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Introduction 

 

 

 

As the recession threatens to undo the achievements of last decade's Urban Renaissance 

it seems appropriate to review the notion and state of public space. Urban public space is 

under constant alteration as the current economy and politics have its effects on it. Last 

decade has seen positive public interventions happening through various regeneration 

programmes. Urban Task Force's (by Richard Rogers) report, Towards an Urban 

Renaissance, published 1999, had an epoch-making impact on thinking and practise in 

urban policy. As CABE (the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment) 

replaced the RFAC (The Royal Fine Art Commission) in the same year, their job started by 

following closely Urban Task Force's report and it's 105 recommendations. The aim was to 

respond to suburbanization and inner city decay through positive public intervention. “The 

report set out a vision of sustainable regeneration of our towns and cities through making 

them compact, multi-centred, live/work, socially mixed, well designed and connected, and 

environmentally sustainable.” (Rogers, 2002)  

Regardless of the nostalgic memories, of a place open for everyone to gather for political 

debates, public space has always been under struggle. First it was a struggle of working 

class, then of women and foreigners. Today's struggle is not only a struggle of homeless, 

but the struggle of all the citizens fighting against the effects of globalization, such as 

privatisation and on the other hand the growing fear of the dissimilar, as the gap between 

income and thus social classes keeps widening.  

It is imperative to understand that this struggle over public space was and is necessary as 

there is no real democracy without struggle. Don Mitchel writes, in his book The Right to 

the City (2003), that public democracy requires public visibility but public visibility in its turn 

requires material public spaces. Still in the time of electronic communication material 

public spaces are very necessary. Although there is a constant public debate going on in 

the Internet material public spaces are needed. First of all for inclusiveness of all the 

members of society, including the homeless, but also as Mitchel argues, political 

movements must take space in which the participants can be represented. 
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This paper will concentrate on contemplating a concept of urban public space rather than 

urban realm as a whole. Aim is firstly to answer to a working title question; What can we do 

with(in) public spaces, and to identify the form and function of this place essential for urban 

life. Secondly it attempts to confirm the necessity of temporality in public space strategies 

and design and to justify hypothesis of public space as urban “living room”.  

There can be found writings about (urban) public space in the course of time, from different 

points of views, but most of it is directed to professionals already involved with the subject; 

such as city planners and architects. The attempt of this paper is thus to demystify and 

briefly introduce the subject, problems around it and ideas to work with it, to the “man in 

the street.” 

First chapter examines How public are public spaces? looking into regulations and 

byelaws concerning open public spaces. Intention is to demonstrate the contemporary 

state of public space, thus answering to the paper's working title, What can we do with(in) 

public spaces, from current point of view, giving concrete examples of rules guiding our 

everyday lives in public. 

Second chapter discusses subject of Exclusion and entitlement in public space, revealing 

threats of privatisation of urban public space. Aim is again, to respond to the working title, 

but this time from inequality's point of view.  

The third chapter presents contributors that have (or had) positive impact on urban public 

space strategies and design and live projects already done or ongoing in public spaces. 

Projects introduced vary from hands on to more conceptual or playful approaches. The aim 

is to inspire and encourage people, to demand better public spaces, to take back the 

streets, to face the different and unfamiliar, to open their eyes and finally to enjoy the 

public space. This chapter answers to the working title with weight in words can we do, or 

rather turning the words around, forming the sentence again as; We can do a lot with(in) 

public space.  
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1
st
 Chapter 

 

 

This chapter aims to unfold the reason behind the rules, regulations and by-laws and the 

effects their have on our everyday lives. Since the subject under discussion is both 

extensive and complex, the first hand research has been predefined to cover the City of 

Canterbury in county of Kent in South East England. This limitation enables research to go 

deeper in to the subject and makes it possible to give concrete examples, as other wise 

the subject would be too wide to discuss on this paper.  

