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Public Process Public Space
Rex Curry, Rob Lane, Mark Strauss 
Introduction: Why is this important?

In November of 2004, a reconstituted APA Urban Design Committee tackled the question of the intersection of Planning and Urban Design, acknowledging the artificial split that exists between architectural design of public open space - which focuses on form - and planning of public open spaces - which focuses on policy.  Urban design should be the logical intersection of these two disciplines.

The committee wanted to insure that a planning framework for discussion would differentiate how APA would view urban design from that of the AIA.  In this era of a “star-architecture” culture and so-called “signature-buildings” the tendency to celebrate bold new urban design visions has a side effect. The haunting sense that additional forms of community input was missing, and without it a deeper understanding for the underlying political, economic, environmental, and/or technical concerns would not emerge.  This lack of depth contributed to the failure of some high-profile projects in the New York Region, such as the building of a new Jets Stadium on the west side of Manhattan and the delay in rebuilding of the World Trade Center Site.  Consequently, the committee sought a way to recognize urban design projects in the planning realm that were sensitive to these underlying planning concerns.

In addition, the task force sought to distinguish New York metro urban design initiatives from a regional perspective.  Unlike most of the country, the New York metropolitan region is an area with a two hundred year physical development heritage.  The redevelopment, renewal, and preservation of existing communities is the primary challenge, rather than the planning of new development projects on expansive “green-fields”.  The literature currently describing nationally celebrated urban design projects have little relevance to the issues and concerns of communities within the New York Metro Area.  The committee understood that the most exciting planning and urban design projects in the nation are taking place in the New York City-Westchester-Long Island metro area.  This is a geographic area that captures an incredibly diverse range of urban and suburban landscapes.  Nowhere is there as rich a tradition of civic involvement in community planning and design as here, nor as much creative professional talent.  And yet, each community rarely understands what even their most proximate neighbors have accomplished, let alone the value that this work would have to a national audience.  
The Public Place Public Process sought answers to questions about how well the planning and design community engages the community to build a “public space”.  The Committee’s 2005 call for submissions garnered 23 submissions.  In March 2006. a full day workshop at the Regional Plan Association’s (RPA) offices yielded unique insight into the impact of civic engagement practices on the products of planning and design.  This paper reflects on these events at the close of 2006 with a summary of findings to date and an outline of plans for a workshop about launching the Committee’s next steps.
At the start of the April 2006 presentation of our findings at the APA conference we brought a quote from the legendary New York Yankee Baseball Manager and Urban Planner, Yogi Berra, “You got to be careful if you don’t know where your going, because you might not get there”. This is not only an amusing turn of phrase; it is a timely thought for New Yorkers.  Our review, comment, criticism, and contribution to the growing list of major planning and construction events in New York City are daunting challenges.  As a result, examining the quality of the public processes in defining the public space in all of its dimensions remains a significant interest of the APA Planning and Urban Design Committee.  To date it continues to be a viable mechanism for defining the central question.  Is it possible for us to acquire some assurances in the conduct of these events that we are building better communities?

Best Practices 2005
Community revitalization, smart growth, legacy, brownfields

The committee settled on a process of soliciting best practice case studies from around the region.  Metro APA and AIA mailing/ e-mail lists, as well as those of several other organizations were used for the outreach effort.  The call for submissions stressed The APA is especially interested in projects that demonstrate a strong connection between a robust public process and a physical plan or design.  These are projects where a specific design solution, as illustrated in plans, renderings and models, was arrived at through a public process and where design was used to communicate to the public the consequences of the goals and polices which the stakeholders adopted.

For 2005, categories in which the public’s engagement was considered paramount were listed as: 1) brownfields, 2) community revitalization, 3) smart growth, and 4) legacy programs.  Following is a brief discussion of entries and how each  contributed to the discussion best practices.

