Wayne Hemingway, a designer, uses his love of football to open a discussion of what sustainable cities look like. He emphasises the need for cities to be liveable and attractive rather than simply “green” – for example, by including fun play areas for children – to be considered truly sustainable. He also looks at the links between sustainability, regeneration and social issues.

3. SUSTAINABLE CITY DESIGN

By Wayne Hemingway

I’m going to start this with a love story. Last year I was in Manchester watching my beloved Blackburn Rovers get beaten at Old Trafford in Manchester. There wasn’t enough public transport so afterwards I walked back to the city centre along a canal.  In the 1970s, when I grew up not a million miles from  there, it was a very dangerous place to walk.  This time I thought it would be a good experience to show my four children the urban regeneration that has taken place, so we walked along and we saw that the area was full of life. 

By the time we got down to Exchange Square at about 6 o’clock we could have been in Barcelona. It’s a fantastic public open space. Then, after some noodles, my ten-year-old son said that he’d like to play football. He always carries a ball around with him so I said, yes, we all would, and then I thought “where can we play?”  I could see lots of examples of sustainable buildings and green buildings but I couldn’t see anywhere to play football. In London we can go to Kensington Gardens on a Sunday morning and I read the papers for two hours while he just enjoys himself with other kids but in Manchester all I could find was some water jets, like every city has, that don’t work properly and will get you wet on a cooling April evening.

This got me thinking about what sustainability really is. To me, it’s about being happy.  Wind turbines, solar panels, carbon footprint: it doesn’t actually make many of us that happy.  It’s good if we can contribute to it, but the main thing that we want is places where we can live for a long time and don’t have to bloody regenerate. The fact that we’ve got regeneration departments in all our councils say that we fail and we’re unsustainable in so many ways.

One of the most sustainable things we can do is to address the civility and social progress debate.  I spend a lot of my time in a town called Chichester, a lovely south coast town in England but on Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights now, my family and I and our new middle-class friends don’t go to anywhere in the town centre because it’s full of kids being rowdy. It’s a bonus for gastro pubs in the countryside, which is where we go instead, but it’s not good for our town centres.  But do you blame these kids?  Do you blame them because we get in our cars, we drive out of town and we do lots of unsustainable things because we can’t just walk into town because we’re not addressing the civility and social progress debate? 

When I think back to being a kid in Blackburn, I remember a fantastic place to grow up. We used to cardboard down hills on a wet day, long before they’d invented snowboarding. We used to try to catch imaginary fish in the stream that flowed through our estate  And my mates and I are all in our mid 40s now and none of us have ASBOs.  There’s still time. But the reason we haven’t is because, as kids, we had things to do. We were too knackered to go out and cause problems. We’re supposed to have turned out to be bad ‘uns but they gave us outdoor space, they gave us things to do.  It was the same for my wife and design partner Gerardine And today, this is where plenty of her family still lives. Why do they still live there in one of these Pathfinder areas? Community.  They live there because they’ve got their little back yard, they’ve got the recreation area, and they’ve got an allotment at the end.  And when there’s a family do, they go down to B&Q and they get those little scallop-edged pagodas for £19.99, and they have a whale of a time, and that’s what life’s about. 

Salford is supposedly going to be one of Britain’s new growth cities. The BBC is moving there, 50 per cent of the BBC from London are moving to Salford Quays, which means 4,500 reasonably well-paid jobs, entrepreneurial creative people – what more could a deprived area want?  So they asked me to make a presentation to councillors there to say that Salford’s larder is full, that it has all the things for a recipe to make a good end result.  It has the iconic Imperial War Museum North, the Lowry and the so called iconic NV buildings,. But then for the first time ever, I got the train to Salford Crescent (instead of Piccadilly)  which is a small station maybe 700 metres away from Salford Quays, and the first thing I saw when I got off the train was a sign warning people to beware of pickpockets. Then you come to the street, where it feels like Albania and it takes eight minutes to cross the road. Then you get across and think “what are they trying to regenerate that tower block for?”  And then you get there, through a disgusting underpass.

If I was one of those BBC employees, well before I’d got that far I would run around and say “stuff your job and stuff Salford, BBC, I’m going back to London where I’ve got a better environment and where I can get a job”. It’s not about being iconic, it’s not all about being sustainable in terms of carbon. It’s about creating nice places, places that human beings can live in, and then it will become sustainable – it will happen naturally.  We don’t need to force it as much as we think, because when we force it we end up with something like the housing development at the gateway to Swindon, which has grey water recycling and hits the code for sustainable homes but looks like a prison. People are 35 years old when they can afford a mortgage in the UK now. The body clock’s ticking, they’re ready to start a family, but they’re thinking “we’re supposed to bring kids up in that? It’s a prison. I don’t care how sustainable it is because that is a slum of the future and in 25 years it will be pulled down”. It can’t be made to look nice. It will be pulled down and then we’ve been really unsustainable because we’ve built something and then we’ve knocked it down. Look at the embedded energy in doing that. Good design and liveability have to go with all of this sustainable thinking. 

Sustainability is also about giving young people a chance. If you look at the figures in this country about the people who are addressing the sustainable agenda, it’s wealthy people. What we have to do is think about wealth generation as part of the sustainable agenda. Some countries are doing this really well.  We used to do it pretty well in Britain.  My partner and I were able to start our fashion company because we were able to rent very cheap space from local councils in Manchester, Blackburn and London. It meant that we were able to start our business and be experimental. Now we’ve given into clone town, we’ve given into pension funds, we’ve given into having to have a covenant. 

In Tokyo, what they’re doing – in housing developments, down corners, all over the place – is they’re providing little sheds where young people can open up over a weekend. They get them for minimal rent, the equivalent of ten quid for three days, and they can start their own little businesses. 

We have to start rolling other things into sustainability.  We have to address the climate but I’m worried that we’re becoming blinkered and thinking this is the only thing that matters to society at the moment. Well, it isn’t.  Other things go hand in hand. 

Sustainability is about making people happy, and I’m absolutely sick of Britain promising things. There are all the things we’re supposed to be doing in the Thames Gateway; one part of it is Silvertown Quays and we’re supposed to be going to make a fabulous on water playground and baech.  But it never happens. Why not? The Thames Gateway needs things to make people want to live there, and it’s not just the housing.  It’s got to be a place that’s exciting, yet we’re promised things that aren’t delivered.  Other cities deliver. Copenhagen delivers.  It delivers floating swimming pools in the docks and massive man made public beaches minutes from the city centre Can you imagine that in Britain?  We think of things and they never get passed because of health and safety, because of councils, because of stupid barriers in our way.  We were doing urban renewal in the 1970s and we’ve learnt nothing since then.
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