provided for a stronger and more resilient local 
economy.  �ese businesses are more likely to employ local people, 
and to buy goods and services from other local organizations. 
�is delivers the desired multiplier effect of keeping money 
within the local economy.

�e constitution of a development trust guarantees that 
eMERGENz remains an accessible resource for local people. 
An asset lock ensures that the stock can not be sold off, except 
to invest in improved commercial premises for local economic 
development. eMERGENz is democratically controlled. 

It is therefore transparent and accountable to the community 
it serves and is made up of. All those who live or work locally, and 
believe in eMERGENz’s cooperative principles and ethos, can 
become members. 

Katovice now sees itself in a different light. It does not 
need cultural capital status to put itself on the map. It has 
eMERGENz. Most Polish cities might not work well for 
creativity-driven development, and the potential of their creative 
workforces is often neglected. Katowice is different. �e officials 
now see policy-making as a creative practice. �ey favour open 
management of the city, developing a set of protocols to work 
with the creative industries.  

�e emergence of cultural and creative industries in post-
industrial spaces is becoming the bedrock of contemporary 
economic activities in the inner city. �e challenge for planners 
and policy-makers will be to regenerate post-industrial spaces 
while maintaining their mixed uses and productivity.   San Francisco’s Impact Hub brings together social 

entrepeneurs, activists, creatives and professionals 
to drive social and environmental change.
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Julian presents his scheme at the Make City Festival in Berlin. 
�is is what he tells the audience:

1. We must recognise that the city is a constantly changing 
organism, rather than being mechanistic and capable of highly 
processed control.

2. Do not be obsessed with certainty. Facing an uncertain future, 
we need to come to terms with unpredictability. Our urban 
planners now know that they can not predict and plan for 
utopian endstates.

3. People are clever. �ey come up with ideas and actions that no 
one could have expected.

4. We need to create space that can be adapted easily to the 
needs of people at any point in time. �e Impact Hub model 
gave us a toolkit for bringing people together and creating 
potential for change with a strong social purpose – without 
dictating the outcomes.

5. We have to use rapid and continuous feedback to understand 
how we can make many small changes in our surroundings.

6. It is difficult to control something as complex as a city with 
the blunt instruments we have today. We need to rediscover 
different ways of doing things. Experimenting is the best way 
to find them.

7. Something as complex as a city needs adaptive public 
administration that reacts to rapidly changing circumstances.

By adapting their environments to their needs, people shape the 
building blocks of urban society: the neighbourhoods, districts 
and quarters. Governments can release people’s latent creativity 
to solve urban problems in ways that no one expected. �ey do it 
with simple rules, providing the essential conditions, and leading 
in a way that enables things to happen. 

We need to think of 
cities not just as 
artifacts, but as 
systems built more 
like organisms 
than machines.
Michael Batty, The New Science of Cities
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Bree B,  USA

How a streetwise citizen renewed neighbourhood democracy.

Bree has been told that she is a member of the ‘precariat’, an 
emerging class of society that lives without predictability or 
security. �e Work Foundation describes such people as being 
usually in a series of short-term jobs, without recourse to stable 
occupational identities or careers, stable social protection or 
protective regulations relevant to them. �e precariat is a growing 
class worldwide. 

As a part-time worker with a charity, living with her daughter 
in a shared house in West Baltimore, Bree recognises this 
description of her standing. Having spent some years in squats 
in London and Berlin, she is an energetic activist and a vocal 
member of the Reclaim the Streets movement. She calls herself a 
‘radical incrementalist’.

Baltimore, victim of the urban decay that has blighted other 
once-great US cities such as Detroit and Cleveland, saw the 
collapse of its old industries and the communities that were 
associated with them. �e shrinking of Baltimore’s population to 
65 per cent of its 1950s peak of 950,000 has left a landscape of 
more than 30,000 vacant lots and abandoned buildings. Many of 
the old row houses have been demolished and much of the land 
they stood on lies vacant. 

�e TV series �e Wire shone a global light on Baltimore’s 
problems as businesses left, unemployment rose and drug dealing 
flourished. Bree saw a rise in suburban poverty in the years after 
many people lost their homes in the sub-prime mortgage debacle. 
She saw the quality of life in her neighbourhood being further 
eroded by the actions of government and big developers. �e 
previous mayor had no effective solutions. He was too busy trying 

effective Social action disturbs common 
sense with uncommon valour.
Jonathan Jansen
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�e city teamed up with the Reinvestment Fund, a social 
investor, to make best use of its community assets. �e aim was to 
stem the effects of sluggish housing markets by creating suitable 
environments for local market growth. Concentrating its efforts 
on ‘areas of strength’ in ‘middle-market neighbourhoods’, the 
housing authority is focusing on rehabilitating 5,000 houses. �e 
idea is to start the ball rolling so that the area comes to be viewed 
as attractive to private investors and becomes self-sustaining. 
�e remaining 65 per cent of houses, in places where there is no 
market demand, will be demolished. 

Rawlings-Blake has made it easier for communities to 
revitalise vacant lots in their communities by providing technical 
assistance for citizens to redesign those lots for community use. 
�e focus is now on three main initiatives for vacant lots in 
the city. �e first, Power in Dirt, makes it easy for communities 
to adopt the city’s vacant lots legally. �e second, an urban 
agriculture programme, enables farmers to take part in developing 
a pre-selected 35 acres of city-owned vacant land for urban 
agriculture. �e third arranges the transfer of lots to land trusts 
for their long-term protection as open space. 

Many cities have similar programmes, but Baltimore has 
successfully streamlined the process, spreading the message to 
all parts of the city and making it user-friendly. �e Power in 
the Dirt initiative, by putting all of the city-owned vacant lots 
on a map for everyone to see, shows the city’s willingness to be 
frank and open about those abandoned spaces that may not be 
redeveloped any time in the near future. 

It may not promote long-term system change, but it has been 
successful in mobilizing citizens in the process of neighbourhood 
revitalisation. Some 800 community-managed open spaces 
have been created since the initiative began. Power in Dirt has 
succeeded in eliminating the barriers to revitalising blighted 
urban spaces. �e idea is to start the ball rolling so that the area 
comes to be viewed as attractive to private investors and becomes 
self-sustaining. 

to attract far greater investment from major property companies, 
and to sell off large chunks of land on the waterfront. He believed 
that trickle-down economics could fix local problems. In relying 
on the big players he ignored many small signs of life that could 
have emerged from the local community if given the chance. Bree 
knows that the community will organise itself in response to a 
challenge. It has done so successfully before. But it is frustrating 
not to have the support of local government. 

Bree sees a number of failures in the system:

1. �e system focuses on risky, top-down solutions that have 
little or no impact on the lives of local people. �e only game 
in town is real-estate development. Most of the schemes seem 
to work only for the investors and the banks. Despite the 
global financial crisis, many think that things will return to 
how they use to be. Bree thinks that they will fail again.

2. �e system focuses us on acting local, but inhibits effective 
action or any global perspective. 

‘We need to renegotiate the social contract between government 
and its citizens – between top-down and bottom-up systems’, 
Bree says. ‘ We need more democratic processes that will foster an 
open and collaborative relationship.’

Something happened that gave Bree hope
In 2010 a new mayor, Stephanie Rawlings-Blake, elected on 
a ticket of social justice, launched an ambitious project aimed 
at bringing Baltimore’s neighbourhoods back to life. At last 
the community had someone to work with. Faced with serious 
funding cuts, Baltimore has since adopted a more targeted 
strategy.  Instead of trying to fix the buildings itself, the city 
implemented its Vacants to Value strategy.  �is involves getting 
selling uninhabitable houses, facilitating private investment, 
offering incentives to homebuyers, and demolishing buildings in 
badly depressed areas. 
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Bree is driven by the need to do something with her 
community that goes beyond the urban agriculture story that 
seems to be the prevalent theme in most of the community-
managed open spaces. People need jobs. �ey also need 
confidence. She finds out about an initiative in London called 
Caravanserai. It won London’s Meanwhile Use competition for 
a temporary strategy on a large site in the heart of London’s 
2102 Olympics area. �e architect Cany Ash, one of the people 
behind the project, describes it as ‘an oasis-like trading post in the 
city’ that creates lasting opportunities for the local community 
through a range of business spaces and participatory events. 
Her team see this as emphasising the relationship between 
enterprise and family life, with performance art, workshops, 
story-telling and food. Cany recognises that places like this form 
the foundations of urban society and culture. �e project has now 
finished but its spirit is carried on in many places. Bree would like 
to start something like this.

An article in CityLab discusses guerrilla gardening, pavement-
to-parks and open streets. �ese urban interventions are quick, 
often temporary, low-cost projects that aim to make a small part 
of a city more lively or enjoyable.  Projects like this have sprung 
up in many places in recent years. �ey have a catchy name: 
‘tactical urbanism’. �ese tactics are replicable across many cities, 
and in certain instances they have become worldwide phenomena. 

Bree buys a copy of Tactical Urbanism, a book that describes 
how short-term action can lead to long-term change. Its lead 
author, Mike Lydon of Street Plans Collaborative, writes: ‘Really, 
tactical urbanism is how most cities are built, especially in 
developing nations: step by step and piece by piece.’  �is is what 
Bree wants for her neighbourhoods as well.

Bree also hears about the work of Jason Roberts and his Better 
Block organisation in Dallas. She calls together a group of friends 
and they watch Jason’s YouTube talk. 

One of Jason’s projects has the slogan ‘Let’s go out and break 
every rule in the book this weekend’. It was inspired by his 
discovery that people can do almost nothing to improve their 

Top: Caravanserai in east London uses the concept 
of an oasis as inspiration for an urban public space.
Bottom: Community action by Selfcity Brussels.
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local street without taking matters into their own hands. Jason’s 
principle is to start by starting. Don’t wait, don’t spent time 
mobilising people: they will come. 

Tactical urbanism and Better Block appeal to Bree’s 
anarchistic streak. She wants to ‘put democracy back into 
urbanism’. Working with Reclaim the Streets, she mobilises 
the support to have a Weekend Meet on every street in her 
community for a year. She gets a local graphic designer to 
produce signs and posters declaring her neighbourhood a 
Demo.B area (short for Democratic Baltimore). 

She borrowed Demo.B from Birmingham in the UK, 
secretly liking the ‘mob’ element. Demo.B, in both Baltimore 
and Birmingham, focuses on how collective action on a range of 
themes can help to make the city more democratic. From citizen 
science to the spoken word, Demo.B aims to explore new models, 
ideas and ventures to inspire people and communities to build a 
better world. �at’s just what she needs for her patch.

By the third Demo.B Weekend Meet, 150 people join in. By 
the tenth, 550 come. People are looking for projects. �ey are 
successful in adopting a vacant lot with a few adjacent derelict 
buildings, and they start their own Caravanserai. �ey improve 
building fronts with the support of a local paint supplier. A local 
school of architecture helps them build a number of temporary 
spaces: a stage, stalls and an outdoor meeting place. 

Hearing about the success of participatory budgets in Paris, 
Demo.B lobby successfully for a say in local budgets. �ey 
now have limited funds to direct to worthy projects. �ey hear 
about Detroit Soup, a social enterprise that raises funds for 
local causes. Detroit Soup is a microgranting dinner, celebrating 
and supporting creative projects in Detroit. For a $5 donation, 
attendees receive soup, salad, bread and a vote. �ey hear four 
presentations ranging from art, urban agriculture, social justice, 
social entrepreneurs, education, technology and more. Each 
presenter has four minutes to share their idea and answer four 
questions from the audience. At the event, attendees eat, talk, 
share resources, enjoy art and vote on the project they think 

Let’s go out and 
break every rule 
in the book this 
weekend.
Jason Roberts 
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She starts the Radical Evolutionary Party but realises that 
its initials are too similar to the Republicans. She changes it to 
the Radical Incrementalist Party. Her favourite slogan is ‘Let’s 
RIP’, and her campaign poster for election to the mayor’s cabinet 
declares: ‘Let’s do the right thing now, so we can rest in peace’. 
�is appeals to her gothic streak.  �e community gets behind 
her. Her election campaign is successful and she is invited to 
become the new deputy mayor responsible for the Office of 
Neighbourhood Development. 

Soon Demo.B is rolled out across the whole city.�e latest 
buzzphrase is ‘resilient cities’, yet too often building resilience is 
seen as overcoming crises, not laying the building the foundations 
for a better society. In many circles, resilience has just become 
another word to describe a top-down approach to what used to 
be called ‘sustainability’. 

Bree sees urban resilience as spreading the risk of any form of 
crisis by focusing on multiple small initiatives. If small projects 
fail, we can learn from them. ‘�ink local: act local’ becomes the 
slogan. She and her supporters start community cafes as the focus 
on local life. Local credit unions are formed to keep the money in 
the community. 

Local businesses are given preferential rates to supply local 
goods and services to local government. Local builders, using 
local apprentices, are used on all local capital projects. Five years 
later the Rockefeller Foundation gives Baltimore the title ‘�e 
World’s Most Resilient City’. 

Bree represents a new generation of civic leaders who see their 
responsibility to be agents of urban change, building social capital 
and promoting self-organisation at every opportunity. ‘Baltimore 
is a poster-child for showing how government and people can 
work together to do incredible things that neither could have 
done alone,’ she says. 

A proposal to shoot a new series of �e Wire in Bree’s 
neighbourhood is abandoned. �e place is deemed to be no 
longer sufficiently dysfunctional.

would benefit the city the most. �e ballots are counted at the 
end of the night and the winner goes home with all of the money 
raised, to carry out their project. Winners come back to a future 
Detroit Soup dinner to report on their project’s progress.

�is becomes Demo.B’s new model. �e Weekend Meets 
become soup kitchens where local people pledge small amounts 
of money to match local budgets, and vote on awarding funds 
to local projects. New businesses start: several streetfood stalls, 
a cosmetics business, a bike repair business that starts a new 
apprentice scheme, a number of education-related ventures, a 
bookbinder, and so on.  

A local empty homes agency is formed where a local volunteer 
group, called DIY Force, is mobilised to help people improve 
their homes over a few days. Modelled on Concrete Action, a 
London-based housing organisation, moral and technical support 
is given to people with housing difficulties. �is is crowdsourcing 
at its best.

Bree realises that Demo.B works well when it changes 
behaviours. �ere are still plenty of social problems to be 
overcome. Bree hears about an experiment in the UK that deals 
with antisocial behaviour. �e British police used to serve ASBOs 
(antisocial behaviour orders) on youths who were creating a 
nuisance in their communities. All this seemed to do was to 
stigmatise the kids and put them further outside the system. She 
hears about a scheme that fights bad behaviour with kindness. 

It was inspired by a case where young boys were kicking a 
ball against the side of an old woman’s house. Rather than call 
the police, she took out a tray of juice and biscuits. �e problem 
disappeared and the same kids turned to helping the woman 
when they could. Respect had replaced revenge. Bree starts a 
similar social justice campaign that her friends jokingly call ‘Give 
a dealer a cappuccino’.  

Bree is obsessed with finding ways of releasing the collective 
power of many people working together to make a better world.  
She also has wider ambitions. 
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Mahmoud M,  France
How a civic leader changed the game in housing renewal.

Mahmoud is a local councillor in a suburban Paris commune. 
Four thousand families, who were moved there by inner city 
renewal, live in a brutalist housing project of 16-storey blocks. 
A visit by the French president, following the killing of a young 
immigrant, led to renovation grants, architectural competitions, 
the dynamiting of one of the blocks and a momentary glare of 
publicity. But the policies and actions that followed brought little 
change to the estate’s decaying fabric and social problems. 