1.  community revitalization – The community has a comprehensive strategy for revitalizing a neighborhood, or perhaps the commercial or cultural center of the neighborhood.  The design studies may illustrate how new housing is designed to reinforce existing neighborhoods, how a commercial corridor is revitalized through a streetscape or façade restoration initiative, or how a new public space is landscaped and programmed.

2.  brownfields or greyfield redevelopment – The community has reclaimed a strategic property that was abandoned or underutilized, perhaps a former industrial site. The design studies illustrate how environmental restoration is accomplished in the course of finding a new use for the property.  
3. “smart growth” initiative – The community has found a way to capture development that would otherwise have “sprawled out” to some undeveloped area.  The design studies illustrate how new context-appropriate development completes the existing neighborhoods or town centers, or how new development is oriented towards transit such as a subway or commuter rail station.

4. “legacy project” – The community has created a plan that celebrates the history or cultural heritage of the community. The design studies illustrate how historic buildings have been re-used or how new spaces are created around buildings, monuments or parks that have significance for the neighborhood.
While impressed by the quality of responses, we felt compelled to put the idea of 'best' aside to focus on ‘practice’.  Our interest in the ongoing potential of this project held higher ground, so we began to mine the all of submissions for insights regarding the meaning of the term public process as it was described in each submission.  Participants presented the interplay between public processes and design very differently.  It was used as a tool to protect, defend and inform the public, as well as, a means to discover and affirm community values and culture.  

Below, a traditional participation approach in relationship to one that seeks to encourage social assets.
	Best Practice Model Comparison                                                              Table A

	At issue
	Project Asset Model 
	Social Asset Model 

	Who's in charge
	Professionally driven
	Citizen/client driven

	Contribution of professional
	Professional provides answers
	Professional is resource for discovery

	Focus of problem solving
	Individual deficiency
	Capacities developed through interaction

	Problem Solving Process
	Problems are diagnosed for cause and steps taken to “cure” or “market”
	Problems have overlapping causes resolved by seeking ongoing change with multiple participants

	Procedure
	Problem centered:  step by step
	Unproblematic: step, to turn, to leap

	What is valued
	Credentials
	Experience

	Communication
	Largely one-way
	Collaborative and reciprocal

	Economic Exchange
	Limited to fee for service
	Includes and recognizes mutual benefits


Submissions
During our initial review we recognized the limitations of the project.  In terms of the types of projects, (Brownfields, Community Revitalization, Smart Growth and Legacy Projects), the majority came in under the heading of community revitalization (15) then smart growth (6) legacy (2), and brownfields (0) although several projects involved brownfield environments.

A general call for submissions does not provide a basis for scientific certainty.  Our request was made randomly by direct mail to just over a thousand organizations, designers, community organizations, and public agencies. We cannot confirm that public engagement in participatory design activities and related knowledge-sharing practices are capable of creating a higher measurable value in comparison to an end product created without a public process.  

We did not ask people to measure their work based on the number of hours contributed by the public in relationship to the cost of producing public engagement as a component of total project cost.  Some projects involved thousands of hours of engagement and persuasion; others involved a few hours or days.  

The Urban Design Committee was fortunate to acquire an extraordinary range of submissions.  Based on this sample, very little was fully developed by the respondents that could be placed under the heading of an expanded or extensive “public process”.  

The first impression is the submissions preferred to describe an “internal” design process using relatively standard methods.  The most common terms were “meetings and/or charrette.  Much less was said regarding the “external” influences of people on the design process and the end product.  But, there are always exceptions and the point is to highlight innovations for added discussion, review and criticism.

Overall our search though the submission material is aimed at identifying the “novelty” in the submissions that might give us some insight regarding the direction or influence on design that can be attributed to a public process.