 

By-laws are laws, which are used in open spaces. These laws allow the council to regulate 

the use of open spaces such as the streets, parks or other amenity areas. The aim is to 

keep good order and to protect the public from unwanted or unsuitable activities. Each 

open space is different, that's why by-laws vary from place to place. In legal terms: ”Local 

authorities can make by-laws to regulate the use of any promenade, public walks, pleasure 

grounds of open spaces and burial grounds respectively and to provide for the 

preservation of order and good conduct for the purpose of preventing danger, obstruction 

or annoyance to persons using the open space.” (Canterbury City Council: 2010)  

 

When walking or cycling on the high street, strolling along side of the river or chilling out in 

the park, we rarely think that there are appointed authorities (The Canterbury Community 

Safety Partnership*) looking after these spaces, deciding over the use of them and setting 

the rules and regulations that can be seen either protective or restrictive. We don't pay 

attention to closed circuit television (CCTV) monitoring and recording our every move (24 

hours a day 365 days a year), or realise, unless stopped by an officer, that we are not 

allowed to cycle on every street, that skateboarding is prohibited in many places not to 

mention swings.  
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There are regulations about alcohol consumption, begging, busking and sleeping rough, 

but also of playing games or your own music, gathering with your friends (if you have too 

many or you are too loud) or about giving speech in public spaces. Rules and regulations 

vary from country to country and from city to city as local governments and city councils 

have the authority to create them. “By-laws are local laws established to deal with local 

issues. By-laws enable the Council to address any particular needs that are not already 

regulated or dealt with by existing statutes. Failure to comply with a by-law is a criminal 

offence.”  (Canterbury City Council: 2010) 

 

Progressive trend in public space planning seem to be crime prevention. Authorities are 

taking control over public areas in favour of those fearing dissimilar. Propaganda of 

growing crime and vandalism has broken through. Governments and local councils are 

tackling the problem by adding control and zoning areas thus creating “safe” but dead 

predetermined spaces. As a comparatively small city Canterbury invests a lot, both 

financial and strategic resources (for example CCTV, The Canterbury Community Safety 

Partnership*) on crime prevention. Even so Canterbury seems to be quite a free city. There 

are lots of buskers and beggars on the streets and when asked from a police officer about 

their legality he couldn't give an straight answer. **. 

 

Even though regulations, by-laws and CCTV are said to be there to prevent danger and 

crime, in public open spaces, research proves that crime has in fact reduced notably 

during the last 15 years.  Guardian (Travis, 2010) reported in October 2010 of reduction in 

recorded crime all over UK.  8% fall in recorded crime in England and Wales has extended 

the longest sustained drop in the crime rate since the Second World War. Overall the crime 

rate has dropped more than 45% since 1995. 

 

Despite of these facts United Kingdom is spending enormous amounts on CCTV for 

monitoring citizens in the name of crime prevention. According to figures that were 

released under the Freedom of Information Act, Canterbury was the highest-spending 

authority outside of London at £ 1.45m.  
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A new trend in England, as monitoring CCTV can be too expensive for smaller shops, is a 

controversial website called Internet Eye. It invites Internet users to become part-time 

“crime fighters”. For £13 a year, subscribers are shown live streams of CCTV from two 

convenience stores somewhere in the country. If these “crime fighters” see something 

suspicious they will alert the shop-owner of a potential thief. Anyone over 18 living in EU 

can register. This new trend could be seen as citizens spying on each other; a real life Big 

Brother. 

 

It seems that authorities and policy-makers are so concentrated on preventing crime and 

anti-social behaviour that they don't realise how all the talk about preventing crime creates 

fear rather than feel of safety. If the recorded crime rates are dropping it means that the 

argument of preventing crime and danger through regulations, by-laws and CCTV is just 

an excuse, and the real reason for need of control lies somewhere else.  

 

Could it be that the widening gap between social classes is shaping the urban spaces as 

those better off would like to keep the city “clean” for themselves to avoid, where possible, 

encounters with underprivileged. In favour of those Canterbury city council has put 

together The Clean Neighbourhood and Environment Act (2006), which aims to create 

cleaner and greener community, but also deals with safety, thus aiming to “clean” the city 

not only of rubbish but also of anti-social behaviour, vandalism and disorder. Rather than 

concentrating on making public spaces more enjoyable, by providing public seating on the 

streets, tables and benches to the parks and more greenery, not to mention providing 

housing for homeless, authorities (or authorities under private control, but we'll look into 

that in the next chapter) concentrate literally on cleaning the streets of anything disturbing.  