�e government sees the solution as being to replace one 
big scheme with another. It sets a brief specifying that the 
density of development in the area should be doubled to pay 
for improvements, and that the social mix of the area should 
be changed by bringing in ‘aspirational families’. Preferred 
developers will be asked to bid on development parcels. One large 
contractor, armed with its bespoke building system, has already 
approached the government to be allowed to do the whole job 
and take on all the risk.

�e redevelopment will be successful as long as it is well 
designed, the government says. It has appointed a well-known, 
international, multidisciplinary urban design company to prepare 
a masterplan for the whole place. �eir team includes five of the 
biggest names in architecture. 

One specialises in very tall buildings. Another does wacky 
public buildings. �e housing project has been divided into five 
large chunks, with each of the architects in charge of one of them. 
A branding company has already prepared a brand for the project, 
ready for a glitzy launch at the international property show at 
Cannes next year.

Plan for what will be difficult 
while it is easy. Do what is 
great while it is small. 
Sun Tzu
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Mahmoud knows that the demolition of the estate and its 
replacement with a large scheme based on the conventional real-
estate development model will not solve the problems of the area.  
He sees the system failing on several fronts:

1. Everything the government does seems to make the poor 
poorer. Good intentions have unintended consequences.

2. Big solutions are the lazy way of dealing with complex, urban 
problems. It seems easier to run a big procurement process and 
give it to someone else to sort out than for the government to 
take the lead. Government has lost confidence in its ability to 
make a difference. 

3. Big architecture has never solved this sort of problem, even 
when the design is of a high standard. Cities need the richness 
that a fine urban grain delivers. Big-name architects don’t 
create social diversity.

4. Big visions can hold places to ransom for long periods. �e 
world is littered with big plans that were never implemented.

5. �e real-estate-led approach will deliver more transient 
communities and lead to speculation. �e original population 
is likely to be priced out. �e developers tend to find ways of 
reneging on their promises.

6. La Courneuve is in danger of becoming a clone of any other 
place where this sort of approach has been used. It deserves 
much better.

Mahmoud �nds the tipping point
�e renewal of new towns in the suburban quarters of Paris is 
the goal of Banlieues 89, a collaborative enterprise launched 
under the patronage of the French president. Led by the architect 
Roland Castro and a number of social entrepreneurs and political 
appointees, the enterprise draws its inspiration from the French 
Revolution tracts of 1789 affirming the rights of all citizens. 

Big 
solutions are 
the lazy way 
of dealing with 
complex urban 
problems.
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�e goal is to find ‘new ways of enhancing the fabric and 
image of neglected areas’ and of ‘reuniting the amorphous, 
sprawling suburban zones with the vital heart of the city’. La 
Courneuve was seen as a prime candidate for this project. �e 
trouble with this approach is that it has been implemented from 
the top down. 

Local councillor Mahmoud hears about the Mayor of Berlin’s 
project to build townhouses in the centre of Berlin. Paris has a 
strong tradition of terraced building types and blocks of pensions 
that have served the city well over the years. It is not essential 
to build tall in order to achieve sufficient densities to make the 
neighbourhood work.

Mahmoud takes a delegation to see the Mitte townhouse 
projects in Berlin. �e group is shown around by Kristien Ring, 
the author of Self Made City. She explains that these projects are 
undertaken by baugruppen, small groups of people who come 
together with a common purpose of housing themselves. In this 
instance they have the support of local government. �ey want 
to build, not just housing, but also social capital. �at is what La 
Courneuve needs as well.

Mahmoud learns about the urban designer David Crane’s call 
for a ‘city of a thousand designers’. �at’s what we need, he thinks, 
instead of one big masterplan and five big names. Mahmoud 
arranges a public meeting and brings along a shredder. �e 
masterplan is ceremoniously shredded. 

�is act is a symbolic declaration that the commune will never 
be held to ransom by one single vision or by the hands of so few. 
Instead it will be built on a collective vision and on the actions of 
many. �e shredded plan is displayed in a glass box in the lobby 
of Mahmoud’s public office for all to see, like a Damien Hirst 
artwork. A national newspaper writes that Mahmoud is ‘ahead of 
his time’. �at’s strange, he thinks: aren’t we just building cities 
the way we used to before utopian visions became fashionable? 
He recalls that Le Corbusier said: ‘Kill the street.’ Yes, the street 
was killed. And the community as well.

Small groups of people come together with the 
common purpose of housing themselves in the 
Mitte Townhouse Project, central Berlin.
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�e newly formed project team identifies 30 sites of varying 
sizes. Mahmoud hears about the Universal Lot that is being 
promoted in the Massive Small project. His team starts by 
subdividing all the sites into 15-metre-wide lots. �is ‘framework 
for diversity’, as he and his colleagues call it, allows many people 
to become involved in the project, rather than just a few big 
players. Except in certain locations, the lots may be subdivided 
further. Two lots can be consolidated to make a larger lot, which 
allows more flexibility for subdivision. 

�e 15-metre-wide lots will accommodate 5-, 10-, 7.5- or 
15-metre-wide frontages. �e double (30-metre) lots will 
accommodate 5-, 6-, 7.5-, 10-, 15- or 30-metre-wide frontages 
(the 30-metre frontage might be an apartment block, for 
example). But no more than two lots may be consolidated. To get 
the ball rolling, they settle on the 7.5-metre-wide plot as a default 
option. �is can be used to create homes with two rooms across 
the front. �ese homes can be for single or multiple occupancy. 

A design code is created, setting out a handful of simple 
rules that should be followed. �ese specify that buildings must 
be five or six storeys high; that any setback of the roof should 
be done in a specified way; that the frontage of each building 
should be positioned in a certain relationship to the street; that 
the ground floor of homes should be raised from the street to 
provide privacy; and that the ground floor of shops or other uses 
(or buildings that might later be used for such uses) should be at 
street level. 

�ere could have been a few more or less rules, but those are 
the ones that were chosen.  �is design code is for the default 
option. People can build something that does not comply with 
that option if they want to. If so they will have to comply with 
some other rules, which are not quite so straightforward. 

Working with a large building contractor, the project team 
develops an open (freely accessible) building concept that 
includes a structural system for the buildings. �e standard unit 
has party walls and three, four or five floors. �e contractor 
reckons that in most cases savings of around 30-40 per cent of 

A typical regular urban block layout using 
the 15-metre-wide Universal Lot principle.   
A lot is a collection of plots.

A typical regular urban block layout using the 
15- metre-wide Universal Lot principle with a  
six -metre-wide internal mews/service lane.

A typical regular urban block layout with 
mews/service lane showing possible further 
subdivisions of the 15-metre-wide Universal Lot.
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The La Courneuve Standard
A massing model with street elevations shows a range of 
typological townhouses with rear mews buildings, similar 
to the Berlin Mitte Townhouse project.These types are 
based on di�erent frontage dimensions (arising from 
the varied subdivisions of the Universal Lot) and the La 
Courneuve design code. 
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3. �e use of a default did not lead to monotony, as each building 
was different, tailored to particular people’s needs. You could 
not tell by looking that each was built according to the same 
underlying standard. 

4. Being involved in the process has given people a strong sense 
of ownership of the solution, and the community seems to 
have become far more settled. People see a long-term future in 
La Courneuve. Local rates are paid sooner and the commune 
is prospering.

5. People have taken on the job of providing some local services 
and are managing some of the streets. �ere is a greater sense 
of trust between them and the authorities.

6. �e project is developing in ways that could not have been 
predicted. La Courneuve stands the chance of becoming a 
real piece of the city rather than a failed housing estate, just as 
Banlieues 89 had hoped. 

7. �is project can be scaled up. Its principles are transferrable 
and there is great potential for further developing the La 
Courneuve Open Standard.

�e approach to urban governance should always involve rapid 
and continuous feedback, learning from the outcomes of every 
decision. �is feedback will inform, alter and accelerate the next 
steps. �is is adaptive learning: one gains knowledge along the 
way that affects future decisions.

When we live in an uncertain future, there is no reason to 
fixate on what our neighbourhood will look like in 25 years. 
Rather, we need a clear vision of our goals. We will achieve these 
by focusing on catalysts and small beginnings, providing clear 
constraints within which people can innovate and intervening in 
a precisely targeted way that will stimulate growth and change.’ 

the cost of building can be achieved if the standard structural 
option is chosen. �e La Courneuve Open Standard is made 
available for anyone to use.

�e first site is laid out with 11 standard plots and two special 
corner plots. Local people are invited to come forward with 
proposals of how they would develop the plots. La Courneuve 
Council will sell them plots at current market value, and buyers 
have up to 10 years in which to pay. If buyers want to sell before 
the 10 years is up, they have to pay the council a proportion of 
the market value of that time (the proportion diminishes as the 
10-year limit approaches).  �e aim is to avoid speculation and to 
build a stable community. 

People unite like the German baugruppen, each group working 
with its architect to develop solutions to suit their needs. Some 
groups choose to put more communal space in the building, 
some choose to create some office space. One proposes a creche 
on the ground floor. Some are trying to help others who are less 
fortunate. People arrange finance in the form of mortgages or 
subsidies. Eventually the first five schemes are built, and they 
prove successful. Momentum gathers: more than 500 sites are 
now under construction, providing 2,700 new homes. 

Mahmoud is interviewed about the project for a newspaper. �ese 
are the main points he makes:

1. People are producing homes that are on average 45 per cent 
cheaper than if they were bought from developers, as there is 
no developer’s profit to be paid.

2. �e La Courneuve Open Standard has provided a common 
platform from which most of the housing has been built. 
It has provided the benefit of mass construction techniques 
without the stigma. Competition between contractors has 
meant that the costs of the structural system have been driven 
down even further.
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always consider a brick      
in a wall, a wall in a room, 
a room in a house, a house 
in a street, a street in 
a neighbourhood, and a 
neighbourhood in a city.
after Eliel Saarinen
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Cecilia  H,  LONDON
How an astute politician helped solve a national housing crisis.

Another day goes by and the housing crisis deepens. It is talked 
of as the UK’s biggest policy failure. One new announcement 
follows another. �e government has a new solution. �e 
speechwriter works from the familiar template: ‘we have a tech 
fix/a design fix/a financial fix/a policy fix’ (delete as applicable). 
�ose in charge, despite having been part of the problem for so 
long, are promoted to even higher levels of incompetence. 

Another industry body/think tank/policy forum launches 
a new research paper/initiative/manifesto with a catchy title 
that tells us that the problem lies with planning/integration/
fragmentation. Another expert tells us about the sheer scale of 
the problem, without providing any answers. Another complex 
funding concept from the developer of the moment keeps us in a 
state of suspended animation. Another modern method promises 
to save the housing industry, though the industry does not see 
the need for change. Another conference wafts on, its speakers’ 
interests deeply vested in the status quo. �e crisis is not just in 
housing. It is in thinking. 

Cecilia, a Member of Parliament, has recently been appointed 
as housing minister. Some see this as a poisoned chalice: many 
of the seven previous housing ministers, all men, lasted for no 
more than six months in the job. Every top-down initiative failed. 
Targets were set and never met. Policies were repackaged but 
proved ineffective. Reorganisation followed reorganisation. �e 
last minister tried to speed up the process by allowing ‘brownfield 
sites’ (ones that have been previously built on) to be developed 
without the need for planning permission. He missed the point: 
deregulation does not get housing built. 
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Cecilia realises that her special advisors and think-tanks 
are part of the problem. �ey have missed the point, probably 
because so few of them have real world experience. Among other 
things, she is presiding over a housing agency whose job is to 
parcel up land and sell it to one of the big 10 housebuilders, who 
promise much, but fail to deliver. She calls it her Homes and 
Communities ‘Prevention’ Agency. 

�e housebuilders see their job as being to keep their 
shareholders happy (the housing shortage is sending their share 
prices soaring); they don’t see it as their job to solve the housing 
crisis. �ey are just as happy to sit on the land watching the prices 
go up. And they would prefer not to build on previously-used 
brownfield sites, which are more trouble than they are worth. 
�ey want to keep it simple.

Cecilia realises why the system is doomed to failure:

1. �e system treats housing as a numbers game, not as a matter 
of building neighbourhoods. �e focus is too much on the 
technical aspects of housing rather than the social dynamics of 
neighbourhoods. 

2. �e government looks to the housebuilders to solve the 
problem. But the housebuilders are a big part of the problem 
and government gets its answers from the very people who are 
creating the problem. It is a self-perpetuating cycle. 

3. After the second world war big government was prepared to 
implement utopian visions. Today the government still puts 
its faith in big visions but it has no intention implementing 
them. More than that, it has stopped the normal evolutionary 
processes that drove the best forms of neighbourhood 
development in the past.

4. �e problem must be self-inflicted: urban society did not 
have these problems three generations ago. What did we do 
differently then? 

�e government pledged in a state of panic that it would scale 
up its housebuilding efforts by throwing money at desperate sites. 
Flip follows flop, and back again. 

New London Architecture runs an ideas competition for the 
Mayor of London. It is hoped that the competition, New Ideas 
for Housing, will find fresh thinking on how to unlock London’s 
housing supply, and deliver the quality and quantity of homes 
that the capital needs. �e problem as being seen essentially as 
an architectural one. Housebuilders and architects are asked to 
judge the competition. Awards are made. �e Deputy Mayor of 
London makes the usual noises. Nothing happens.

Cecilia knows she has to act differently, but her special advisors 
and think-tanks trot out the same old concepts. �ey say:

1. �e private sector can solve the housing problem.

2. Stop the government from interfering.

3. Sell as much public land as possible to the biggest bidder. 

4. Deregulate, cut red tape and bash the planners.

5. Build in far-flung places where relatively few people will 
object. Say you are building eco-towns or garden cities: no one 
will know the difference.

6. Say you are encouraging self-build, even if you suspect that 
few such schemes will ever get off the ground.

7. Focus on the funding mechanisms, even though you know 
that the housing crisis has driven the price of homes well 
beyond many people’s ability to pay.

8. Look for another technical fix. Learn from the Scandinavians, 
perhaps. Surely there must be new methods of construction 
that can solve the problem, even if all such initiatives so far 
have failed?

9. Ask the architects. Surely it’s just a design problem?
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proposed by the architects Pollard �omas Edwards. It would be 
implemented by a reform of the planning system to allow new 
permitted development rights and to incentivise householders to 
become micro-developers. Cecilia finds the thinking behind both 
these proposals convincing.

She remembers  hearing someone say that ‘housing is not a 
problem to be solved, it is a potential to be realised’. She sees it as 
her job to realise this potential. 

She is determined to tackle the large national housebuilders’ 
stranglehold on the industry. �e market has to be opened up to 
much wider choice, allowing more people at every level to become 
involved in providing housing. �is will include local contractors, 
small developers, self builders and sweat equity (people 
contributing to the value of their home by their own manual 
labour). �e government’s role will be to facilitate this, allowing 
people freedoms that the present system stifles. �e housing 
problem can not be fixed by a few new policies: the system must 
be reformed. 

Lord Kerslake, former head of the UK home civil service 
and the Department of Communities and Local Government, 
captured the need for change. �e housing sector needed to find 
a common voice with a clear message to make best use of its 
high political status, he said. ‘�ere is an appetite to see new and 
different models develop. �e challenge is who is going to come 
forward with the ambitious, innovative ideas to make things 
happen in the housing environment… What we want is for 
people to come forward with ideas and say “We can do 80 per 
cent of this. What we need government to help us with is the 20 
per cent”. It’s about that demonstration of ambition across the 
sector that we really need to look for.’ 

Cecilia’s team in the ministry prepares a plan of action. �ey 
recognize that the government can’t do everything, and nor 
should it. First, they need to break down the full process into 
stages and find out where the government should put in its 20 per 
cent of effort in making the biggest impact at the earliest stages. 

5. �e system breeds adversarial positions between communities 
and government. �is will continue as long as people see 
large amounts of housing dumped on their doorsteps without 
any regard to social cohesion. Communities see housing 
development as a threat, not an opportunity. 