While our original categories for submissions provided a useful armature for the call for submissions, in the end our review of the submissions yielded a different typology, described below.
Review of Submissions:

To evaluate these submissions, the Urban Design Committee convened a one-day workshop where an interdisciplinary group of planners, architects, urban designers, agency representatives poured through them.  Despite the time constraints inherent in such a compressed process, a variety of insights emerged.  First, outside of the original form submission categories, the project seemed to all into five new categories intended to capture the kind of different intersections, kinds of processes and the role of design in each. In this workshop environment five “working headings” emerged, 1) Strategic Intervention, 2) Integrative, 3) Educative, 4) Reactive and, 5) Proactive or Design Leads.  
We found Strategic Intervention involved a variety of discrete engagement activities and more detailed design studies.  Integrative projects were those that used and acknowledged an open public process applied extensive use of sketch documentation.  Educative projects drew on a wide variety of diverse media.  The projects under the Reactive heading provided extensive illustrations of alternative schemes to the prevailing proposal.  The Proactive or Design Leads projects drew extensively on finished drawings and renderings of the public space.  More than one category will represent most of the submissions.  The examples given are for illustrative purposes and discussion.
1. Strategic Interventions:

Several projects were decidedly discreet in terms of geography and schedule.  A clearly defined problem is defined, a solution is identified and the intervention is implemented.  These may be contrasted with longer-term projects where it is understood that the immediate design outcome is not likely to be directly implemented, but rather is one proposition in a much more complex and longer term process.

Some examples include the following:
· Library Lane by CCAC

· Manhattan CB 8 Plan Implementation by BFJ Planning

· Cooper Square Community Design Workshop by Nancy Owens Studio
2. Integrative:

In some ways these are the projects that came closest to illustrating the underlying premise of the Public Process Public Space initiative.  In these projects the line between design and planning process is impossible to draw.  A significant component is a well documented and detailed description of the process.  This supports the expectation of a robust public engagement going forward and contributes to institutional memory.

Some Examples included the following
· Athens Waterfront Plan by Friends of Athens Waterfront Park

· Sheridan Expressway Design Alternative by PICCD
· Town of South Hampton by Hutton Associates

3. Educative:
Some projects emphasized education as much as design process.  Here the notion is that the design process is strengthened by building local capacity.   Capacity building may mean building local leadership capabilities or empowering stakeholders with more information and greater understanding of complex issues.  Use of media is broad with the use of hands on studio drawing, roll playing, and theater, including video documentation as a vehicle for distribution along with print media.
Some Examples included the following:
· Calle 106 / Cultural Corridors Study by City College Architecture Center

· Public Housing Residents for the Lower East Side by the Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP)
· Halcrow, Times Square Alliance, Design Trust for Public Space

4. Reactive

Reactive projects originate because advocates feel driven to respond to perceived threats to the community fabric or values in some way.  In large measure, external actions and internal desire shape the design and the process.  A design may have less to do with an idealized response by the advocates as much as by the need to describe, and build support for an alternative proposition that can thereby undermine the original proposal.

Some Examples included the following:
· Friends of Athens Waterfront Park: Alternative Plan to City Proposal
· Battery Park and New York Financial District Streetscapes by Rogers Marvel

· Hell’s Kitchen Neighborhood Association by Meta Brunzema

5. Proactive

These are projects where design actually leads the process.  In some ways, given the process orientation of this Public Process Public Space initiative, this category is most surprising and the least anticipated.  It suggests that there are cases where early exploratory design propositions, purely formal design propositions as yet uninformed by stakeholder input.  Small demonstrations help to frame the early discussion with stakeholders, essentially using form to launch a process.

This is especially the case for projects that are extremely complex and geographically large where early design studies – if accessible and clearly preliminary – can give abstract regional-scale policies a physical scale and reality that local stakeholders can respond to, creating the armature for an ongoing dialog and true public process.

Some Examples included the following:

· Nassau Hub Master Plan by FX Fowle Architects
· SilverCup Studio Roof by Balmori Associates

· Rail Tunnel Project by STV, Inc.

Cross-Cutting Observations
In addition to this typology of process/design interactions, the evaluators made several cross-cutting observations.