 

Another contradiction is that although, according to Canterbury City Council (2010), 

authorities would like to see public getting involved in planning processes and organising 

events etc. to revitalize public spaces, but this involvement has to happen through slow 

moving bureaucracy. Application for one event including any public performance, 

installation or vending, takes minimum of 28 days. **. As urban rumour has it, there should 

be licence that can be received in 10 days and one within 48 hours. 



Taking part in the community has been made too bureaucratic. Direct action has been 

banned by regulations and by-laws. Regeneration and revitalisation happens through 

numerous different committees, creating strategies over strategies and rules over rules. 

“Kent County Council's arts development work aims to make the arts a normal part of our 

everyday lives - part of the fabric of our communities and environment. In order to achieve 

this goal, the council is leading on the development of a Cultural Strategy for Kent.” (Kent 

County Council: 2011) 

 

Intention of getting citizens involved is good, but all the bureaucracy around it is 

demotivating. This rather alienates citizens from their surroundings rather than truly 

supports them to participate. Street arts, such as graffiti, have been made illegal, public art 

performance or installation needs licence. More constructive approach would be to support 

good work, which would encourage young people to work hard to achieve 

illustrations/(graffiti) paintings that could be seen as art or decoration rather than as a 

nuisance. If the truth is that there are more rules and regulations than freedom to act and 

liberty to use of public spaces, it is no wonder that there is lack of care for these places. 

But bureaucracy has made contributing either slow process or illegal act and that is killing 

the joy of joining the “production” of public space. 

 

 

 

*The Canterbury Community Safety Partnershipʼs membership is made up of statutory and 

non-statutory agencies, community and voluntary groups. 

These include: 

Canterbury City Council 

Kent Police 

            Kent Fire & Rescue Service 

            Kent Probation  

            Neighbourhood Watch 

            Crimestoppers 

            NHS Eastern and Coastal Kent 

            Kent Police Authority 

            Kent County Council 

 

*The Canterbury Community Safety Partnershipʼs membership is made up of statutory and 

non-statutory agencies, community and voluntary groups. 

These include:  

            Canterbury City Council 

            Kent Police 

            Kent Fire & Rescue Service 

            Kent Probation  

            Neighbourhood Watch 

            Crimestoppers 

            NHS Eastern and Coastal Kent 

            Kent Police Authority 

            Kent County Council 

 

        

** Omitted due to agreement with unnamed councillor interviewed.  8



2
nd

 Chapter 

 

 

”The situation of everyday life strikes us (unfortunately) as being a prime example of the 

law of uneven development. But the proposition can be reversed: the law of uneven 

development points to the possibility of an almost limitless range of human (social) 

situations at the very hearth of economic and technological development, from the 

rearguard to the front line of action, to use the military metaphor.” (Lefebvre, 2002: 316)  

 

As first chapter explained how growing fear of dissimilar results to stricter rules and 

increasing control in the name of crime prevention, this chapter looks into privatisation and 

seeks for the answer to how technology and economic driven developments change the 

spirit (genius loci) of our previously public spaces and restricts the use of them. The aim is 

to explain, through examples how privatisation of public spaces can lead to uneven 

development and why public space should be everybody's entitlement; where private 

spaces exclude groups of people roundly. 

 

“Public spaces are being privatised as a result of the decrease in state intervention, they 

are assigned a particular theme to encourage tourism, or they are under tight surveillance 

to improve security. The result is a growing number of sites that are intended for specific 

groups instead of for everybody. In short, my public space is no longer your public space.” 