Cecilia knows that the old thinking will not solve the problems 
that it itself has created. �at is what all her predecessors as 
housing minister found, too late. She needs to take a completely 
different approach.

Cecilia thinks upside down
It is coming up to six months since Cecilia was appointed 
housing minister. �e system is as constipated as ever. Budgets 
have been slashed even further. Cecilia’s department is being told 
to do more with less. 

Cecilia’s new special adviser hears about a submission 
to the New Ideas for Housing competition called London 
FABRICation. �is is something she should look at, he tells 
her. He has also heard about the London Popular Home 
Initiative through a colleague at City Hall. It seems that five 
London boroughs, working with five developers and five housing 
associations, have come up with a proposal for a radical change to 
the way in which housing is provided. �e new approach has been 
piloted in one London borough, but the results have not been 
widely publicised. 

She reads about two proposals by London-based architects 
for new ways of building in the some of the capital’s already-
developed suburbs. Superbia, proposed by the architectural 
practice HTA Design, is a strategy for intensifying the three 
quarters of a million privately owned semi-detached houses in 
outer London. 

It envisages the use of ‘plot passports’, documents that set out 
a list of redevelopment options available to the householders in a 
specific area, allowing them to extend or redevelop their property. 
Semi-permissive is a strategy for intensifying London’s suburbs 
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To do this, they need to see the whole system as different 
levels of intervention, from the scale of a whole city and 
its neighbourhoods to the individual householder. �is will 
identify where the government should lead and where others 
are more effective at doing so.  A new agency will be set up: the 
Neighbourhood Enabling Agency (NEA). Its job will be to create 
the preconditions that will enable neighbourhoods to flourish 
from the bottom up. �e agency will not be responsible for large-
scale building projects. Instead it will focus on ensuring that the 
multiple actions of many small actors in the system are released. 

‘Focus on six’ is one of the agency’s slogans, encouraging 
people to do things in multiples of no more than six. Many sixes 
add up to big changes. �e NEA draws up new, open, responsive 
and collaborative protocols to allow this to happen.

Cecilia’s first instruction to the new agency is to stop selling 
public-sector land to the big housebuilders. Instead the agency 
works with all public bodies to create a land bank of small sites 
close to existing infrastructure. �e priority is to create compact 
urbanism, so the agency will identify all remote brownfield sites 
and seek to trade them off for well-connected sites closer to 
existing settlements. 

Using the principles of the Popular Home Initiative, the 
NEA ensures that all sites are subdivided using the Universal 
Lot concept. �e lot becomes the NEA’s unit of delivery. �e 
agency can now release these to thousands of players, not just the 
few. �e NEA establishes itself as the neighbourhood enabler in 
every local authority office in England and Wales. �ey draw up 
a Parameter Book of housing types, which are published on the 
government’s Planning Portal. People adapt the house types to 
their needs, within a clearly defined set of rules. �e agency sets 
up a Choice Matrix that enables local NEA offices to work with 
people to create a framework of options. Using local development 
orders, anyone who applies any of these choices using the 
Parameter Book with the Universal Lot is guaranteed planning 
consent. �ey just need to notify their local authority.

HOUSING IS NOT 
A PROBLEM TO BE 
SOLVED: IT IS A 
POTENTIAL TO BE 
REALISED.
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The London Popular Home Initiative 
shows di�erent routes to achieving 
a variety of outcomes.

�e principle is rolled out to existing suburban development. 
Working with neighbourhood forums, the NEA identifies the 
potential for suburban neighbourhoods (those not in conservation 
areas) to be intensified. In the case of selected, well-connected 
suburbs, anyone can replace their single home with three new 
terraced homes without applying for planning permission. 

�e development pressure in these suburbs has led to the 
building of ramshackle loft and kitchen extensions, followed by 
ugly back-garden sheds used as home offices and for storage. In 
many cases their streetscapes have been ruined by front gardens 
being concreted over. 

�e new arrangements allow instead for a more considered 
approach to intensifying them. �e design of the new 
development varies in quality as architects and other designers 
get to grips with housing design, and with issues such as parking 
and bin storage that the earlier builders did not have to face. But 
gradually design standards improve, and these suburbs begin 
to show the qualities that will lead to some of them becoming 
potential conservation areas of the future.

Cecilia achieves this within the framework of the current 
planning system for England and Wales. �e Scottish 
government is braver. It launches a ‘root-and-branch’ review of its 
planning system and undertakes fundamental reforms to make 
the system work for big and small housebuilders. Successful 
urbanism now delivers the qualities of ‘organised complexity’ that 
Jane Jacobs (the urban writer and activist who championed new, 
community-based approaches to planning for over 40 years) so 
perfectly described. 

Towns and cities are now seen as complex adaptive systems, 
not mechanistic models. Urban professionals now think and 
act differently. Citizens are actively engaged and civic leaders 
inspired. Housing flourishes and neighbourhoods thrive. Cecilia 
convinces her own government to think bolder. �ey are still 
talking about it. 
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Notwithstanding this, Cecilia sees her scheme’s success as: being:

1. Breaking the system down into manageable levels means that 
her agency can create the preconditions for others to respond. 
�e aim is not to get government out of the way but to make 
government effective again. 

2. �e housing market is flooded with opportunity, including 
many multiples of up to six. �e opportunities are for many 
people, not just the few. 

3. �e small-scale, collaborative approach creates new 
opportunities to build social capital. Lively new 
neighbourhoods form. �e tendency towards urban sprawl has 
slowed dramatically. 

4. It is a scaleable solution that can be applied across the country. 
Innovation has returned to housing. People are learning 
by experimenting. �e Parameter Book is evolving as new 
approaches are devised.

5. �e approach has led to the government instituting an open 
building policy, resulting in an Open Standard for housing. 
�is provides a common platform for construction across all 
sectors and scales. �is is based on the government’s Open 
Standards Principles for IT interoperability and applied to 
housing. �is has given her government a platform for starting 
to think differently.

6. A Common Building Code has been developed, based on 
open building standards and simple modular coordination 
for each housing type within the Parameter Book. British 
Standards Institute approval has been sought and the 
Common Building Code has been formally adopted as a 
common platform for all sectors. 

7. �e housebuilders have changed their purpose to become 
enabling developers, parcelling up land into Universal Lots 
and offering these to the wider market in the same way as 
government sites are offered.

‘If we are to release the potential for housing,’ Cecilia says, ‘we 
must challenge and reform the rigid command-and-control 
systems that inhibit people’s ability to adapt their place to their 
needs. �is depends on new forms of leadership that can work 
where top-down and bottom-up systems meet.’

We do not need to start again – we just need to begin 
balancing the roles and responsibilities of all people, building 
on their strengths. In some instances this means a far greater 
involvement by governments. In others cases, it means some 
simplification and streamlining to allow people to take greater 
responsibility in the system. Above all, this must never justify 
unbridled laissez-faire approaches and unprincipled deregulation.’
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Mayor Hao,  China
How a modern mayor used old models to build urban identity.

Mayor Hao leads a city whose problems are very much like those 
of the city of Datong, which featured in the Chinese film ‘�e 
Chinese Mayor’. Datong’s elected Mayor Geng had decided to 
relocate half a million people to high-density housing blocks to 
make room for an immense cultural project: the transformation of 
an extremely polluted industrial city into a newly erected cultural 
heritage site. It is a fascinating and shocking cautionary tale of 
how gargantuan construction projects are allowed to mushroom 
and then come to a sudden halt according to the whims of those 
in power. 

�e mayor of Datong was nicknamed Demolition Geng. 
His idea was to turn the city into a hub that could sustain itself 
through cultural tourism. As a former capital, Datong had a 
glorious past, though few of the ancient buildings have survived. 
Geng’s solution was to build new, old-style buildings and a city 
wall that would recreate something of the city’s ancient splendour.

�e half-completed project ground to a halt, leaving Datong 
with crippling debt, a Herculean construction project that is not 
even half finished, and thousands of people displaced. Mayor 
Geng has been ‘relocated’. 

Mayor Hao’s city of Dangzou has had a similar recent history. 
Mayor Hao has replaced a former mayor whose ambitious 
schemes have utterly failed. Mayor Hao has a reputation as a 
more thoughtful politician and administrator, and as someone 
who listens.  He is wary of top-down initiatives that promise a 
great deal without having any clear route to achieving their aims.
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In the last five years, the historic centre of Dangzou has 
become the focus of a real and symbolic debate about new and 
old values: public versus private, progress versus conservation, 
land value versus social value. �ese hutongs in the very heart of 
Dangzou are slums. Eighty per cent of the historic centre is low-
level sprawl, with many of the buildings in multiple ownership. 
It is a maze of shops, businesses and residential buildings, many 
constructed during the Ming Dynasty. 

Previous municipal and provincial governments would offer 
sweeteners to residents to move out so that large-scale demolition 
and rebuilding could take place.  �e government is now tending 
to opt for pragmatic refurbishment, to the dismay of many 
occupants who were more concerned with being paid for their 
run-down homes.

Mayor Hao identifies a number of major, pressing problems:

1. He believes in building cultural capital, but he does not think 
that this can be done with fake buildings. He is determined to 
enable people to exercise their ingenuity in solving problems.

2. Development has been carried out at very high densities and 
with dull, monotonous design, with little sign of social or 
cultural life. 

3. A way must be found to promote cultural life that does not 
depend on building major capital projects. Time is needed to 
allow new ideas to flourish. It won’t happen overnight. 

4. Dangzou’s people, angry with being treated as pawns in a 
property game, want to have a say in the city’s future. �ey 
are talking about how they want to live in a modern Chinese 
society.

5. Many of the demolished sites in the city centre stand vacant. 
�ese are the biggest opportunities to define a new way 
forward.

 

Hao is concerned about the proliferation of faceless tall 
buildings that are commonplace in many Chinese cities today. 
�ey do not achieve the quality of life that traditional forms of 
development offered in the past. He calls them shoeboxes in the 
sky. He can do better for his people, imagining different forms of 
development that will make his city unique.

Hao loves the old form of neighbourhoods of his youth, and 
looks for a way to bring back the idea of the hutong, something he 
regards as a perfect social model. �is has its roots in traditional 
Chinese ways of living. Hutongs are alleys formed by lines of 
traditional courtyard residences. Many neighbourhoods were 
formed by joining one courtyard house to another to form a 
hutong, and then joining one hutong to another. 

�e word hutong is also used to refer to such neighbourhoods. 
Since the mid-20th century, the number of hutongs in China has 
dropped dramatically as they are demolished to make way for 
modern high-rise buildings. More recently, some hutongs have 
been designated as protected areas in an attempt to preserve this 
aspect of Chinese cultural history.

Hao’s biggest challenge lies in regenerating the historic urban 
core that has fallen into disrepair as its occupants anticipated 
a windfall profit from greedy developers eager to build their 
tried-and-tested apartment blocks. �ings have changed since the 
market collapse in China. Regardless of this, Hao keeps returning 
to the singular urban dilemma of modernising China: the tension 
between sanctioning poor housing versus the consequences of 
rampant gentrification. 

For him, the challenge is how to rebuild without requiring 
residents to move out; upgrading without relinquishing the sense 
of community; maintaining a sense of continuity and history 
without parodying heritage; and ensuring that development 
is cost-effective and affordable without inflating the housing 
market. 
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Mayor Hao sees the light
Mayor Hao visits London with a group of Chinese mayors as part 
of an Oxford China Exchange programme. He hears a talk on 
Massive Small at Oxford University and thinks that this could be 
right for Dangzou. �e talk mentions the cultural masterplanning 
work of Dan Dubowitz. Dan is a radical incrementalist who 
believes that you start by starting. He recognises culture is 
an outcome. You can not design for it, but you can create the 
conditions for it to emerge.

Working with his new team, Hao identifies actions that can 
become catalysts for positive change, building social capital in 
areas devoid of urban life. Learning from A Compendium for the 
Civic Economy, he finds local ways of stimulating neighbourhood 
social action and mutual support. 

He promotes new temporary uses in some of the large, 
desolate open spaces. �ese formalise over time into new street 
markets. Streetlife emerges. Hao creates community meeting 
spaces in some of the vacant ground-floor units. He introduces 
the concept of the roundtable, which brings the community 
together. People feel that they can achieve something and look for 
projects to mend the city.

Mayor Hao’s first priority is to regenerate the hutong and 
remedy the damage caused by the demolition of so many sites in 
the historic urban core. He recalls that in Dashilar, Beijing, there 
is a similar hutong with a population density six times higher 
than the Beijing average, and more than three times that of 
Tokyo. Given these numbers, there are considerable opportunities 
to increase the residential densities in Dangzou without resorting 
to wholesale demolition of the area. 

�e question is: how is it possible to retain people in the area 
without condemning them to remain in poverty and squalor? 

Opposite: A drawing of the Dashilar hutong 
in Beijing made for Beijing Design Week. 
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Hao’s project is to create what he calls a ‘new cultural 
evolution’, whereby the scale and density of the area are retained 
and expanded slightly, while providing new facilities that respect 
the historic setting.

Hao hears about the project in Dublin called the Making of 
the Modern Street, where a practice called Group 91 Architects 
explored new possibilities of the traditional model of townhouse. 
�is gives him a clue about how the centre might be rebuilt. 
Dangzou needs to develop a new vernacular that will capture 
people’s imagination. He is looking for a new way that is equally 
meaningful but without recreating the past. He knows that the 
traditional real-estate developers will resist. He has to create a 
new breed of urban pioneers who will change the market and 
redefine how Dangzou moves forward.

He launches an ideas competition called Making the Modern 
Hutong.  �e project aims to create what he hopes will be a real 
cultural paradigm shift, by finding different ways of expressing 
the modern hutong. He gets his team to produce plans of each 
vacant site, with narrow lanes and subdivision into 30-by-30-
metre plots, each being of a scale to accommodate the footprint 
of a traditional courtyard house. �e brief for the competition 
calls for 3-5-storey housing based around courtyards. 

Local people are invited to pitch for the plots, which are 
offered on a deferred payment basis. People come with their 
schemes. �e results are breathtaking: Chinese architects, 
disillusioned with working on mega-buildings, come out the 
woodwork and propose solutions that Hao never expected. �ey 
express a unique Chinese model of development with a strong 
regional identity. 

Some courtyard houses are a collection of many small units 
with doors opening directly to the internal courtyards. Some 
are larger units with smaller annexes. Others offer a mix of uses, 
with enterprise space, doctors’ rooms, small workshops or even 
teaching space. �ey are the start of a new vernacular that will 
evolve over time as an acceptable model of development.

Models of modern hutong buildings in Beijing by Trace Architecture. 
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Existing courtyard houses are regenerated. Some are rebuilt on 
the basis of the brief. �e population density of the area increases 
by 50 per cent, similar to that of the modern housing blocks, but 
feeling and looking much better. Within 10 years a different form 
of culture emerges and people are talking about Dangzou as the 
‘new way’.�e mayor earns the nickname ‘Know’ Hao. He has 
found out how to release energy of his constituents, and they have 
responded in the best possible way for the city. 

He goes back to London to tell of Dangzou’s success:

1. Dangzou challenged the conventional way of developing cities. 
It went back to traditional people-based approaches to find its 
way. �e conventional real-estate model of investment is now 
dead in Dangzou. Investment has shifted to the new model.

2. Culture rests in people, not in buildings. �e buildings should 
reflect the culture of the time and grow out of its needs. 
Dangzou is becoming the cultural centre because of this, not 
through some return to the past.

3. No city can heal itself just by putting up buildings. It needs 
to build its social capital at the same time. �at is what makes 
neighbourhoods. �at will not be done from a top-down 
vision, unless the purpose of that vision is to release action 
from the bottom up.

