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The human dimension

the human dimension For decades the human dimension has been an overlooked and haphaz-
— overlooked, neglected, ardly addressed urban planning topic, while many other issues, such as
phased out accomodating the rocketing rise in car tra ¢, have come more strongly

into focus. In addition, dominant planning ideologies — modernism in
particular — have speci cally put a low priority on public space, pedes-
trianism and the role of city space as a meeting place for urban dwell-
ers. Finally, market forces and related architectural trends have gradu-
ally shifted focus from the interrelations and common spaces of the city
to individual buildings, which in the process have become increasingly
more isolated, introverted and dismissive.

A common feature of almost all cities — regardless of global loca-
tion, economic viability and stage of development — is that the people
who still use city space in great numbers have been increasingly poorly
treated.

Limited space, obstacles, noise, pollution, risk of accident and gen-
erally disgraceful conditions are typical for city dwellers in most of the
world’s cities.

This turn of events has not only reduced the opportunities for pe-
destrianism as a form of transport, but has also placed the social and
cultural functions of city space under siege. The traditional function of
city space as a meeting place and social forum for city dwellers has been
reduced, threatened or phased out.

a question of life or death It has been almost 50 years since American journalist and author Jane

—for ve decades Jacobs published her seminal book The Death and Life of Great American
Cities in 1961! She pointed out how the dramatic increase in car tra ¢
and the urban planning ideology of modernism that separates the uses
of the city and emphasizes free-standing individual buildings would put
an end to urban space and city life and result in lifeless cities devoid
of people. She also convincingly described the qualities of living in and
enjoying lively cities as seen from her outlook post in Greenwich Village
in New York, where she lived.

Jane Jacobs was the rst strong voice to call for a decisive shift in the
way we build cities. For the rst time in the history of man as a settler,
cities were no longer being built as conglomerations of city space and
buildings, but as individual buildings. At the same time burgeoning car
tra cwase ectively squeezing the rest of urban life out of urban space.

the human dimension 3

EBSCOhost - printed on 4/25/2023 3:12 AM via UNIVERSITY OF CYPRUS. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



the human dimension vs. the planning ideologies

Modernists rejected the city and
city space, shifting their focus to in-
dividual buildings. This ideology
became dominant by 1960, and its
principles continue toa ect the plan-
ning of many new urban areas. If a
team of planners was asked to radi-
cally reduce life between buildings,
they could not nd a more e ec-
tive method than using modernistic
planning principles (diagram from
Propos d'urbanisme by Le Corbusier
(1946)%. Photos from: Taby, Sweden;
Melbourne, Australia; and Nuuk,
Greenland).

progress despite the odds

4  cities for people

Inthe ve decades since 1961 many researchers and urban planning theo-
reticians have contributed to the studies and arguments in the discussion
of life or death in cities. Much new knowledge has been accumulated.

Valuable progress has also been made in practical urban planning,
both in terms of planning principles and tra c¢ planning. Particularly in
recent decades, many urban areas around the world have worked hard
to create better conditions for pedestrians and city life by making car
tra calower priority.

Again, primarily in recent decades, there have been a number of in-
teresting departures from modernist urban planning ideals, particularly
for new towns and new residential areas. Fortunately, interest in build-
ing dynamic, mixed-use urban areas instead of conglomerations of free-
standing single buildings is growing.

There has been a corresponding developmentintra c planning over
the past ve decades. Tra c facilities have been made more di erentiated,
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the human dimension vs. the car invasion

Cars invaded cities in great numbers
all over the world in around 1960,
marking the start of a process that
eroded the conditions necessary for
people to engage in city life. Trans-
gressions were so numerous and so
egregious that it is almost impossible
to see how detrimental the car inva-
sion has been to city quality (Italy, Ire-
land and Bangladesh).

far greater e ort needed

principles of tra c calming introduced, and a number of tra c safety
steps taken.

However, the growth in vehicular tra ¢ has been explosive, and while
problems have been addressed in some parts of the world, they have
simply grown apace in others.

Despite the negative trend of increased automobile use, there have
been some positive developments as a reaction to the lack of concern
for urban life as found in around 1960.