(My Public Space: 2010)  

 

As mentioned in previous chapter Canterbury is relatively free city when it comes to its 

“street life”. Even though officially buskers need a permit, they seem to be free to perform 

in the city centre.  When asked, if a busker needs a licence/permit to be able to perform, 

both police office and busker himself thought permit was not required. The only time that 

busker had been disturbed and asked to move, was when playing in Whitefriars shopping 

area.  
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Reason for this is that although busking in Canterbury in general seems to be part of a 

“grey zone”; not seen as harmful activity, Whitefriars is privately owned area and thus 

different “laws” rule. Whitefriars is actually the largest privately owned area in Canterbury 

district. Canterbury city council and Land Securities sold Whitefriars to Henderson Global 

Investors in September 2007. ”Known as the Whitefriars Redevelopment, the proposal 

represent the largest single investment ever to be developed in district at more than £100 

million and also the largest area of the city centre ever to be developed in one phase. 

Bounded by St George's Street, Rose Lane, Gravel Walk and St George's Lane, the site 

comprises some 12 acres (4.8 hectares) and represents approximately 8% of the area 

within the city walls. (Canterbury City Council: 2010) 

 

When Whitefriars design was still on the drawing board Canterbury City Council defended 

the redevelopment in their web-page accordingly: “There is little doubt that the scheme will 

make a significant contribution to Canterbury's economy, particularly in terms of 

maintaining its role as the predominant shopping centre in east Kent.” Interesting fact is 

that just around the time when formal planning application and compulsory purchase order 

for Whitefriars development were finally approved, Bluewater shopping and retail centre 

opened (on 16
th
 of March 1999) less than 70km from Canterbury City Centre. Bluewater, 

according to it's own web page, is Europe's largest and most innovative retail and leisure 

destination. “Within its first 12 months of trading Bluewater changed the face of retailing in 

the UK and became the benchmark for quality British retailing, winning a multitude of 

international awards including a Millennium Product mark.” (Bluewater: 2008) 

 

Even though the new Whitefriars development might have been good for Canterbury's 

economy, it is good to bear in mind that since current owner, Henderson Global Investors, 

is a leading independent global asset management firm, they are merely interested in 

making profit and not into regeneration of the city as such. The streets in the area have 

been designed to suite retailers interest and thus to carry the flow of the shoppers; 

heedless of creating greenery or gathering and resting places for city dwellers. Further 

more sampling, customer advice, demonstration, entertainment, etc. (use of PA system) 

will require approval. Photographing and filming donʼt only require approval, but there are 

set prices for these activities in the area. *. 
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There can be found similar examples of privately owned areas within the city around UK. 

In Liverpool 42 acres (16.99 hectares) of the city centre are now occupied by the Liverpool 

One shopping centre, which opened in May 2008. “It maybe architecturally striking, but it is 

an enclosure of the commons in the classic sense. The 'wall-less mall' comprises 35 

streets, and even a large park, all passed from public ownership with a 250-year lease...” 

(Bowman: 2009) 

 

In east London there is a ongoing process of Stratford city, which will be built in 2011. 

Stratford city will be the largest urban shopping centre in Europe, with 170 acres (68.79 

hectares) a private city within a city. It is located just 20 minutes from central London's 

tourism attractions, and at the heart of the Olympic site. The focus in this development is to 

maximise expanding tourism opportunity during the Olympic games 2012 and to provide, 

as the developer claims, a much needed new commercial, shopping and entertainment 

district for the area. 

 

There is a justified concern about what these private developments will mean for freedom 

to protest, street culture and public engagement with the urban environment more 

generally. Why would somebody for example go to these places unless going to spend 

money. This immediately excludes large groups of people. As mentioned earlier public 

rules and regulations don't apply to these private areas. Other concern relates to the 

quality of this kind of development and the way in which architecture and places are 

created in the image of the retailer. 

 

* Omitted due to agreement with unnamed councillor interviewed. 

 

* Omitted due to agreement with unnamed councillor interviewed. 

Although Whitefriars area contains four “public” squares: Clocktower-, Rose-, and 

Whitefriars Squares and Longmarket, the area is merely promoted for commercial 

purposes. Sadly these squares are the only ones in Canterbury, leaving the city centre 

without “true” public square. *.   