‘We must rediscover the art and process of urban evolution, 
harnessing the collective power of people and unleashing the 
potential of billions of bottom-up actions,’ says Hao, waxing 
philosophical. ‘�e system must become the way. �e way must 
become the system. �at’s when things work.’

A sketch of a courtyard house for a micro-hutong in 
Beijing by standardarchitecture. 



101100

TH
E 

RE
SP

ON
SI

VE
 D

ES
IG

NE
R



103102

Daniel  O,  Nairobi
How a housing architect’s light touch made a big impact.

Daniel is an architect, born in Ghana and trained in urban design 
at MIT. He is burning with idealism and social concern. He 
works as a consultant to UN Habitat and knows the scale of the 
problems caused by millions of people moving to cities. Reading 
Ayn Rand’s novel �e Fountainhead persuaded him that design 
could change the world. 

He has visited new towns in the UK and social housing 
projects in the Netherlands to gain insight about how such 
change might be achieved. He has read about Hammarby in 
Sweden, though he has yet to visit it, and he thinks Passivhaus 
(a type of highly insulated house heated primarily by passive 
solar gain and heat from people, electrical equipment and other 
internal sources) sounds great. 

Daniel admires the work of Alejandro Aravena of Elemental 
in Chile. Working on a housing project in Iquique, one of Chile’s 
largest port cities, Elemental realised that the money left over 
from buying the land would allow them to build only half a 
house, so they concentrated on building the essentials: the overall 
structure, the kitchen and the bathroom. Given a well-designed 
framework from which to start, they would be able to infill and 
complete the house using the tradition and skills of self-building 
that squatter families acquire through necessity. 

�is type of approach to social housing sees it as a public 
investment rather than a public expense. �e houses gain value as 
they are added to over time. 

Daniel’s ambition has been to come up with a housing 
solution that everyone will adopt. He is excited by the 
WikiHouse project, which began as an experiment into the future 
of housing. Led by Alistair Parvin of 00 (‘zero zero’) architects, 

Uncertainty is an uncomfortable 
position But certainty is an 
absurd one.
Voltaire



105104

its aim is to create open production techniques by making the 
system freely available to all. �e first full prototype was built 
in 2011. Since then, more and more people have joined and 
supported WikiHouse, with a growing global community of 
collaborators building prototypes, supporting development and 
advancing the WikiHouse system.

Daniel has been working on the design of a kit house but has 
had limited success in convincing others that his solution will 
be the magic bullet. He makes a time-lapse film to show how 
easy the kit house is to build. Some people are impressed but 
his project does not get off the ground. Daniel hears that over 
300 patents are lodged every year in the UK alone for housing 
innovations. Hardly any of them go beyond the prototype. Daniel 
financed his prototype with his own money. At least it provides a 
home for his mother. 

In his role as a consultant to UN Habitat, Daniel has worked 
on many low-cost housing projects in Africa. Most are in places 
where nobody wants to live. In most cases they are based on a 
single house or plot. It seems impossible to break this mould. �e 
result is that the cities follow an American models of low-rise 
suburbs tand high-rise centres. �e densest form of development 
is seen in the informal settlements (like Kibera, on the edge of 
Nairobi, which is said to be the largest slum in Africa), which use 
up all the available space. 

�e biggest problem facing informal settlements is poor 
sanitation and the risk of fire. Devastating fires are frequent, and 
the result is almost always that the shacks are rebuilt. Daniel 
hears of a shack ‘reblocking’ scheme being trialled in Cape Town. 
Reblocking is the process of rearranging and reconstructing the 
shacks in an informal settlement to make better use of open space 
and reduce the risk of flooding. �is process seems to involve 
little more than rebuilding shacks with spaces between them, 
in a more regular pattern. �is might make it easier to install 
sanitation later, but Daniel doubts if it will do much to help the 
place become a more formal settlement.

New in�ll between starter houses in Chile’s Elemental housing project. 

WikiHouse is an open source building system, 
that enables anyone to design, produce and build 
their home, customised to their needs.
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Daniel looks through the other side of the lens
Daniel realises that he has been looking at the problem through 
the wrong side of the lens. People use their own efforts and 
creativity to solve their housing problems every day. �roughout 
Africa people are building shacks. Instead of coming up with an 
alternative building system, why not help them do it better? 

In dealing with informal setttlements on a daily basis, Daniel 
has to deal with the danger of the spread of fire and disease. Both 
these issues relate to how the boundaries between properties are 
defined, and how buildings relate to one another. In ordinary 
suburbs, spaces and distances are sufficient to avoid these dangers. 
In a more central urban district, buildings are likely to touch one 
another. In sub-Saharan Africa (unlike South America) there 
is no tradition of denser urban living, apart from the imposed 
western models. What is needed is a more compact form of 
urbanism. Building heights of even two or three storeys could 
have a major effect on stemming urban sprawl. 

Daniel remembers the concept of ‘open building’ devised by 
John Habraken, his old professor at MIT. ‘We should not try to 
forecast what will happen,’ Habraken wrote, ‘but to try to make 
provisions for the unforeseen.’ To accommodate unknown future 
change, Habraken advised, we should introduce different levels 
of decision-making in the building process. �ese might range 
from urban infrastructure (such as roads and railways) to what he 
called the ‘support’ (the load-bearing structure, facades and roof ), 
the ‘infill elements’ (such as the inner partitioning of buildings, 
which can be changed without affecting the basic building’s 
structure or shape) and equipment (such as in kitchens and 
bathrooms) that is likely to be replaced every now and then.

Daniel imagines people building their own urban 
neighbourhoods, districts and quarters by following some sort 
of code. He draws an imaginary neighbourhood, then rubs out 
everything apart from the basics. 

Daniel sums up the issues like this:

1. No matter how fast governments build, informal settlements 
grow at 10 times the rate. Today’s systems can not cope. 

2. �e normal private-sector approach to mass housing has 
produced the poor living environments of many of the 
townships we see in sub-Saharan Africa. �e informal 
settlements offer no chance of progressing to better, more 
formal housing over time. �e system does not offer any   
third alternative.

3. People need an opportunity to look after the place they live in 
and to make it safer.

4. Governments should abandon the traditional view of housing 
as being a final product. Instead they should regard housing 
as a process of meeting individual needs: a process that 
government can help with a light touch. We need to develop 
systems that are self-regulating, not imposed. 

5. Housing should be provided by methods that are 
interchangable, scalable and replicable: they should be   
capable of being applied in different circumstances and at 
different scales. 

6. �ese methods depend on finding the ‘invisible chassis’ that 
will enable these principles to flourish.

7. Top-down urban planning, design and delivery systems 
must evolve to offer a common platform with an equitable 
framework of choices (design options, procurement routes 
and entry levels to the system) for the individual, collective or 
institutional builder.

8. �e message to Africa’s urban policymakers is that the need is 
for policy coordination, not deregulation. �ey can unleash the 
potential for urban housing only by a coordinated push across 
a wide range of fronts. To do this, effective housing protocols 
first need to be elevated to the highest political level. 
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He develops the concept of the accelerator site. After trying 
out numerous options, he chooses a 15-metre-wide plot as his 
primary unit. �is enables families to occupy the whole plot, 
building a number of buildings in the form of a compound. 
Alternatively, the plot can be further subdivided into narrow-
frontage plots of regular or varying widths. Daniel develops a 
pattern book that shows plots with a variety of frontage widths, 
depths and frontage treatments. �e rear lane is a particularly 
good option, as mid-block services can be installed without 
having to dig up the roads. �is service lane can allow the site 
to be intensified further at a later stage, providing access to new 
frontage development.

Working with his engineers, Daniel designs the accelerator 
party wall. �ree metres high, it has projecting fins, three metres 
apart, to keep it stable. It can be two or more bays long. �ese 
walls, running along the side boundaries of the plots, can be built 
of bricks, blocks or rammed earth. Anyone can build one with a 
simple jig that will help them set out the key dimensions. 

He remembers what Christopher Alexander wrote: ‘We are 
searching for some kind of harmony between two intangibles: a 
form which we have not yet designed and a context which we can 
not properly describe.’

Places need a fundamental order, ideally based on how the 
land is subdivided. Daniel reads about the Universal Lot project 
that was pioneered for the international housing competition for 
Scotswood Housing Expo in Newcastle in the north of England. 
Here land is subdivided into regular development parcels. �ese 
plots can be subdivided further into smaller plots, or two plots 
can be combined to create a larger housing site. If he can define 
a framework for choice like this, he has a starting point. He will 
create the conditions for people to occupy land efficiently and 
learn. But that is called ‘site and services’ and they have been 
doing it for ages. It breeds suburbia. 

Daniel realises that the key to making urban places is building 
party walls between properties. �is provides a stable structure 
and one wall for a shack to lean against. It prevents the spread of 
fire and defines the boundary. It encourages further development.

The accelerator site 
The regular urban block (subdivided into 15-metre-wide 
Universal Lots) with party walls, toilet blocks and corner 
buildings lets people start building for themselves with the 
potential to transition to formal housing over time. The simple party wall is the key to making an urban place. 
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�e most important feature of the party walls is that they are 
of a standard size, creating a common framework for all housing 
to develop from. When Daniel trials the system in his next 
project, the shack builders find that it works well at various scales 
of development.

Daniel writes to John Habraken telling him of the success of the 
accelerator site project. He explains:

1. Early occupation starts with someone building their shack 
against the party wall, using the fins as support for the roof. 
Over time people harden up the street frontages of their 
buildings. Setting the first fin of the party wall back from the 
street line has left enough space to enable people to create new 
front porches, contributing to the social life of the street. 

2. �e project has allowed the shack-building industry to scale 
up its activities by giving it a common framework to work 
with. �e project now offers a materials package to prospective 
shack dwellers to help them get started.

3. �e project provides a number of different ways in which 
people can enter the housing market and progress from being 
an informal shack dweller to becoming a formal householder. 
Daniel has also worked with a number of house builders, who 
have developed their own range of standard housing types for 
the area.

4. In some cases the height of the party wall has been raised to 
create two-storey development. Daniel is working with his 
engineers to create the potential for three-storey development 
around some public spaces and next to main roads.

5. �e project is used in combination with a range of starter 
housing and full housing solutions in a number of places, 
with some local authorities producing pattern books showing 
different responses to the party wall. Some pattern books show 
a toilet block attached to the spine wall. The neighbourhood evolves from the accelerator site with its spine walls and 

toilet blocks (1); through to early occupation of the site (2); and later to the 
development of formal housing (3).

1.

2.

3.
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6. Others show a completed room at the front of the site to 
allow early occupation. In other cases, the local authority 
has built the front wall to enclose the site. Others show 
combinations of these.

7. �e accelerator site project has become known as the Nairobi 
Standard. It has proved simple to use, giving just the right 
level of help to trigger successful urban development. 

‘We must define clear and simple boundaries within which people 
are free to organise and improvise,’ Daniel says. ‘�is means 
providing the enabling conditions within which endless potential 
solutions emerge. Structured choices enable the growth of highly 
responsive environments and provide a place’s inhabitants with a 
full progression in life’. 

The starter home
The local authority has developed a range of single- 
and two-storey starter homes for the accelerator 
site, allowing for later expansion by the occupants.
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Maria E ,  London
How an ethical professional made planning relevant again.

Maria is disillusioned. She has worked her way up the planning 
profession to become head of development management in a 
West London borough, but she does not find her job satisfying. 
She came into planning to make the world a better place. Her 
dreams are still tinted with utopian visions of what life could be 
like in a well-planned world. But she finds herself administering 
blanket policies and processes that are not working for urban 
society.  Tackling the fundamentals of the planning system is the 
elephant in the room.

Maria reads an article ‘For the sake of our cities, it’s time to 
make town planning cool again’ in her favourite newspaper, �e 
Guardian. Its author, Tom Campbell, writes: ‘While the cult of 
the star architect has soared in recent decades, the figure of the 
town planner has arguably become comic shorthand for a faceless 
dullard. Yet the role is crucial to our urban future, and needs 
reinventing.’

�e article discusses the crisis in the planning system and with 
planners. Although they are needed more than ever, the status 
of planners and city administrators has never been lower. Bold 
mayors might be in the limelight, but it is a very different story 
for the officers they preside over. �e death of her profession’s 
torchbearer, Sir Peter Hall, reminds Maria how the status of the 
town planner rose and fell over the course of his 50-year career.

�e government’s austerity policies, which have led to local 
government funding cuts, pay freezes and redundancies of the 
last few years, have wrought their havoc, but a far deeper malaise 
has set in. ‘�e status of public servants in general has suffered 
over the last 30 years,’ Campbell writes, ‘but in the case of town 
planners, it has been particularly pronounced. 

We must manage in the present, 
for the past is spent and done with, 
and the future is uncertain.

Marcus Aurelius
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Maria reflects, like Tom Campbell, that her profession has 
come a long way since the 1940s, when the Pelican edition of 
�omas Sharp’s Town Planning sold about 250,000 copies. It is 
no wonder that Sir Peter Hall, reflecting on a lifetime in town 
planning, concluded that ‘planning and planners have steadily 
become residualised, returning to their marginal status’. But have 
they been marginalised by the system, or has the system changed 
and we have not, Maria wonders? 

At work, Maria’s biggest problem is the 10,000 unserviced, 
unfit illegal homes in back gardens in one part of her borough. 
�e press calls them ‘beds in sheds’. Maria realises that if this can 
happen in one of the richest parts of London, under a planning 
system that is still one of the most highly resourced, most highly 
regulated and most highly praised in the world, there must be 
something wrong with it. 

She takes the London Mayor around to see the scale of the 
problem. He shakes his head and wonders what can be done. 
When 10,000 homes are built illegally in back yards, you may not 
be able to take enforcement action to remove them. �ere would 
be riots.

She realises that the system she worked so hard to maintain has 
fundamental flaws:

1. Everything that has been built in the past three generations 
has been through the planning system. Yet there are very 
few places good enough to show elected members as great 
examplars. 

2. �e planning system was based on a monocultural, 
traditionally employed, family model that is completely 
different to the culturally diverse, alternatively employed, 
dynamic family of today. Maria’s own staff have a wide 
variety of social backgrounds, family structures and living 
arrangements.

In an age in which financial success is championed and the 
entrepreneur installed in an ivory tower, it seems that there are 
few professions more derided than the local town planner.’

It is to be expected that socially-minded town planners will 
be figures of fun, poked at by the neo-liberal, political right. 
In announcing a series of reforms intended to boost growth 
in 2012, prime minister David Cameron promised that his 
government was ‘determined to cut through the bureaucracy that 
holds us back – and that starts with getting the planners off our 
backs.’ Government-supporting think-tanks reinforce this view, 
publishing extensively on the planners’ supposed controlling and 
interfering instincts. 

Campbell quotes Andy Pratt, an economic geographer at City 
University, London, who thinks that there are real problems in 
the way planning is being taught. ‘Like many others I know, I 
actually started out intending to be a town planner,’ Pratt says. 
‘But I soon realised that all the interesting conversations about 
cities, regeneration, architecture and urban development weren’t 
happening in the planning faculty. �ey were being had by people 
studying economics, urban studies and culture.’

He also quotes the city planner David Knight. ‘Planners 
have become simultaneously under-respected and over-
professionalised,’ Knight says. ‘�eir training and practice too 
often leaves them able to communicate effectively only with other 
planners and professionals, working in an abstract language that 
alienates them from people. People are occasionally allowed into 
the professional planner’s world, but in highly mediated terms 
dictated by the profession.’