· In keeping with the model described for the “Proactive” project type, there is clearly a role for design, if truly integrated into the public process, to support the public process and to help frame the dialog.  One familiar example is the use of “straw man” or alternative test schemes to illustrate for stakeholders the consequences of various policy alternatives.  Only one of the submissions was really of this type, although all of the evaluators were aware of comparable situations, acknowledging that even for smaller scale projects, design can play a strategic role in framing the public process discussions.  
· Several submissions dealt with the intersection of streetscape design and security.  It was not clear in these submissions what the public process had been.  Nevertheless, it raised this question during the evaluation workshop.  In the post 9-11 world, is it necessary to truncate or compromise projects because of security implications or technical complexity.  The panel felt that this was a potentially dangerous proposition.  Even though security and technical concerns can be more cumbersome or expansive, it should not compromise the public process on that pretext.

· In keeping with the “Integrative” project type described above, it is important to document the public process in the documents. As described above, this guarantees the institutional memory of the beginning process and creates the expectation of a robust public process going forward, even as individual stakeholder/participants change.
· With the possible exception of “strategic” type, most projects that have an “arc” linking design and process will be different.  In the beginning of the process, and keeping with the “Proactive” project type described above, design may play an early role in educating stakeholders and framing a long-term discussion.  In the middle of a process, design may help stakeholders make choices among well-defined alternatives; at the end of a process, design may help ratify decisions or to set the stage for the more discussion, or for advocacy and constituency-building purposes. 

Knowledge Capital Products Identified

That the participating firms and organizations listed below have all contributed to a variety of robust methods for service to the public is unquestioned.  In our view, this capacity is an untapped resource.  It illustrates the vitality and sophistication of the New York community about design and is in many respects a unique asset.  The knowledge products created by these firms are evident in the creation of fair and effective methods that strategically intervene, educate, integrate, or advocate through reaction or proaction.  Some of these products are:
· An identifiable constituency attracted to one initiative can become public contributors in others

· An activated citizenry informed of the disciplines and standards of design practice and how it affects their community.

· Improved forms of end-user control and stewardship on a site-by-site basis, especially in low- and moderate-income housing and community facilities
· Creation of a broader sense of public ownership in the management of privately owned public space, including “our space” stewardship sensitivities in the public realm.

· Improved methods to help illustrate key distinctions between “client” and the engagement of the “general public” in planning and urban design decisions 
	Participating Firms and Organizations
	Table B

	Organization Submitting
	Partner in Public Process

	Meta Brunzema Architects PC
	Hell's Kitchen Neighborhood Association

	Halcrow
	The Times Square Alliance / Design Trust for Public Space

	Meltzer/Mandl Architects, PC
	The Related Cos., Bradhurst Assoc. LLC & Salama Consulting LLP

	Sam Schwartz Engineering PLLC
	NYS Department of Transportation

	Rogers Marvel Architects
	NYC Department of City Planning

	GF55 Architects
	HPD

	Long Island Fund for Sustainable Development, Inc.
	North Amityville Community Economic Council, Inc.

	BFJ Planning
	Manhattan Community Board 8

	Friends of Athens Waterfront Park
	Village of Athens, NY

	Nancy Owens Studio LLC
	AIA New York Chapter's Center for Architecture

	Village of Greenport
	Village of Greenport

	Leyland Alliance LLC
	Warwick Grove Company, LLC

	Pratt Center for Community Development
	Southern Bronx River Watershed Alliance

	STV Incorporated
	New York City Economic Development Corporation

	Abyssinian Development Corporation
	Thurgood Marshall Academy for Learning and Social Change

	Nautilus International Development Consulting, Inc.
	Office of Manhattan Borough President

	Rogers Marvel Architects
	Hugh L Carey Battery Park City Authority

	SHoP Architects, P.C.
	The City of New York

	ADL III Architecture, P.C. & Vision Long Island
	The Chamber of Commerce Town of Brookhaven