 

Map of whitefriars here 
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3
rd

 Chapter 

 

 

“The street as a site of interaction, encounter and the support of strangers for each other; 

the square as a place of gathering and vigil; the corner shop as a communicator of 

interchange. These spaces, without romanticism or nostalgia, still define an urban culture, 

one that resists all effort to 'secure' it out of existence.” (Vidler, cited in Mitchel, 2003: 6) 

 

After all the talk about fear and threat facing our public spaces it is time to get positive and 

look at the subject from the brighter side. The aim of this chapter is thus, by introducing 

and illustrating live projects, realised or ongoing, to inspire and encourage people to 

interact and contribute with and to our surroundings, to trigger reaction for change and to 

expose various tools to work with.  

 

All though some of the projects introduced are realised by architects, designers, urban 

planners or artists most of them don't require any special skills or education. Common for 

every approach is the demand for inclusiveness and counteract homogeneity in urban 

realm.  Basis for their approaches to urban strategies, design, regeneration or intervention 

is the notion of human and community; the people using the space and place. This starting 

point enables projects to grow together with the site and it's participants, thus delivering 

vital places that highlight local assets, spur rejuvenation and serve common needs. 

 

Muf, People Making Places and CABE, to mention few of the contributors that will be 

introduced, share the sense for temporality in their practise. According to Florian Haydn 

and Robert Temel (2006) temporality can offer qualities that can be interesting for planning 

and economy as well as for groups of users, enabling public participation, which is usually 

not possible on the large scale. It is however important to keep in mind that this temporality 

should not be understood in it's literal sense, as a duration of use, to spaces and uses. 
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Temporality creates possibilities for temporary uses. Although temporality doesn't want to 

prepare its location for something other, that would last longer, it triggers and stimulates to 

see the potential of spatial and urban quality. According to Christa Kamleithner (Hayden 

and Temmel 2006): “...an effort to employ temporary uses in a process of trial and error to 

find new urban programmes”.  

 

London based muf is a collaborative practice of art and architecture committed to public 

realm projects. Their ambitious approaches to urban through analyses, interviews and 

conversation that lead to strategies or design, are based on “philosophy” of “close looking” 

and result something “open ended”; reflecting idea of non-imposition rather than something 

predetermined. They work successfully echoes Kevin Lynches (1960) thoughts, that could 

be interpreted as thoughts of kind of temporality:  ”A city is a multi-purpose, shifting 

organization, a tent for many functions, raised by many hands and with relative speed. 

Complete specialization, final meshing, is improbable and undesirable. The form must be 

some what non-committal, plastic to the purposes and perceptions of its citizens...The 

common hopes and pleasures, the sense of community may be made flesh.” 

 

Despite the fact that temporality is an unusual idea for architecture and urban planning; as 

usually planning is thought as for long term and not for rapid changes in use, it seems that 

muf has found the qualities of it and the benefits are evident in their work. “There are so 

many public spaces resulting from private investments that are so anodyne because they 

do not allow room for complexity. Public spaces should serve more than one purpose. We 

have to make more undetermined space.“ told Liza Fior, one of the founding member of 

muf, in the interview (Heilmeyer: 2010) in Architecture Biennial, which muf curated in 2010, 

in Venice. 

 

CABE (the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment) was established in 

1999 as an executive non-departmental public body, sponsored by the Department for 

Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). In October 2010, DCMS confirmed that it was 

withdrawing funding for CABE from 31 March 2011, following the new governmentʼs public 

bodies review and the comprehensive spending review.  
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CABE has been making a significant difference to how things are done and designed in 

the United Kingdom, and this should not be just left a side. “There has been a dramatic 

improvement to our city centres in the past two decades, but the institutions associated 

with that change are disappearing and their absence should be of concern to us all.” 

comments Roger Madelin, joint chief executive of property development company Argent 

Group, on governments decision to withdraw CABE's funding. Although CABE has been 

also criticised for it's lack of strong enough criticism in it's advise for large scale urban 

projects, feedback over it's work have been mostly positive.  