�e think-tanks trot out the standard old message: ‘give 
people a far greater role in planning’. �is is their way of saying 
that planning must get out of the way. What’s new? Since 1968 
it has been a legal requirement for authorities to consult the 
public on their local plans. Such consultations have become a 
standardised part of the development process and, as such, deeply 
disheartening. Consulting on complex top-down policies is not 
public involvement. Public endorsement is what is being sought.
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3. Planning is based on the idea that people can not be trusted 
and that the system knows best. But some of the finest 
examples of urbanism were created when cities evolved 
prior to the planning system being imposed. With all the 
guidance from government, quangos and design bodies, we 
have still not produced places with the qualities that previous 
generations achieved. 

4. A great deal of the effort of Maria and her team is applied 
to the final stages of the development control process. Any 
planning negotiation seems to end up with the worst possible 
results. Desperate attempts to remedy this involve further 
work on assembling design panels, carrying out design reviews 
or obtaining other expert advice.

5. �e aim of the planning system in England is to achieve 
‘sustainable development’, as defined in the National Planning 
Policy Framework. Yet, by most definitions, much of what is 
built must be accounted as being highly unsustainable. �e 
houses might be constructed in a way that is relatively energy 
efficient, but their locations promote urban sprawl.

6. Planning has created a culture of stopping things. Maria has 
heard complaints that getting permission to do something is 
like playing against 11 goalkeepers. Policies were developed to 
keep the big developers at bay. Now those developers are the 
only ones who can play the game. When the system does not 
work for small people, the small people often break the rules – 
like those who build in back gardens in Maria’s borough.

7. She knows that it is impossible to anticipate every outcome, 
yet the system still pursues its obsession with certainty. �e 
best places have emerged from collective action over time, but 
the planning system does not work with complexity.

8. �ere is a schism between planning and people that has 
become deeply damaging. �is has to change if the profession 
is to become relevant again.
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9. Maria knows that fewer and fewer people are coming into the 
planning profession. She sees it as a profession that is given 
accountability without responsibility. 

Maria acts on her instincts
Maria hears a talk by Finn Williams, a young London planner, 
who has brought together a collective called Novus, producing ‘a 
manifesto from the coalface of public planning’. With high ideals 
and established with the support of the UK Planning Officers 
Society, it wants to inject more radical thinking into the public 
sector planning profession. 

Finn describes the manifesto as ‘a platform for planners to 
think more provocatively about what they can achieve’. While 
aiming to raise the status of planners in society and persuading 
government that ‘planning can be positive and bold’, Novus is by 
no means unaware of the need for planners to raise their game 
too, particularly in how they work with the public.

Maria also reads about Building Rights, a ‘repository of 
planning knowledge; a user-generated forum where the rules of 
what is built and what is not are shared’. Described by its founder 
David Knight as ‘a Mumsnet for planning’, its explicit ambition 
is to make planning popular, and to build a wider community of 
expertise and interest in planning beyond the profession itself.  

According to the Building Rights campaign document (with 
a raised fist emblazoned across its banner), ‘the proposal of 
Building Rights is not for a single revolutionary change to the 
planning system, but an incremental, micro-political one in which 
knowledge gradually shifts into the public domain through the 
actions of thousands of people, each of whom will be changing 
case law through their actions and, in knowing more about what 
planning is, becoming more able to demand more of what it 
could be.’  

At around the same time, Maria learns about the slogan of 
the president of  her planning institute: Proud of Planning. It 
sounds like one of those throwaway lines that you see on so 
many campaigns that mean nothing. Words will not change 
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the profession, she thinks: actions will. She realises that in an 
increasing complex world her profession must become more 
relevant. In doing so, it must shift from pure top-down thinking 
to embrace more action from the bottom up. 

Planners need to operate with different mindsets through 
some form of ethical professionalism, bound by commonly 
accepted behaviours. �ese behaviours should be defined by the 
collective adoption of code of ethics equivalent to the medical 
profession’s Hippocratic Oath or its Declaration of Geneva. 

In signing up to these principles, urban professionals and civic 
leaders accept their duty and responsibility to the present and 
future well-being of the inhabitants of the city they have charge 
over. Maria stands for the presidency of her professional institute 
and lobbies to introduce a Hippocratic Oath for planners. Her 
slogan, ‘Walk with the dreamers’, comes from a poster on her wall 
identifying planners as being among those who want to leave the 
world better than when they found it. Her campaign is successful. 
Urban professionals are now bound by a code of ethics. 

Maria wants to help create a new breed of city planner. She 
believes that part of the problem lies in who becomes a town 
planner, and how they are taught and trained. Students are 
narrowly instructed in current planning procedures, practice and 
regulations, with little scope to question the discipline, explore its 
history or critique its political undertones. It seems locked in a 
box with its past glories. 

Urbanism is now the buzzword and almost every planner 
seems to want to be an urban designer. But too often the 
planning profession push such matters back on to its rigidly 
deterministic ‘place-making’ agenda. Local-authority planning 
departments have become less multi-disciplinary and more reliant 
on a small number of generalist officers, skilled not so much in 
the art of urban design but in managing processes.

Maria thinks that town planners must stop being taught along 
the lines of a technical profession. �e best education lies in 
understanding complex adaptive systems, behavioural science and 
human dynamics. 

URBAN ETHICS

THE DECLARATION OF LONDON 2016  

At the time of being admitted as a member of the United 
Institute of Urban Professionals:

• I solemnly pledge to consecrate my life to the service             
of urbanity.

• I will give my teachers the respect and gratitude that is      
their due.

• I will practice my profession with conscience and dignity.

• The health of urban society will be my �rst consideration.

• I will maintain by all the means in my power, the honour     
and the noble traditions of the urban professions.

• My colleagues will be my sisters and brothers.

• I will not permit considerations of age, disease, disability, 
creed, ethnic origin, gender, nationality, race, political 
a�liation, sexual orientation, social standing or any other 
factor to intervene between my duty and urban society.

• I will maintain the utmost respect for urban life.

• I will not use my professional knowledge to violate urban 
rights and civil liberties, even under threat.

I make these promises solemnly, freely and upon my honour.
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Maria convinces her chief executive to get the council 
to explore how active citizens, urban professionals and the 
council can work together to guide this change. �ey develop 
new protocols that replace outdated policies in the council’s 
development plan. �e system becomes more enabling than 
controlling, so Maria’s department changes its name to 
Development Enabling. 

Responsibility and accountability have been devolved to the 
lowest levels, fundamentally changing the scope and purpose of 
her team from being reactive to becoming strategic enablers. �e 
planners are charged with going out and helping better urbanism 
to develop. �ey now manage in the present, operating rather like 
the sound engineer at a concert, listening carefully and constantly 
making any slight adjustments they feel are helpful. 

Maria, now retired, still acts as an advisor to central government. 
She sums up her experience as follows:

1. Her staff were liberated from the tyranny of the system. �eir 
behaviours changed. Bound by a code of ethics, they now 
work more like doctors, with a responsibility to urban society 
rather than to the system. �ey are given accountability with 
responsibility. �ey now feel that it is their role to make things 
happen again.

2. She now knows that most people, given a simple set of 
protocols and structured choices, can generally be trusted to 
do the right thing. As Lewis Mumford wrote, civilization 
rests on this fact. �is is a dramatic shift from Maria’s earlier 
professional life, where she tried to command-and-control 
every outcome, with little effect. 

3. �e formal role of planning in the system has changed. It 
now aims to help positive change to emerge by focusing on 
the preconditions that give rise to good urbanism rather than 
focusing deterministically on outcomes. Maria’s team is now 
able to put the bulk of its effort into the start of the process. 

�ey should be like the ‘doctors of the city’, not the managers. 
Planning needs softer skills in negotiation, community 
engagement, consensus building and enabling leadership.

How we engage with people must change. People do care 
about the cities they live in, but rarely in a way that informs 
planning policy. Instead of telling people what to do, the planning 
profession has to develop the ideas, tools and tactics to create 
a more enabling system. �e new system will be one where 
complex policies are replaced by enabling protocols that generate 
urbanism, rather than constrain it; where rigidly deterministic 
tools are replaced with an understanding of how conditions can 
be created to enable things to happen; and where command-
and-control is replaced with enabling behaviours that release the 
latent creativity in people to solve urban problems.

Back at her day job, Maria hears about the work of the 
housing reformer John FC Turner. She likes his remark about 
informal settlements being cities in progress. Is her ‘beds in sheds’ 
problem just that? People are using their ingenuity to solve a real 
problem. Perhaps they are building these sheds badly because 
they know they may be demolished. Would it be possible to 
create a framework that would allow informal development to 
happen? As history shows us, most places started informally and 
hardened up over time. 

Maria’s council decides to create a development control order 
that allows for development to happen in backyards. People 
are permitted to build in back gardens providing they follow 
some simple rules. More people build in their back gardens and 
pressure is taken off housing delivery in the borough. �ings go 
further when a new government issues a general development 
order that allows the demolition of an old interwar suburban 
house and its replacement with three or four townhouses or even 
a small apartment block, based on a parameter book of standard 
housing types. �is means that poor-quality houses with shoddy 
rear developments can be replaced with better urban solutions 
that help to improve the whole area over time and open up the 
housing market to a wider set of players.
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It focuses on ensuring that urban networks are open and 
adaptive. �ere is a new interest in the art of subdivision, with 
planners now more concerned with understanding the street, 
block, the lot and plot as the basis for building the robust 
urban fabric that forms neighbourhoods.

4. Planners now see how important it is to develop frameworks 
through which open building platforms combine with open 
adaptive networks to make the most of responsive urban 
fabric. On this invisible chassis, good urbanism can be built. 
�e planners see the potential for parameter books to set out 
default conditions and structured choices. �ese will foster the 
development of a local urban vernacular.

5. Planners now see the opportunities for building local social 
capital in all they do. �ey regard the city less as a visual 
artifact and more as an evolving organism where people play 
an increasing role in collaborating with planners, rather than 
being consulted by them.

6. �e changes that Maria introduced moved planning from 
blanket policy-driven approaches that restricted what people 
could do to protocol-led approaches that set out what people 
can do. �e system has become more permissive, generating 
change rather than stifling it.

7. Planning has moved away from the 10-year, predict-and-
plan approach, where decisions were made on the basis of 
large amounts of evidence about the past, towards managing 
in the present. Now plans are constantly updated, and their 
effects monitored through rapid and continuous feedback 
loops. Directions are altered immediately in response to this 
feedback.

8. Planning has become interesting again. Courses now focus on 
managing complexity rather than being looking for certainty.

True professionalism and civic leadership must be built on trust 
and commitment to do the right thing.  Like any calling that 
fundamentally affects the lives of others, any member of the 
urban professions, any elected official and anyone in a position 
of authority in the city must be bound by a set of commonly 
accepted behaviours. 
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Shreedhar P,  India
How an infrastructure project built social capital.

Shreedhar works as an engineer in the state department for 
slum upgrading in Mumbai. His job is to install basic services in 
informal settlements that have grown over time. He is given a 
budget, based on a unit rate per home, to install water and basic 
drainage into the homes. �ere is conflict in every project as some 
homes have to be demolished to make way for the service runs. 
Shreedhar needs the support of the police to get the job done. 

�e biggest problem he faces is that the pipes are stolen, so his 
greatest cost lies in security and pilferage. Laying the pipes is the 
easiest part, but within a short space of time they are blocked and 
the system overflows, creating an alarming health hazard. People 
do not understand how the system works and maintenance 
standards are low.

Shreedhar has always thought that the role of an engineer 
in complex urban environments is far more important than just 
solving simple engineering problems. His profession tends to see 
cities in mechanistic terms, developing tools that focus on perfect 
endstates that never seem to be realised. An example of this is 
the use of traffic modelling, which still forms the foundations in 
modern urban planning but does not work in places as complex 
as Indian cities. Nobody believes the models, yet the large 
engineering companies still persist in selling their wares on the 
basis that they deliver efficiency. 

He has always admired Himanshu Parikh’s work on slum 
networking in India. It seems that infrastructure projects can be 
used to build social capital and unlock community action. �is 
is seen as being part of a larger environmental upgrading plan of 
the whole area by establishing an innovative, low-cost, city-level 

THE HOLE IS 
GREATER THAN 
THE SUM OF 
ITS PIPES.
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Shreedhar knows that what he is doing is very inefficient. �is is 
how he sees the situation:

1. Local people are not allowed to be part of the solution, so 
they see the problems as being the government’s. �e residents 
need to become active partners.

2. �e government should focus on creating the preconditions 
for these squatter settlements to become real urban places 
in time. It needs to install services and keep them running. 
At present it is spending up to four times as much on these 
projects as is necessary.

3. People do not see any incentive to work with the government 
to solve the problem. 

4. Shreedhar does not have the power or responsibility to use his 
budgets effectively. He is just meant to follow orders.

Shreedhar persuades the agency to try something di�erent.
Shreedhar is given the task of installing services in a part 
of Darawi, Mumbai’s largest slum. He knows that when 
communities and authorities learn together and produce 
outcomes together, they are able to reach many more 
communities than the top-down initiatives that he has been 
engaged with. 

Shreedhar hears about Renu Khosla’s and Julia King’s CURE 
Project in New Delhi that has enabled 322 households to retrofit 
toilets to their homes. It has been labeled the Potty Project. �e 
toilets are connected through common shallow sewers to a septic 
tank linked to a simplified decentralised treatment system that 
treats the effluent before discharge and re-uses it. �is turns waste 
into profit. 

�e innovation has been not in the delivery of the 
infrastructure but in the way in which the project has retrofitted 
the system and engaged with the community. Because no two 
houses are alike, marrying the technology to the individual needs 
of each household has required a great deal of careful detailing, 

sewerage network, and integrating this with new recreational 
areas and natural systems. Slum networking provides the 
preconditions for a better urban society and a greater degree of 
human dignity.

Shreedhar’s own discipline still sees the large outfall sewer 
as being the only way of solving drainage problems in cities, yet 
Himanshu Parikh has shown that you can use natural systems far 
more effectively. Other engineers still fall back on solutions that 
are supposedly known to be safe and they are reluctant to learn 
by experimenting. It’s too risky, they say. It seems easier to make 
a case for a big solution than for targeted local interventions that 
may have a far greater local impact.

Shreedhar hears about Alan Baxter, a London-based engineer, 
through a Prince’s Foundation event in Delhi. Alan has taken 
a wider perspective on city building that sees engineering as a 
‘universal profession’. He calls his engineers urban designers 
because he believes that they can have a far greater role in 
delivering good urbanism than engineers generally do. 

In addition to his engineering practice, Alan runs a managed 
workspace for over 250 small organisations and practices in 
the field of urban development, who all seem to share common 
philosophies on how places are made. He helps startups and 
mentors others. He runs a regular programme of events that 
explore new ways of thinking. Shreedhar sees him as the model of 
how engineers should behave.

To widen his resource base, Shreedhar decides to work closely 
with Shack/Slum Dwellers International (SDI), a network of 
community-based organisations of the urban poor in 33 countries 
in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. SDI’s mission is to link poor 
urban communities from cities across the southern hemisphere 
that have developed successful mobilisation, advocacy and 
problem-solving strategies. SDI provides a platform for slum 
dwellers to engage directly with governments and international 
organisations in adopting new strategies, changing policies and 
building understanding about the considerable challenges of 
urban development. 
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and close consideration of what exists and how to make it better. 
Much of this happened through street-level meetings and 
walking around the site. 

Julia King describes the project as ‘a charm bracelet of ideas 
and technologies’. Each charm on its own is not special: it is the 
combination of all that makes the whole unique. Every rupee 
spent on sanitation levers in nine more through people making 
improvements to their own homes.

Shreedhar approaches his superiors with an idea. ‘Give me the 
responsibility to spend my budgets on this project in any way I 
choose,’ he says. ‘Don’t tie me up with complex rules. Just give me 
a simple purpose. Let me release the potential of local people to 
help me.’ �e committee agrees to a six-month trial project.