Not surprisingly, progress and improvements are seen primarily in the
most economically advanced parts of the world. In many cases, howev-
er, prosperous enclaves have also adopted the ideology of modernism
as the starting point for new urban areas and for positioning introverted
high-rise buildings in city centers. In these brave new cities, the human
dimension has not really been on the agenda, either now or earlier.
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the human dimension — a ne-
cessary new planning dimension

wanted: lively, safe, sustainable
and healthy cities

alively city

a safe city

6 cities for people

In developing countries, the plight of the human dimension is consider-
ably more complex and serious. Most of the population is forced to use
city space intensively for many daily activities. Traditionally city space
has worked reasonably well for these uses, but when car tra c, for ex-
ample, grows precipitously, the competition for city space intensi es.
The conditions for urban life and pedestrians have become less and less
digni ed year by year.

For the rst time in history, shortly after the millennium, the majority
of the global population became urban rather than rural. Cities have
grown rapidly, and urban growth will continue to accelerate in the years
ahead. New and existing cities alike will have to make crucial changes
to the assumptions for planning and prioritization. Greater focus on the
needs of the people who use cities must be a key goal for the future.
This is the background for the focus on the human dimension of city
planning in this book. Cities must urge urban planners and architects
to reinforce pedestrianism as an integrated city policy to develop lively,
safe, sustainable and healthy cities. It is equally urgent to strengthen the
social function of city space as a meeting place that contributes toward
the aims of social sustainability and an open and democratic society.

Here at the start of the 21st century, we can glimpse the contours of sev-
eral new global challenges that underscore the importance of far more
targeted concern for the human dimension. Achieving the vision of live-
ly, safe, sustainable and healthy cities has become a general and urgent
desire. All four key objectives — lively cities, safety, sustainability, and
health — can be strengthened immeasurably by increasing the concern
for pedestrians, cyclists and city life in general. A uni ed citywide po-
litical intervention to ensure that the residents of the city are invited to
walk and bike as much as possible in connection with their daily activi-
ties is a strong reinforcement of the objectives.

The potential for a lively city is strengthened when more people are in-
vited to walk, bike and stay in city space. The importance of life in public
space, particularly the social and cultural opportunities as well as the at-
tractions associated with a lively city will be discussed in a later section.

The potential for a safe city is strengthened generally when more peo-
ple move about and stay in city space. A city that invites people to walk
must by de nition have a reasonably cohesive structure that o ers short
walking distances, attractive public spaces and a variation of urban func-
tions. These elements increase activity and the feeling of security in and
around city spaces. There are more eyes along the street and a greater
incentive to follow the events going on in the city from surrounding
housing and buildings.
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a sustainable city

a healthy city

four goals — one policy

A lively, safe, sustainable and healthy
city is the top-level goal of New York'’s
Plan NYC from 20072 A new bicycle
path and widened sidewalk on Broad-
way in Manhattan (established 2008).*

The sustainable city is strengthened generally if a large part of the trans-
port system can take place as “green mobility,” that is travel by foot, bike
or public transport. These forms of transport provide marked bene tsto
the economy and the environment, reduce resource consumption, limit
emissions, and decrease noise levels.

Another important sustainable aspect is that the attractiveness of
public transport systems is boosted if users feel safe and comfortable
walking or cycling to and from buses, light rail and trains. Good public
space and a good public transport system are simply two sides of the
same coin.

The desire for a healthy city is strengthened dramatically if walking or
biking can be a natural part of the pattern of daily activities.

We are seeing arapid growth in public health problems because large
segments of the population in many parts of the world have become
sedentary, with cars providing door-to-door transport.

A whole-hearted invitation to walk and bike as a natural and integrat-
ed element of daily routines must be a nonnegotiable part of a uni ed
health policy.

To summarize, increased concern for the human dimension of city plan-
ningre ectsadistinctand strong demand for better urban quality. There
are direct connections between improvements for people in city space
and visions for achieving lively, safe, sustainable and healthy cities.
Compared with other social investments — particularly healthcare
costs and automobile infrastructure — the cost of including the human
dimension is so modest that investments in this area will be possible
for cities in all parts of the world regardless of development status and
nancial capability. In any case, concern and consideration will be the
key investment and the bene ts enormous.
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