 

CABE has been working paradigmatic for the “man in the street”. It's enabling work 

focused on creating better quality spaces and on providing hands-on support. CABE 

offered wide range of information, advice and education, to help decision-makers and 

professionals, but also to inspire public over good design. Among other things CABE has 

produced a guide for community groups working to improve public space 'It's Our Space' 

(copy of the guide is attached to this paper). CABE believe(d) that community groups 

should be let to demand and deliver improvements to public space themselves. They were 

positive that by empowering the citizens to get involved in the planning, design, 

management and maintenance of public spaces a lot could be achieved. 

 

Public Arts founded people Making Places in 2002, in response to the launch of CABEʼs 

Regional Funding Programme. Programme, active between June 2002 and April 2004, 

included seminars for professional, workshops for schoolchildren and seven street 

transformation projects. The aim was to involve as wide a range of people as possible, 

with programme that would help to improve regional demand and capacity for high quality 

urban design. People Making Places provided training, education and advocacy, based on 

a series of inter-linked programme components; professional development, collaboration 

with higher education, critical research and debate, diffusion, and community engagement. 

 

 The street transformation projects attempted to encourage the debate around the public 

realm and make discussion as accessible as possible. One of the biggest challenges was 

trying to convince the individual towns over how regeneration project should involve a 

range of departments and not just the arts and cultural services.  
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realm and make discussion as accessible as possible. One of the biggest challenges was 
trying to convince the individual towns over how regeneration project should involve a 

range of departments and not just the arts and cultural services.  



There were three matters that were insisted of all the transformation projects; they should 

be based on overall theme about “greening”, the projects sites were to set in central rather 

than peripheral to town and there should be road closures; to stimulate the re-thinking of 

current use.  

 

“ The public had to learn that The Green was not to be taken literally; it was an extreme or 

exaggerated example of 'transformation', of what could happen on a main street in a town, 

how it could be seen and used differently. It was a thought-provoking, temporary 

installation that enabled people to take time to celebrate their town or local culture.” 

describes Project manager Sarah Leeson (Powell, 2004) of her experience of co-

ordinating The Green -Yorkshire Festival of Places.  

 

American based Project for Public Spaces (PPS) is a non-profit planning, design and 

educational organization. It is dedicated to help people to create and sustain public spaces 

that build stronger communities. PPS was founded in 1975 to expand on the work of 

William Whyte (author of The Social Life of Small Urban Places). Partnering with public 

and private organizations, federal, state and municipal agencies, business improvement 

districts, neighbourhood associations and other civic groups, PPS aim to improve 

communities by fostering successful public spaces. Their work, that seems to be similar to 

CABE's work in UK, has reached not only all 50 US states, but also 40 countries around 

the world. 

 

“Leaving aside representation, ornamentation, and decoration, art can become praxis and 

poesies on a social scale: the art of living in the city as work of art. In other words, the 

future of the art is not artistic, but urban.” (Lefebvre, cited in Hubner and Kanten, 2010: 5) 

 

Droog Event 2: Urban Play, Action Tools and Urban Interventions are all “collections” of 
inspirational urban design projects and interventions from various individuals. The projects 
introduced here are all reactions against contemporary state of urban realm where public 

spaces are designed for us and monitored at all times. These playful approaches 
challenge the citizens, to witness the emergence of the open source philosophy applied to 

the city, and to realise the fact that public urban spaces should be designed by us and n 
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spaces are designed for us and monitored at all times. These playful approaches 
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“All cities, when reduced to their basic components, are the same: streets, buildings, side 

walks, alleys, and transportation. It's the individual touch that makes the difference. This 

touch can be as slight as a smiling face drawn on the stick figure of a cross walk sign or as 

a street sign bent in a sculptural shape.” (Burnham, 2008: 130)   

 

Droog Event 2: Urban Play was designed to take back the street. It wants to celebrate the 

creativity in the city. The event, produced by Droog Design and curated by Scott Burnham, 

was organised as part of the biennial Experimental Design Amsterdam in 2008. Urban 