Shreedhar asks Shack/Slum Dwellers International to help 
broker the project with the local community. SDI calls a public 
meeting and encourages people to organise themselves into 
representative groups. Street committees are formed, with one 
representative from each street on a central neighbourhood 
forum. 

Shreedhar tells the forum: ‘I have a budget to spend. I don’t 
care how I spend it, but it must deliver water and drainage to 
every street. I know we can make this budget deliver far more if 
we work together.’ �e forum hears the problems that the project 
has faced and someone come ups with a slogan: ‘�e hole is 
greater than the sum of its pipes.’ 

A local signwriter puts up signs on every street where holes are 
being dug and pipes stacked. �ey have catchy phrases. ‘Proper 
drains relieve stomach pains’ and ‘Clean water: healthy daughter’ 
are the most popular. A billboard appears at a prominent 
entrance to the project neighbourhood. It shows a crude but 
effective printed plan of all the streets. Its drawings of identifiable 
buildings orientate people, and symbols point to problem areas. 
On one side of the plan is a pile of coins indicating the size of 
the budget. �e other side shows coins spent. As work progresses, 
the completed streets will be painted red and the pile of coins will 
grow accordingly.

The CURE drainage project in New Delhi. Common 
shallow sewers linked to a decentralised treatment 
system turn waste into pro�t.
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Maintenance costs fall as the community learns about the 
rules for using the drains. Local drain cleaners are appointed 
to deal with any minor problems. Street cleaning becomes the 
community’s responsibility. �e job is completed well under 
budget, as the billboard shows. People vote to use the spare funds 
build a community centre, the first in their neighbourhood.

Shreedhar reports back to his superiors:

1. �e project’s success has exceeded expectations.

2. It mobilised the community rather than becoming a cause of 
considerable conflict.

3. �e community has a sense of ownership of the project, and 
continues to maintain it. 

4. Acting as an honest broker, the SDI helped to rebuild the lost 
trust between the community and the government. Making 
the whole process transparent encouraged most of the people 
to get involved.

5. When people see that there are plans to spend money in their 
area, they can be ingenious at finding better ways to spend it.

6. He has achieved not just a physical project but also a social 
purpose. He wants to share his experience with his profession. 

‘I think we have changed how we think about engineering our 
cities,’ Shreedhar says. ‘We have made the invisible visible. What 
is hidden in the ground is now imprinted in people’s lives.’ 

�e community organises a hole-digging ceremony on the 
first street. Lines are sprayed on the ground showing the planned 
route of the underground services. Pipes are stacked in the street. 
Every able-bodied person present does some digging, symbolising 
a collaborative effort and their commitment to the project. 

�e forum organises a pipe-signing ceremony at which the 
residents of the whole street paint their names, and sometimes 
small symbols, on the pipes. �is symbolises their ownership of 
the project. Not one pipe is stolen.

�e community puts in time digging ditches. One street 
after another gets new drains, clean water supply to standpipes 
in the street and open stormwater culverts. Like the CURE 
Project, much of this happened through street-level meetings and 
walking around the site with Shreedhar’s team and community 
leaders. As people begin to feel a greater sense of permanence 
about the neighbourhood, they respond by investing in their own 
homes, especially their fronts. Within months the street has been 
transformed beyond imagination.

�ey hear of a design competition led by the architect and 
urban designer Darshana Chauhan Gothi at London’s University 
of Westminster. Building on the Indian prime minister’s 
Clean India campaign, the competition aims to improve 100 
public spaces in Indian cities. �e community works with a 
local architecture school to transform an important public 
space – the site of the project billboard – at the entrance to its 
neighbourhood. Confidence is high.

Local people clean and level the area, putting in a new 
kabaddi pitch, a dance stage and a covered bamboo pavilion 
for local women. �e local authority installs new public toilets. 
Pavements around the space are painted with kolam designs 
derived from magical motifs, and abstract designs blended with 
philosophic and religious patterns. Local traders return and take 
on the responsibility of looking after the space. �e school of 
architecture submits this project as an entry to the competition 
and it wins the overall award.
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Giuseppe P,  Italy
How an applications developer enabled smart citizens.

Giuseppe grew up playing SimCity. He is intrigued by simulation 
games that show how one decision can lead to another. He plays 
Minecraft and Sugarscape. He studied mathematics and social 
science because he thought that they would give him the closest 
understanding of the complexity of cities. 

Alongside his studies he pursues his interest in IT, working 
for a computer games company in his holidays and free time. 
He thinks he can build an app for designing a perfect city. ‘All 
you need is a good set of metrics, a good understanding of social 
dynamics and an easy-to-use tool,’ he says. ‘Get those right and 
all you need to do is push a button.’ 

Giuseppe is headhunted by an international technology 
company whose focus is smart cities. Everything in the company’s 
brochure is about smartness. A smart city, he understands, 
uses digital technologies or information and communication 
technologies (ICT) to enhance the quality and performance of 
urban services, to reduce costs and resource consumption, and to 
engage more effectively and actively with its citizens. 

Utopian urban visions help to drive smart-city rhetoric that 
has been promulgated most energetically over the past decade or 
so by big technology, engineering and consulting companies.

�is appeals to Giuseppe. Some people call him a nerd or a 
techie: he sees himself not only as a smart thinker but also as an 
enlightened citizen. After a while he starts to have his doubts 
about his work, and about what smart-city visions might mean 
for the ordinary citizen. 

Opposite: Priya Prakash’s Citizen Canvas tool 
maps city infrastructure and services.
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Guiseppe pursues his earlier dreams
Giuseppe leaves the big IT company. He decides to take a desk at 
the Geovation Hub at the Urban innovation Centre in London, a 
place that is part innovation lab, part business incubator, and part 
meeting place. He will pursue his earlier dreams, now tempered 
with experience of what not to do. 

He reads an article by Dan Hill of Future Cities Catapult, 
‘On the smart city: or, a manifesto for smart citizens instead’. 
�e city is its people, Hill writes. We do not make cities in order 
to make buildings and infrastructure. We make cities in order to 
come together, to create wealth and culture. Buildings, vehicles 
and infrastructure are mere enablers, not drivers. �ey are a 
side-effect, a by-product, of people and culture. �e city’s primary 
reason for being is to be found in its citizens. If we look there, 
we find that there is much more to urban life than efficiency. As 
Hill explains, we might argue that smartening the infrastructure 
enables citizens to make informed decisions, and that is certainly 
true. But to see the city only as a complex system to be optimised 
or made efficient is to see the city in very simplistic terms. 

Social media allows active and engaged citizens to organise 
more effectively. In most parts of the world the smart phone is 
now considered essential for urban life. We have witnessed a raft 
of new platforms – Changify, Neighborland and Stickyworld, to 
name a few – aimed at helping citizens work together to change 
their city. 

Priya Prakash, for example, is working on her Citizen Canvas, 
which she describes as ‘a collaborative change and data-mapping 
tool for stakeholder teams that are involved in finding a common 
vision for what a smarter city could be’.

Barcelon’a Smart Citizen Platform is the best example 
Guiseppe has seen for generating participatory processes in 
neighbourhoods. It connects data, people and knowledge: the 
platform serves as a node for building productive and open 
indicators, providing distributed tools, and enabling the collective 
construction of the city for its own inhabitants.

Should the city be an optimised machine, with the citizens 
represented by contented and predictable pixels, or a melting-pot 
of culture and ideas created by its unpredictable flesh and blood? 
Is the smart city an unnecessarily corporate, top-down idea? 
Giuseppe’s mathematical background is clashing with his social 
science. 

�e metaphors of control rooms or dashboards, common 
to most smart city visions, seem to Guiseppe to be hopelessly 
inappropriate for cities, even in relation to the urban systems that 
a city government might be trying to run. As Saskia Sassen points 
out, there is a tendency to ‘make these technologies invisible, and 
hence put them in command rather than in dialogue with users’. 

Giuseppe reflects on this dilemma: 

1. His job is to work with big data to make better cities, but is 
he just using big data to justify corporate processes? He can 
not see the real effects of his work on society. His approach 
professes to be collaborative, but it may be a different form of 
command-and-control. 

2. He feels that advocates of smart cities have never really 
considered how they will affect how people live in cities.

3. He wonders if his work is just looking for a technological fix 
to apply to a bad system. Smartness should be an essential 
characteristic of the system, not a plug-in.

4. He thinks that the smart-city concept will be acceptable 
only if it emerges from the bottom up, led by citizens. But he 
knows that the system is hard to beat.

5. Perhaps a smart city need not depend exclusively – or even at 
all – on sensors and computers. Perhaps people are always the 
best sensors.
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Smart Citizen connects data, people and knowledge.
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Giuseppe wants to be part of this. He starts developing his 
own platform called CHASSIS (Citywide Highly Adaptable 
Space-Structuring Information System, perhaps). Like the 
underframe of a car it provides the invisible platform that 
everything is built off.  It integrates with all the other citizen 
engagement platforms and social networks for neighbourhoods, 
but Guiseppe hopes it will take local democratic decision-
making to a much higher level.  His ambition is that CHASSIS 
will become the new citizen’s interface with the city, working 
in concert with the city’s evolved planning system. It will be 
designed to harness the collective power of many small ideas and 
actions by becoming a mechanism for enabling bottom-up, civic-
led activities. He realises that it needs to change behaviours and 
promote active learning at every opportunity, showing potential 
outcomes of decisions rather than fixed end-states.

Giuseppe hears that the Greater London Authority is 
supporting crowdfunded projects. He thinks that his platform 
could act as the interface for these activities as well. His real 
interest lies in scaling this up to larger infrastructure projects. 

He realizes that CHASSIS must become a common 
language for collaborative knowledge sharing and joint action by 
everyone in the system. It must provide a basis for cross-sectoral 
collaboration between all the urban professions and academia; 
between civic leaders and their agencies; and between active 
citizens and interest groups. Using this shared language, it must 
promote openness, shared working and joint ownership of ideas 
and solutions across the sectors. 

Giuseppe develops an open-source toolkit that anyone can use 
to share their ideas and actions. It operates as a simple feedback 
loop, enabling small changes to be rapidly evaluated and for ‘straw 
polls’ to be generated so that decision-makers can change course 
if necessary. It uses standard, default building types that people 
can use and adapt. It also provides a forum for best practice so 
people can learn from others. �e toolkit becomes the industry 
standard platform, and numerous developers expand it with a 
range of plug-ins.

Neighborland helps citizens work together 
with government to change their city. 
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Giuseppe explains his success: 

1. Earlier platforms took root in the cracks left by urban 
planning, city governance and market forces, but they only 
supported a few small, locally-based community projects. �ey 
had a valuable role but were difficult to scale up.

2. Changing behaviour leads to changed attitudes. �is is 
different to the thinking behind many smart systems. �ese 
are all predicated on feedback loops delivering information to 
people, whose attitudes change as a result. Only then do they 
change their behaviour. With Guiseppe’s platform, people (not 
systems) will create deep-lasting, evolutionary change through 
collective action.

3. Change happens through creating easy, accessible ways to 
try something different, and then scaling it up through social 
networks to show how effective it is. Easy-to-use digital 
platforms facilitate small change.

4. Shifting the focus from technology and the city to the role 
that active citizens could play in shaping the own urban 
environment, this highly-distributed, bottom-up approach 
connects people living in cities with information about 
their neighbourhood; engaging them in all aspects of urban 
planning, policy and development processes; soliciting their 
collaboration in providing rapid and continuous feedback; 
and enabling them to take collective action to affect positive 
change at all levels.

5. Rather than just facilitating a stream of small projects to 
occupy the community while the big boys in government get 
on with the important stuff, CHASSIS can be the vehicle for 
taking on urban governance models, or attempting to pay for 
large-scale infrastructure through crowdfunding initiatives. 
�is could include projects such as local energy generation, 
waste-water recycling schemes and public transport networks.

‘Smartness lies in trusting collective wisdom and avoiding the 
twin traps of reductionism and determinism,’ Giuseppe writes. 
‘Technology is an aid to human intelligence, not a replacement. 
We must see the urban system as a complex network of 
interrelated spectrums, not polarities. �e city is a constantly 
changing organism, not a mechanistic model capable of highly 
processed control. Technology can help, but it can’t fix.’
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Andrew M,  Scotland
How a new type of school harnessed collective intelligence.

Formal education has failed to reach the grassroots in Andrew’s 
neighbourhood. He has recently retired from his job as head 
teacher at a state school in the Easterhouse suburb of Glasgow, 
but he thinks he can still make a difference. 

Andrew is a great believer in the view of the educationalist 
Ken Robinson that modern education is killing the creativity 
in children. In a TED Talk Robinson says that education has 
to develop on three fronts if it is to engage and succeed. First, 
it should foster diversity by offering a broad curriculum and 
individualising the learning process. Second, it should foster 
curiosity through creative teaching, which depends on high-
quality teacher training and development. 

Finally, it should focus on awakening creativity through 
alternative processes that put less emphasis on standardised 
testing, thereby giving the responsibility for defining the course of 
education to individual schools and teachers. 

Robinson believes that much of the present education system 
fosters conformity, compliance and standardisation, rather than 
creative approaches to learning. ‘We can only succeed if we 
recognise that education is an organic system, not a mechanical 
one,’ he says. ‘Successful school administration is a matter of 
fostering a helpful climate rather than command-and-control 
attitude.’

Headlines about a broken Britain have become a recurring 
theme in UK politics. �ey capture a sense that community spirit 
has withered and died, that family relationships have fragmented, 
that a citizen’s sense of responsibility has been eroded, and that 
crime is on the increase. 

Education doesn’t need to 
be reformed: it needs to be 
transformed. The key to this 
transformation is not to 
standardise education, but 
to personalise it, to build 
achievement on discovering 
the individual talents of 
each child, to put students 
in an environment where 
they want to learn and 
where they can naturally 
discover their true passions. 
Ken Robinson, educationalist
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3. �e system does not take advantage of the latent social and 
cultural capital that exists in the neighbourhood. Below 
the surface there are educated, knowledgeable and skilled 
individuals who could help if given the chance.

4. Learning is separated from community-building, with little 
done to combat social breakdown and rebuild respect systems.

5. �e potential energy and creativity of young people are 
neglected. Formal education can kill creativity. 

6. �e system fails to make learning a total experience, rather 
than something restricted to school hours. 

Andrew looks to a di�erent model
Andrew was heartened by the debate between young people 
during the Scottish referendum. �ey want a different society 
and he thinks he can help. He sees the problem of education in 
Easterhouse through the other side of the lens. Education could 
build social capital and transform the community.

Andrew has heard about the free schools project in England. 
Introduced by the government as part of the Big Society 
initiative, this enables parents, teachers, charities and businesses to 
set up their own schools. �ese non-profit-making, independent, 
state-funded schools are free to attend but they are not controlled 
by the local authority. Getting such a school started takes a great 
deal of capital, and this is not quite what Andrew wants. But 
some of the principles could usefully be applied.

Andrew sees the video for Scale-free Schools, commissioned 
by Diarmaid Lawlor at Architecture and Design Scotland. It 
asks whether the shiny new institutional buildings of the boom 
times are really the most appropriate model for learning in the 
coming decades. Can we take their most successful elements and 
apply them in a smarter, more nimble way? What are the roles of 
the community in education and of education in communities? 
Scale-free Schools is a design proposal for a new infrastructure 
of education in the 21st century. It focuses on what the changing 

�e moral panic feeds off popular anxieties about dependency 
on welfare, the proliferation of young unmarried mothers, the 
isolation of the elderly and the doomed future of youth. 

Some think Easterhouse is not broken, only because it 
never worked in the first place. Since more than 50,000 people 
were moved there in the 1950s and 60s, mainly through slum 
clearance, Easterhouse has faced a severe lack of facilities and 
jobs. 