	Balmori Associates
	Silvercup Studios

	The Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP)
	Public Housing Residents of the Lower East Side (PHROLES)

	FxFowle Architects
	Nassau County Planning Commission (Hempstead)

	Hutton Associates Inc.
	Town of Southampton

	The Trust for Public Land
	Greenpoint Waterfront Association for Parks & Planning

	City College Architecture Center
	Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone

	City College Architecture Center
	Fordham Bedford Housing Corporation

	Laura Kurgan Design
	New Visions for Public Schools


	Words Used by Designers to Describe Public Processes  Table C

	action groups
	meetings

	advocacy positions
	organized interaction

	alternative finding
	outreach timed

	beginning to wonder
	partnering

	brainstorming
	press releases

	branding strategy
	print media

	campaign development
	process words

	cards for fact distribution
	pubic opinion polling

	catalyst spirit
	public hearing

	changing capacity
	public meetings

	charrette
	public action participation

	city charter plan (197-a)
	react and act

	committee services
	reciprocal planning

	consensus building
	research (action) (academic)

	decide announce defend
	resource inventory

	design concept
	respect for character

	design suggestion
	stakeholder listing

	design workshop
	stakeholder meeting

	establish framework
	steering committee

	fact sheet
	steering/stakeholder meetings

	finding common ground
	task force

	flyers
	television media

	focus groups
	transparent methodology 

	gain acceptance
	treatments and tracking 

	granting, gifting
	trusting the process 

	graphic illustration
	user studies

	idea translations
	visioning and envisioning

	implementation component
	walking audits facilitated

	input
	walking tours guided

	instant drawing
	white paper distribution

	intensive focus
	windfall pressure

	interviews
	wish listing

	jurisdiction analysis
	workshops (access to tools)


The Terms Used
The majority of words or phases used to describe the process of public engagement in the submissions of 2005 are found in Table C.
Organized alphabetically, the list suggests a combination of expected methods, but it also hints at innovations designers are using to react to the public mind.  As tools they guide the designer to new courses of action.  Many of the terms describe a communications landscape that allows for unknowns in a questioning environment.  

The use of these terms and the actions implied also suggest a broad, reciprocal arrangement between design actions that imagine the possible, outline the preferred and challenge the probable.

While design at the onset is inherently ‘tabla rasa’, the creation of the palette from which it draws is the absolute opposite.  The degree of community in the design process is measured by fleeting sales figures and the ‘new new’ things.  In the public space, the best measure is defined by the number of opportunities offered that confirm our contribution to a civil society.
Looking Forward: Conference
Ultimately, we hope this may lead to an on-going program, perhaps including a Certificate of Excellence for Urban Design in Planning to highlight efforts to revitalize communities in the New York Metropolitan Area. 

The program envisions the opportunity for community-based participants to share successes and frustrations with design and planning professionals during a series of working sessions.  These sessions are designed to broaden recognition of the overlapping roles of planners, design practitioners, and stakeholders take to improve communities and build great neighborhoods.   

Additionally, the desire to produce case studies to define the pathways of this initiative and would become part of an exhibition to accompany this publication for distribution regionally or nationally regarding the lessons learned in the New York Region.

Looking Forward: Case Studies

Conducting case studies describe the object of study as well as a methodology.  The case study is useful in that it serves to integrate multiple sources of information through observation, interviews, and reports using a variety of media.  On the other hand, examining the experience of people attempts to generate new ways to describe how change occurs in a cultural or social group system.  The search for cases is therefore grounded in the idea that urban design is an especially important public process 

To get the ball rolling, the Urban Design Committee (UDC) hopes to initiate a committee citation process regarding the identification of best practices.  We reasoned that if we could compare situations that are similar in the metropolitan region there would be much to share.  Our instinct also told us that we would find a high level of expertise worthy of exchange and debate.   Strategically, an ongoing call for submissions would provide the UDC with a basis for drawing conclusions regarding measures of activity in public engagement and civic participation in design processes.  
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