Play consisted of an exhibition demonstrating unauthorised interventions in public space 

and of a route along the riverside, where 12 internationally acknowledged designers and 

architects challenged the creativity of city dwellers. (the projects were collected also to a 

book)  

Fig. 01 
Urban Play

“Why? Because I believe in 
Art. Because I want to create 
somehing that doesn’t exist. 
Because I want to talk to citi-
zens. Because I’m daily street 
walker. Because the City is my 
own studio. Because I’m from 
urban culture. Bacause I like 
to be spontaneous. Because 
without risks, life is boring. 
Because I try to play with real-
ity. Because I like Francis Alys 
and Gabriel Orozco. Because I 
want to resist. Because I want 
to exist. Because I’ve done it 
for ten years. Because Art is 
my life.”

www.strnoncity.com
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Fig 02
Urban Play

“Why? You are beautiful is 
simple, powerful statement 
which is incorporated into 
the flux of mass media and 
lifestyles that are wrapped in 
consumer culture. The inten-
tion behind this project is to 
reach beyond ourselves as 
individuals to make a differ-
ence by creating moments of 
positive self-realization. We’re 
just attempting to make the 
world a little better. Intention is 
the most important aspect of 
the You Are Beautiful project 
in its idea of purity. Nothing is 
sacred. Everything that has 
a perceived value becomes 
commonfield.”

www.you-are-beautitul.com
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Action tools have same fundamental aims as Urban Play; demonstrating our loss in the 

cities, but also showing us how to shape the urban spaces in creative and productive 

ways, and to strengthen community interactions.  Canadian Centre for Architecture 

presented the Action Tools; What You Can Do With the City, in Montreal, 26 November – 

19 April 2009 and Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in Fine Arts in Chicago, 16 

October 2009 – 13 March 2010.  

 

There were 99 actions featured by international architects, artists, and collectives in the 

exhibition that instigate positive change in contemporary cities around the world. Included 

were, for example, projects related to the production of food and possibilities of urban 

agriculture, recycling abandoned buildings for new purposes and the use of urban terrain 

for play. (action tools have been collected into a web-page: http://cca-actions.org/  and 

have been bound as a book: actions: what you can do with the city, including for example 

original research)  
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Fig. 03, 04, 05
Yellow Street

The first chapter, “Ur-
ban Canvas”, focuses 
on artictic interventions, 
which deliberately refrain 
from meeting one’s gen-
eral expectation about the 
trational street art; graffiti, 
stickers, posters etc., by 
expanding off-the -wall 
and beyond expectations.

Urban interventions is a extensive photo-collection of various urban projects. Book has been 
divided to seven chapters.
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Fig. 06
La Somme de L’Oxygene 
Dans une Cabine Telepho-
nique

(balloons filled with the artists 
CO2)

Fig. 07
House of Cards

 

“Illegal interventions and urban-space sculptures make a stand against functionalism and 

speak for including those who are excluded. This makes the city itself into a work of art 

and can be freely shaped.” (Hubner & Klanten, 2010: 4) 
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Fig. 08 
Boarded Up

“Whit more and more busi-
nesses being forced to close 
down, the sight of bare wood 
across the windows and 
doors becomes common-
place and unsighty. By past-
ing the wooden panels with 
actual images, James Rey-
nolds gives back the impres-
sion of how it used to be.”

Fig. 09
Little pieces of paper in the 
walls

“The artist writes short texts 
in small pieces of paper and 
inserts them into little cran-
nies in street walls. This 
project aims at giving build-
ings a voice. The pieces of 
paper are left to be found by 
pedestrians at an improbable 
moment.”

Second chapter “Localized” continue with the creative engagement that city has to offer, but 
does it in more contextual manner consulting genius loci of the place.
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The projects showcased in the third chapter “Attachements” are dedicated to refreshing ar-
tistic adjuncts and extensions within the cityscape. They illutrate the vernacular variations of 
the texture of the city by outraging or witty extensions and take-overs of the buildings.