While Andrew was principal at the main secondary school 
serving Easterhouse, he thought that things were at last getting 
better. But he was always battling to raise the confidence of pupils 
who sensed that they were trapped, with limited opportunities. 
Despite eventually being provided with bright new buildings, the 
underlying social problems remained. ‘In our old school, every 
Monday I used to count the broken windows,’ he says. ‘�ere has 
been a significant shift in a sense of community ownership but 
there is a lot more work to do. It’s not about just throwing money 
at the area; we need to change hearts and minds and give kids a 
sense of purpose.

‘More important, families need a sense of purpose too. It is no 
good if high-achieving pupils come back to a home environment 
where there is a dragging anchor of hopelessness. We need to 
build social capital at every level. �e way we deliver education 
could be the way of catalysing this in the wider community.’ �is 
is something Andrew wants to tackle, but he wants to do it from 
the bottom up.

He sees the failure of the system as:

1. Education focuses on capital projects more than social 
development. Too often new buildings are seen as the solution.

2. Schools are treated as learning factories. You’re either in or 
you’re out of the system. Many young people fall out of the 
system.
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roles of educators, new ideas for learning, emerging technologies 
and constrained resources mean for the infrastructure of learning. 

Andrew wants Easterhouse to become a model Scale-free 
School. He knows that the place has many underused community 
assets. Parks are empty during the week; churches are closed 
for long hours; and the community centre, library and leisure 
centre all have space for more activities. It we used these, Andrew 
realises, we would no longer need to think of a school as a single 
building. �e school could be:

• a civic institution embedded in the community 

• part of the town centre of Easterhouse

• adaptable to how its teachers and pupils want to use it.

In other words, Easterhouse becomes the school. It forms 
partnerships with its local businesses and organisations to help 
provide the school. Less money would be spent on capital costs 
and more on operational costs. Andrew is inspired, but this is 
still talking about buildings. Could he take this concept further? 
He knows many people in the community who have skills that 
are locked up in their heads. Could you get older people to bring 
their experience to bear? Are there skills in the community that 
are lacking in the classroom? Are there services that could be 
provided that will keep money in the community and build the 
economy of Easterhouse? 

Andrew hears about community asset mapping. �is is a 
process where local people make a map or inventory of the 
resources, skills and talents of individuals, associations and 
organisations in their community. �e knowledge is used to 
revitalise relationships and mutual support, rebuild communities 
and neighbourhoods, and rediscover collective power. Most 
communities have a considerable supply of assets and resources 
that could be used to build the community and solve problems. 
Asset mapping helps to identify them. 

Nothing is  unthinkable, 
nothing impossible to 
the balanced person, 
provided it  comes out 
of  the needs of  l ife  and 
is  dedicated to l ife’s 
further development. 
Lewis Mumford 
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4. �e kids have their lunch (using Jamie Oliver’s recipes) at the 
leisure centre. Local jobs are created and money is kept in the 
community. �e good diet improves health further.

5. Different approaches to learning emerge outside the 
mainstream curriculum. Children are exposed to different 
ways of thinking. Confidence builds, as Ken Robinson 
predicted it would.

6. Easterhouse flourishes, transforming itself from social failure 
to social success.

‘It worked because it made everyone feel relevant and it grew out 
of the place,’ Andrew says. ‘Educated people were not made to 
feel superior to those who struggled. Education became a social 
purpose and not just a way of getting employed, although many 
of our children went on to get good jobs. �ey were a different 
breed of kids. �ey were confident and organised.’

He adds: ‘I wanted to call what we created the School of 
Collective Wisdom, but that was too grand for the locals. My 
surname is MacAdam. �ey called it the Macadamy.’

Andrew finds that Mrs MacDonald was a pianist and has the 
only first-class piano in Easterhouse. Could a music school start 
in her front room? Mr Williams was a cricket umpire at Lords. 
Could this be the start of a resurgence of Scottish cricket? Mr 
Patel is the local pharmacist. Could he teach practical science? 
�ere are so many other people with exceptional skills, and most 
of them agree to help. 
�is unlocks a totally different set of possibilities. Andrew starts 
the Easterhouse Community School with the local community 
centre as its base. Other buildings are used for classes. A couple of 
years later he sums up what is special about it:

1. �e oldies have been mobilised. People with experience who 
were previously marginalised and lonely have become vital 
cogs in the community. �ey share their knowledge and there 
is greater respect between the generations.

2. Volunteering in the community by the children at the 
community school becomes widespread. 

3. Kids walk between classes to different locations. �e younger 
children join with others on supervised walks (called 
crocodiles). Older people look out for them. Obesity levels 
among children fall.
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Katerina K,  South Africa
How simple rules gave informal settlements a secure future.

Katerina, head of sustainable settlements at the provincial 
authority in Cape Town, is in charge of urban policy. She has 
a masters degree in strategic sustainability from a leading 
Scandinavian university. Sustainability is one of the most 
important planks of her department’s settlements policy.

Katerina  recognises that the sustainability agenda suffers 
from being driven from a top-down perspective. It adheres to the 
old adage ‘think globally, act locally’. Unfortunately the debate 
has too little influence on the behaviour of people at a local level. 
�is is because the experts use abstract and emotive models that 
start with the planets and are beamed downwards through the 
distorting filter of the environmental movement. 

�e result is that people who believe in the cause get 
frustrated, respond in only limited ways, or continue to behave in 
the same bad old ways, sometimes just offsetting their negative 
impacts with something a seems positive. �e planning system, 
which seeks to influence how we ‘act locally’, finds it hard to 
respond. Too often it resorts to technical fixes, demanding some 
form of mitigation or applying ineffectual policies, while blindly 
promoting other policies that work against the overriding purpose 
of acting sustainably. 

Africa has been the most rapidly urbanising region on the 
globe over the past half century, and Cape Town has witnessed 
the full force of immigration from all parts of Africa. �is 
urbanisation has been seriously dysfunctional. While a functional 
city provides people both with better employment opportunities 
and a better quality of life than in rural areas, the settlements that 
Katerina’s authority has been creating generally provide neither. 
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in our cities – physically, legally and in public discourse’, while 
playing an important role in shaping South African cities. ‘�is 
form of land occupation is driven by human needs, rather than 
the market processes that determine formal urban development 
patterns,’ she writes. 

In many parts of South Africa, informal settlement 
‘eradication’ is often justified with reference to the Cities Without 
Slums campaign of the Cities Alliance, a joint programme of 
UN-Habitat and the World Bank. Huchzermeyer sees glaring 
inconsistencies in this international campaign. Its official target 
of ‘significantly improving the lives of at least 100 million slum 
dwellers by 2020’, if reached (which is unlikely) would affect only 
10 per cent of the world’s growing slum population, and it would 
not create cities without slums. 

�e governments of several countries interpret the goals of 
the Cities Without Slums campaign to mean the eradication 
of slums, rather than merely the improvement of the lives of 
those living in them. Huchzermeyer writes: ‘While perhaps well 
intentioned by governments, the eradication process is feared by 
slum residents and often results in worsened life conditions. �is 
thinking is distant from contemporary policy in Brazil, a country 
to which the South African government, business and academia 
looks for south-south comparison, inspiration and partnership. 

In response to market-driven fragmentation of its cities, Brazil 
has embraced informal land occupation as a process that yields 
desirable results in terms of land utilisation and land distribution. 
�ough far from ideal, Brazilian cities are visibly shaped by 
informal processes driven by the poor, as much as tby the market.’ 

Katerina has to deal with the problem of informal settlements 
as well as the challenge of building new housing. She must get 
more urban land ready and make the system more inclusive.

Meanwhile, the provincial government commissions a new 
report from a leading consultancy. More complex diagrams and 
matrices are presented. More acronyms are offered, shortcutting 
difficult concepts. More conflicting urban policies, funding routes, 
development options and executive actions are put forward, 

�ey do little to create jobs as they lack the density of 
settlement and the supporting infrastructure that would support 
local economic activity.  �e housing is squalid and lacks basic 
public services. �ese deficiencies did not just happen, nor are 
they an inevitable consequence of poverty. �ey result from errors 
in housing policy, or a lack of any formal policy at all.

Katerina is working in an environment where central 
government has promised everyone a house. It is the ruling 
party’s big policy story, building on Nelson Mandela’s vision of 
building a million new homes in South Africa, so few people 
speak out. �e bad old regime put people in small houses 
designed for the typical small family, based on the UK’s Parker 
Morris standards. �ese homes were rolled out with surprising 
efficiency across the outskirts of many towns and cities. 

�e new government has come up with a different housing 
solution. Called the RDP house, it comes out of the policies of 
the government’s Reconstruction and Development Program – 
a radical programme to redress the inequalities of society. �e 
trouble is that the RDP house is almost identical to the previous 
government’s small house: a single dwelling sitting on a plot, built 
in a suburban setting where most people do not want to be. 

Katerina knows that the dream of new homes for everyone 
is impossible to fulfil: the demand can never be met. �e 
government lost that battle a long time ago when it started to 
see housing as a numbers game. Many people might still get a 
government house eventually, but they might have to wait up to 
15 years. What do they do the interim?

�e majority of people now realise that they obtain rights if 
they squat in places illegally, often close to their place of work, 
and the local government is obliged to provide them with local 
services. �ey build their shacks but still hold out for a new house 
somewhere else. �is, Katerina’s big problem, is one that the 
government is firmly committed to eradicating. 

Marie Huchzermeyer, a leading South African academic who 
challenges the dominant perceptions of informal settlements, 
points out that ‘informal settlements occupy contested spaces 
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lives differently: travelling less, buying locally, saving resources, 
and having a greater sense of community and greater control 
over their future. With the right tools, people acting collectively 
from the bottom up can be our prime agents of change, helping 
to create successful cities, towns and their neighbourhoods, and 
shaping the wider environment. We ‘think local and act local’ and 
in this way we ‘change global’. 

Katerina thinks of this in terms of viability. In this context, 
a viable system is one that is organised in such a way as to be 
able to survive in changing conditions. To survive, a system 
must be adaptable, capable of maintaining itself or recovering its 
capabilities. �is is not happening in Katerina’s settlements. She 
is determined to focus on creating the conditions that will enable 
a viable human habitat to emerge, with beneficial results for the 
natural habitat and our planet. 

�e premier of the province announces a drive towards 
innovation, recognising that thinking must change. Bright people 
in Cape Town have been showing the way for years, but the 
politicians were not listening. Now the young guard are to be 
given a chance. Katerina is given the task of coming up with a 
new settlement strategy. 

Katerina sees a study undertaken by USAID that shows that 
the cost of installing infrastructure is between four and 10 times 
more if the land has not been laid out efficiently to accommodate 
it. In most informal settlements the process of occupying the 
land produces no definable urban structure. �ere are no streets: 
almost every scrap of land is built on. 

�is is very different from some places in Lima, where 
massive spontaneous settlements are laid out using simple grids. 
As a result these settlements transition over time to become 
normal parts of town, whereas those in Africa without any initial 
structure seem to be locked in their informal state. Getting land 
laid out in a regular structured pattern is crucial to the process.

adding to the pile of other conflicting urban policies, funding 
routes, development options and executive actions – but without 
getting rid of the old ones. It moves nothing forward. She knows 
that she can not win using the systems and thinking that are 
prevalent today. She has to get back to her simple purpose.

Katerina sees the failure of the system as the following:

1. �e old system’s inequality has been perpetuated and the 
official processes and solutions add to the problem.

2. Although everyone knows the scale of the problem, politicians 
think they may lose votes if they tell the truth.

3. Many politicians promise housing to their constituents to gain 
votes, but they often fail to deliver. Katerina gets the blame.

4. Because new housing is promised, the informal settlements 
remain in a state of limbo. �reatened with eradication, 
they do not transition into normal bits of town like similar 
settlements in places like South America. �ey seem frozen in 
a permanent state of informality, which many people accept as 
the best they can ever achieve within their means.

5. �e informal settlements are managed with the aims of 
preventing fire and the spread of disease, but little else.

6. �e formal process to release urban land for development 
takes seven years. It is a hangover from the old bureaucratic 
system that requires a protracted proclamation process.  
�is is unreasonable. In the meantime people squat and the 
government has to cope with the consequences. 

Katerina comes up with a solution
�is is the time for upside-down thinking. Katerina recognises 
that her department has to provide a counterpoint to the 
‘sustainability’ agenda by putting the human element at the 
heart of the discussion. Most people would wish to live their 
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The World Bank was invited to upgrade some of these 
settlements in 1975. It was agreed that Bank-supported sites-
and-services projects would provide water and electricity. 

Forty years later, Villa El Salvador has become the second 
largest city in Peru, joined up with Lima at the southern end of 
the extended urban region. The shanties have evolved into one- 
to three-storey, brick-and-mortar dwellings, often with a small 
business on the ground �oor. The communal areas in the middle 
of each barrio have evolved in di�erent ways. In most cases they 
hold a school or a health centre, and they almost always serve 
as a playground. Contrary to other parks and public spaces in 
Lima, these areas are free of urban crime and violence since 
they are surrounded by residential areas with a strong sense of 
community and are under the watchful eyes of their occupants. 

Other examples of successful surveyed-plots programs supported 
by the World Bank took place in Africa: Ouagadougou, Burkina 
Faso, in the mid 1980s and Noauakchott, Mauritania, in the 
1990s. In the case of Ouagadougou, there was an important 
innovation to the surveyed-plots program. In addition to the 
surveyed plots, a street address was also provided. This was an 
important improvement, as it allowed the government to collect 
a very small tax, which was enough to cover the cost of operating 
and maintaining the street addressing system. But perhaps more 
importantly, the street address gave the new residents a sense of 
belonging and purpose.

In Noauakchott, the agreed option was a radical upgrading, 
where a 400x400-metre grid would be overlaid on the squatter 
settlement, and the main avenues would be bulldozed through 
the community. An interesting feature of the project was that in 
the interior of the grid, the organic layout of the plots of varying 
sizes would be maintained. This design worked because the 
community water-supply points would be located only in at 
the intersections of the streets. The electrical network initially 
would consist only of public lighting along the main streets. The 
dwellings that were removed from the main thoroughfares were 
relocated to an adjoining surveyed-plot area, continuing the grid 
system, and linking the squatter settlement to the formal road 
network of the city.

Katerina learns more from a conference paper ‘Incremental 
housing: the past and future dwelling solution for the poor’ 
by Roberto Chávez.  It shows how in the early 1970s the 
government in Peru built large-scale, least-cost housing solutions 
in and around Lima. Chávez writes:

The National Social Mobilization System, SINAMOS, settled 
low-income communities and groups of squatters in vast 
tracts of empty land to the south and north of the capital city. 
These settlements consisted of nothing more than organized 
communities with surveyed plots, and virtually no urban services. 
This was one step down from the World Bank-supported sites 
and services projects that usually included core dwelling units 
and communal water points. In the sites-and-services projects, 
the object was to provide ‘a�ordable’ housing to low-income 
households, which usually put them out of reach of many of the 
poorest urban dwellers. 

The objective of the surveyed plots was to provide housing 
solutions for the greatest number of poor households who were 
streaming into the cities from the countryside. Both the sites-
and-services and the surveyed-plots programs were inspired by 
the work and research of a British architect, John FC Turner, who 
observed that when left to their own devices people produce the 
most e�cient possible housing solutions for themselves, over 
time and through self-help and mutual aid. From his observations 
came his well-known book, Freedom to Build. 