Fig. 10
Dispatchwork; Arnsberg

Fig. 11
Dispatchwork; Israel

Fig.12
Dispatchwork; Amsterdam

Fig. 13
Intervention 11/14/07

Fig. 14
Necklace Project

 22



Fig. 17
Wallpaper Dumpsters

Fig. 16
Urban Jewelry

Fig. 15
The Grand Tour

Fourth chapter “Public Privacy” introduces projects that blur the borderline between the 
private and public. Here the city becomes a living room, encouraging people for community 

ownership of the public places.  
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The artistic interventions displayed in fifth chapter “Activated” deliberately rediscover the 
theatrical and performative possibilities of the urban space. Activated is not only the space 

through performance but the audience's response becomes the main event.  

Fig. 18
Skip Conversions

Fig. 20
Normally, Proceeding and Unrestricted With 
Without Title

Fig. 19
Swing; Memorial to the Berling Army 
Soldiers
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Sixth chapter “Advertised” brings together projects that critically highlight the spooky 

homogeneity of visual representation of consumerism in public spaces and passionately 
justify a new creative and resistant against the consumerist society we live in today.  

Fig. 21
Tribute to John Carpenter

Fig. 22
Bubble Project

Fig. 23
This means love - This 
means peace
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Seventh and last chapter “Natural Ways” gathers together playful attempts to bring the 

nature back into urban landscape and thus creatively cultivate the contemporary city.

Fig. 24, 25
PUBLIC PARK(ing); 

Fig. 26, 27
Biches
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

 

Economy and politics impinge this life upon all the sectors, including urban public space. 

As mentioned in the introduction current recession is threatening to undo the 

achievements of design-led regeneration projects, which have had a noticeable impact on 

the design and production of UK cities and city spaces. This together with complete 

dismantling of regeneration bodies (for example CABE) and mothball of several urban 

public space projects is a consequence that is difficult bear.  

 

However, this epoch could be seen as a initial stage that could fertilise something new to 

Urban Public Space strategies. If we see this as a chance to really use the tools (for 

example community-led design and design leaving space for temporary uses), which we 

have been practising with during the last decade we can win big time. We should take the 

responsibility that was passed to different authorities along the way and stress the fact that 

urban public spaces should be designed with the public for their use, to function, for free 

and common activities. Urban Public Space should be experienced as a 'living room', 

creating longing for participation, feeling of inclusiveness and freedom to act.  

 

”Participation is a game with rules. By means of the production of shared 'locations', in the 

literal and metaphorical senses, new spaces are created: spaces for thinking; spaces for 

imaging; spaces for experiencing; concrete, physically tangible spaces. Participatory 

action means interrupting the everyday. Routines are repealed. And yet it is precisely the 

very day or familiar that can become an object of observation.” (Hayden & Temel: 91) 

 27



This paper reviewed the threats and possibilities of urban public space in modern-day, 

contemplating the city of Canterbury as an example. The aim was to explain, all though 

rules and regulations are restricting our public life, that there are myriad opportunities for 

participation. The different approaches introduced in this paper show the various options, 

including projects realised in co-operation with authorities; thus following the rules and on 

the other hand the illegal interventions, which in theory might be against the law, but are so 

innocent that should be seen rather as bending the rules to bring playful twist to urban 

realm.  

  

As Haydn and Temmel have written: ”Understanding one's surroundings as one's own, 

making them one's own, is not easy. Paradoxically, participation produces a share not so 

much in artistic action but rather in one's own urban space. The formats of the action seem 

to be quite simple: giving and taking, asking and answering, looking and looking again.”  

Concept of urban “living room”, accommodates temporary uses that result from the 

qualities of temporality; inviting us to dwell, participate and care for the space. Everybody 

should feel free to use the space and those using it should be able to shape it or at least 

be part of it's processes. With Jane Jacob's words: ”The main responsibility of city 

planning and design should be to develop – in so far as public policy and action can do so 

– cities that are congenial places for this great range of unofficial plans, ideas and 

opportunities to flourish...”  
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