The �rst SINAMOS settlement was Villa El Salvador, which initially 
consisted only of surveyed plots. The design was a large-scale 
grid of adjoining neighborhoods of 400x400 metres. At the heart 
of each of these was an area reserved for community facilities. 
At the beginning Villa El Salvador was a vast stretch of desert 
dotted with plastic and cane shanties almost as far as the eye 
could see. SINAMOS coordinated the delivery of water by tanker 
trucks, and the military established a number of �eld clinics 
to provide essential health services to the population. Another 
important feature of Villa El Salvador was that it was built on the 
considerable social capital generated by the worker self-managed 
economy model. 
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Given a new freedom to innovate by her superiors, Katerina 
recognizes that both Marie Huchzermeyer and Roberto Chávez 
have given her much food for thought. Working with the 
African Centre for Cities at Cape Town University, Katerina’s 
development unit undertakes research into urban grid patterns 
throughout the world. 

�ey realise that the most successful cities have open, adaptive 
grid patterns that are almost standardised in nature. Such patterns 
are seen in the camps of the ancient Romans, the early colonial 
plans in South America, the structured grids of Savannah in 
the USA, and Jaipur in India. She learns that in the early 1980s 
a simple pinwheel grid layout was successfully implemented at 
Belhar, near Cape Town, by the urbanist Roelof Uytenbogaardt. 
�ere is no reason why the development unit should not develop 
its own standard plans. 

Katerina and her colleagues design a standard range of 
block plans, all based on a Universal Lot principle: a regular 
urban block with a length-to-width ratio of 2:1, subdivided into 
15-metre-wide development lots. �is establishes the potential 
for multiple street arrangements and structures choices for the 
application of a range of multiple plot layouts and building types. 
�ey also introduce a simple range of streets and lanes to cater for 
every condition. �is enables a range of regular street blocks and 
superblocks (similar to the 400x400-metre Villa El Salvador grid) 
to be applied to any site and modified where necessary. 

�ey test these layouts in a variety of situations, and they 
seem to work. Critics warned that they would be boring and 
monotonous, but they do not seem to be. �ey are rich in 
potential and allow for a full range of responses by everyone. 
Coupled with the simple set of rules, they are available for all 
local authorities to use in an easy-to-use CAD (computer-aided 
design) format. 

�e pattern book of plans becomes known as CANVAS 
(Computer-aided Neighbourhood Vision and Structure). �e 
government adopts these as its urban standard. 

�is research has shown that incremental housing with 
surveyed plots can work in different countries with different 
cultures, and that they are extremely resilient in the face of 
economic and political change. �ey have shown that over time 
these settlements tend to transition into cohesive communities 
with the most appropriate housing. �ey have also shown to 
be well suited for incremental improvements in infrastructure 
and services at all scales. �e most affordable and cost-effective 
service network of all service networks is regular uban blocks and 
subdivisions with a simple relationship to the street network. �is 
has the greatest impact in terms of sense of identity, community 
organisation and municipal management. 

Regular surveyed plots give low-income families the greatest 
freedom to build, at their own pace and responding to their 
own needs, as John FC Turner has shown us. �ey require the 
least amount of government intervention and financial support. 
As opposed to South Africa’s one-size-fits-all approach of 
conventional low-income housing, regular subdivisions allow for a 
full spectrum of responses by the informal sector, generating jobs 
and giving the poor more options to choose from.

 Compared to conventional sites-and-services or other 
public housing projects, surveyed plot projects seem to be more 
amenable to being scaled up to meet the enormous demand of 
rapid urbanisation in least-developed cities. �e main obstacle, 
aside from agreed practices and political will, has been and will be 
the availability of an adequate supply of urban land in the system.

According to Chávez, ‘policies that have been discredited 
by the development banks and bilateral agencies, such as 
land banking and urban planning, need to be revisited. In the 
meantime, policies that tend to increase pressure on the supply 
of land, such as destruction and relocation of slums and squatter 
settlements, must be permanently discarded in favour of urban 
upgrading in situ. Slum upgrading and slum prevention must be 
addressed simultaneously on a global scale, and from the bottom 
up, with all hands on deck, at the local level.’ 



175174

The starter elements are in place
A regular urban block with a length-to-width ratio of 2:1, 
subdivided with 15-metre-wide Universal Lots. In this 
example the special corner buildings, spine walls and 
toilet blocks on the rear service lane will help accelerate 
informal development.

Urban society emerges
The urban block has been developed by people building 
their own homes on their own terms.
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The street block
The 2:1 ratio of the regular urban blocks enables them to be 
composed in a variety of di�erent combinations that could become 
the building blocks for wider neighbourhood. Putting blocks together 
like this allows the internal streets to be downgraded to shared-
surface streets, which are more community-friendly.

Square block

‘T’ block

‘H’ block

Pinwheel block



179178

The sub-neighbourhood block
The street blocks can be put together with 
open spaces and community infrastructure 
to form a neighbourhood. The arrangement 
shown here, composed of square and T 
blocks, has a central park and school. It is 
similar to layouts in Savannah, Georgia and 
Villa El Salvador in Peru. 
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The neighbourhood emerges
The sub-blocks can be assembled 
in regular patterns, allowing new 
neighbourhoods to form and releasing 
the potential for the main streets to 
be used for market, civic and cultural 
activities.
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Villa El Savador in 1976 was nothing but shack 
development but its people had freedom to build.

The regular grid network and subdivisions  
of Villa El Salvador in Lima, Peru, allowed its 
people to transform it gradually into a real city.

Every development site, no matter how big or small, uses a 
fragment or combination of street block. In one week more than 
30 sites are laid out. �e national executive uses the emergency 
powers to proclaim these as new settlements. �ey offer those 
waiting for new houses the prospect of owning plots. If people 
take up this right, they forego their right to a new RDP house. 
�is gets the government off the hook to some extent. 

�e development unit tries a range of different starting 
points that enable new urban dwellers to get on with building 
their own homes. It does this by trying different responsive 
elements that will trigger growth and change – from building 
corner blocks that set the standard for the street, to building 
terraces of standard buildings that they have evolved, to setting 
up a programme to build party walls on the side boundaries of 
every lot (based on the Accelerator Site project by the housing 
architect Daniel O in Nairobi). 

�ese are all called Dweller-Adaptive Building Systems 
(shortened to DABS). �e local authority responds by trialling 
a range of incremental housing solutions building on these 
systems. Innovation flourishes.

Katerina reports to the National Executive:

1. �e regularity of the plans allows for the development of 
the full range of building types and site layouts. Individuals 
respond by creating their own types of building. �e local 
shackbuilding industry and formal housing contractors 
develop their own prototypes. Everyone wins.

2. �e standard block layouts give rise to infinite possibilities. 
�ey do not limit responses by individuals, collectives or large 
contractors. �ey provide a framework for diversity.

3. CANVAS allows for a simple, regular pattern of development 
that anyone can use. It is now easy to cost infrastructure and 
find ways of reducing costs. Full infrastructure can be put in 
later as the settlements grow.
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4. To avoid continued reliance on emergency powers, Katerina 
proposes a new fast-track process of proclaiming land, using 
CANVAS. �is makes it possible to reduce the time taken 
from seven years to one.

5. �e regularity of the layout and experimentation with new 
housing types (by both the local government and the people) 
are enabling many of the new settlements to become fully 
fledged neighbourhoods, with development rising up to three 
storeys in many places. �is creates conditions for urban 
viability, and within a short space of time places begin to 
support their own local services and economy.

6. �e million house programme is now called the million 
DABS on the CANVAS. It is now – in more ways than one – 
a big picture.

Katerina is still passionately committed to the cause. ‘We 
understand that the total human habitat exists as a dependent 
sub-system of the environment,’ she writes. ‘It can not be 
isolated from the natural habitat. Accordingly we must build the 
foundations for viable urban life and a responsible urban society 
that takes us to a point where we are no longer destabilising this 
encompassing system. 

‘In doing so, we must not be caught up in a narrow, prohibitive 
top-down view of the problem but rather we must see the 
relationship between urban interventions and the global system. 
Enabling people to control their own habitat is an essential part 
of building the resilience that will be needed as we enter a period 
where global issues are increasingly felt locally.’

Once a shanty town on the edge of Lima, its 
initial structure has enabled Villa El Salvador 
to become a successful part of the city.
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LESSONS learnt
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LEARNING THE HARD WAY

�e protagonists of our 12 case studies have struggled to 
overcome the constraints of the system they operate in. �ey 
refused to let their creativity be stifled at every step. All of them 
have come to the same conclusion: the system isn’t broken, it was 
built this way.

�e system we use to shape our urban society has three 
discrete but interrelated parts: planning, design and development. 
It reflects the thinking that emerged from post-second-world-
war reconstruction throughout the world. �e top-down, 
command-and-control system has become the predominant way 
doing things. People believe that they can control something as 
complex as a city, and they devise plans, policies and practices 
accordingly. 

�e system was built this way. It was put in place at a time 
when governments believed they had to lead the process, 
build the homes and create a balanced urban society. For years 
governments have relied on fixes to deal with the system’s 
inadequacies. New urbanism, sustainability, smart cities and now 
urban resilience are just some of these. Most will trend and most 
will fail, like most top-down strategic initiatives in so many parts 
of the world. 

For over 300 generations cities evolved as rich tapestries of 
life, each stitch the result of an individual action, collectively 
making a story of urban civilization. For the last three generations 
we have lost the art of urban evolution. What we now see is the 
efforts of big governments, big corporations and big plans that 
suck the life from urbanity. Bigness has become the problem.
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‘Wherever something is wrong,’ wrote the economist and political 
scientist Leopold Kohr, ‘something is too big.’ Kohr thought 
that the problems of urban society were caused not by particular 
forms of social or economic organisation, but by their size. �ings 
worked at a scale at which people could play a part in the systems 
that governed their lives. At a larger scale, all systems were 
oppressive. ‘�e problem is not the thing that is big, but bigness 
itself.’ �at is why we need to find the antidote to bigness if we 
are to move forward in any meaningful way.

Our 12 protagonists have all learnt the hard way. �ey have 
learnt from others in other places and they have shared their 
experiences with others. �ere are common threads in all of their 
stories, and common lessons. �ey want to build a better urban 
society and they want government to be effective again. �ey 
want to scale up their efforts, from small change to Massive 
Small change. �eir lessons come together in the Massive Small 
Declaration - a manifesto for universal change that arises from 
their collective experience.

�e Massive Small Declaration, endorsed by many of the 
world’s leading influencers in the fields of urban policy and 
action, points to the antidote to bigness. We now know that 
governments alone can not effectively tackle the increasingly 
complex problems of rapid urbanisation. We can mobilise 
people’s latent creativity. We can show how active citizens, civic 
leaders and urban professionals can work together to harness the 
collective power of many small ideas and actions to build a better 
urban society worldwide.

Wherever something 
is wrong, something 
is too big.
Leopold Kohr
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This Declaration 
outlines the 

thinking, 
principles and 

behaviours 
needed to meet 

the future 
challenges of 
our towns and 

cities. 

Its 10 clauses 
are mutually 
reinforcing: 

none should be 
considered in 

isolation FRom 
others. They 

will evolve as 
new challenges 

arise.
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Clause 1: A NEW COLLABORATION
We need to put democracy back into urbanism by building a 

new social contract between government and its citizens, based 
on trusting people to do the right thing. Governments can show 
the way by providing the protocols, conditions and behaviours to 
enable simple rules, emergent solutions and self-organisation to 

take root and flourish. 

 

Clause 2: RADICAL INCREMENTALISM
With the future uncertain and the past spent and gone, we must 

stop fixating on imposed end states for our cities. Instead we 
must manage in the present. Focusing on catalysts and early 

beginnings; intervening in precisely targeted ways; and thinking 
in terms of the collective power of many small ideas and actions 

will make the big difference.

	  

Clause 3: FREEDOM WITHIN CONSTRAINTS
We must allow for infinite possibilities by limiting choice. 

�is means defining clear and simple boundaries within which 
people are free to organise, improvise and act. Structured 

choices promote the formation and growth of highly responsive 
environments, and provide a place’s inhabitants with a full 

progression in life. 

Clause 4: EVOLUTION NOT REVOLUTION
Small progressive changes make a big difference. We must 

rediscover the art and process of urban evolution by unleashing 
the potential of countless bottom-up actions, all enabled by 

our top-down systems: balancing the roles and responsibilities 
of government and people, and building on their collective 

strengths. We must learn by doing. 
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Clause 5: COLLECTIVE WISDOM
Smart citizens make smart cities. Data and technology should 
augment human intelligence, not seek to replace it. We must 

trust intuitive wisdom, avoiding the twin traps of reductionism 
and determinism. �e city must always be seen as a constantly 
changing organism, not a mechanistic model capable of highly 

processed control. 

Clause 6: ENABLING LEADERSHIP
We must challenge and reform the rigid command-and-control 
systems that inhibit people’s ability to adapt their place to their 
needs. �is depends on new forms of leadership that can work 

at the interface between top-down and bottom-up systems, 
promoting self-organisation and building social capital at every 

available opportunity. 

	  

Clause 7: A CODE OF ETHICS
True professionalism and civic leadership must be built on trust 
and commitment to do the right thing, and must be bound by 

commonly accepted behaviours. In signing up to these principles, 
urban professionals and civic leaders accept their responsibility to 
the well-being and continued success of all the inhabitants of the 

city they have charge over.

Clause 8: A COMMON PLATFORM
Rational discourse depends on shared understanding. We 

advocate a common understanding and set of values to 
overcome our siloed thinking and help everyone in the system 

share knowledge and take joint action. Using this common 
underestanding, we must promote openness, shared working, and 

joint ownership of ideas and solutions across all the sectors. 
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Clause 9: A WHOLE-WORLD VIEW
�e total human habitat exists as a dependent sub-system of 

the environment. It can not be isolated from the natural habitat, 
particularly when global issues are increasingly felt locally. We 

must build the foundations for viable and resilient urban life, and 
a responsible urban society where people influence and shape 

their own habitat.

Clause 10: OPEN TO CHALLENGE
We must avoid the danger of group-think and the myth of the 

single hero. We must foster diversity, complexity and continuous 
change, embracing different perspectives and evolving as needed. 
Our thinking must embed analysis and self-correction at its very 
core, always being open to challenge. �e focus is praxis: where 

theory meets practice.

	  

	  

The Massive Small Declaration is endorsed by:
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Vidhya Mohankumar, Delia Murguia, 

Alessandra Orofino, Amira Osman, Klaus Overmeyer, 
Kay Pallaris, Himanshu Parikh, Alistair Parvin, 
Julio Cesar Perez-Hernandez, Edgar Pieterse, 
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Never doubt that 
a small group 
of thoughtful, 
concerned people 
can change the 
world. Indeed it is 
the only thing that 
ever has.
Margaret Mead
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T H E  P R O J E C T

The Massive Small Project has developed from a built 
environment research fellowship that was funded by 
the Royal Commission 1851 and hosted by University 
College London. The focus of Massive Small is on what 
the ‘new normal’ for urbanism might look like in an 
increasingly complex world; on how our top-down systems 
of government can evolve to harness the potential of 
signi�cant bottom-up community action.

The project is run by Smart Urbanism, a London-
based urban research and development collaborative 
that curates the popular Smart Urbanism LinkedIn group. 
Established in 2009 as an independent organisation, it 
has access to an international network of urbanists and 
academic institutions. 

The Massive Small Project aims to: 

• Show how people who shape cities can think and act 
di�erently to achieve better outcomes. 

• Evolve new ideas, tools and tactics for delivering 
good urbanism through treating cities and 
neighbourhoods as complex adaptive systems. 

• Show how to create the conditions that will enable 
people to start small and then become increasingly 
e�ective in shaping their urban environments. 

• Show governments practical alternatives to 
their in�exible, top-down planning, design and 
development systems that are incapable of meeting 
the challenge of doing more with less.

The Massive Small Project is based at the Geovation 
Hub at the Urban Innovation Centre in London.
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