INTRODUCING URBALISM

A Discussion Document

Tom Bliss MA

Objective: to encapsulate the zeitgeist of the sustainability movement in an inclusive and motivational narrative, providing a work-around for current stumbling blocks to offer achievable, large-scale solutions that can engage all sectors of society.
INTRODUCTION

The environmental, economic and social challenges faced by Cities in the 21st Century have thrown up a plethora of potential 'green' proposals - Sustainable Urbanism, Green Infrastructure, Ecological Urbanism - the list goes on, while definitions dance on the head of a pin - and nothing much happens. So why ever would we need yet another concept?

Well, those ideas, like most meretricious neo-liberal planning theories from the 20th century, are the private fiefdoms of 'experts,' and thus impenetrable and irrelevant to those who actually make and run our cities; we citizens.

Yet today, as the dangling trident of resource depletion, economic collapse and climate crisis lurches ever lower, it's becoming plain that major mitigatory and adaptive change is urgently necessary - and that this will demand pro-active engagement by everyone, from the Lord Mayor to the Man Who Sweeps The Street.

So what's needed is not yet more academic theory, but a simple, robust, effective, and above all holistic strategy, which can be instantly understood, believed in, and prioritised - by everyone. 

The Urbal Fix (www.urbal.tv) is a film that aims to provide a starting point for such a movement. It targets cities (with Leeds as case study) as being both the root of the problem and, potentially, the seed of the solution - because their size and relative autonomy allows movement at a time when governments are stalled by global deadlock and a confused electorate, while community initiatives struggle to make progress in isolation.

The title expresses that strategy in the simplest possible way, by coining a new baggage-free name.

It may be true that few citizens will be familiar with the technical portmanteau 'Rurban' (the bleeding of unsustainable urban consumerism into a formerly healthy rural resource) - but the very briefest of explanations soon fixes that.

And Rurban's polar opposite, Urbal, must surely describe the essence of the only sensible alternative: A reversal of the condition through the injection of countryside, and many of its traditional values and activities, into the heart of our cities. 

Ergo; The Urbal Fix.

1 THE URBAL FIX

The film is presented by landscape architect, musician and film maker Tom Bliss, and is based around contributions by:

André Angelantoni postpeakliving.com

Hilary Benn MP Leeds Central, Secretary of State DEFRA

Katrin Bohn Architect, Author CPULs

Richard Brett Leader Leeds City Council

Paul Chatterton Senior Lecturer, Geography, Leeds University

James Copp Engagement Consultant. CABE, Leeds Met

Niels Corfield Permaculture Consultant

Kate Dundas  Consultant Landscape Architect
Jonathan Eyre Ecologist

Professor Lord Tony Giddens Former Director LSE

Andy Goldring CEO Permaculture Association

Nick Green Incredible Edible Todmorden

Sir Peter Hall President, Town and Country Planning Association

Alex Hammond NHS Health Improvement Specialist

Chris Johnston Leeds TIDAL activist

Greg Keefe Downing Professor of Sustainable Architecture, Leeds Met

Professor Tim Lang Food Policy, City University

Iris Liete Urban Gardener

Duncan McCann getcycling.org.uk

Pauline Neale Suburban Gardener

Daniel O’Neill Centre for the Advancement of Steady State Economics

Robert Paige Meanwood Valley Urban Farm

Jonathan Porritt CBE, Forum for the Future 

John Preston West Yorkshire Manager, BTCV

Ranyl Rhydwen Senior Lecturer, Centre for Alternative Technology.

Alan Simson Landscape Architect, Urban Forester, Reader Leeds Met

Roxana Summers NHS Health Improvement Specialist

Mike Thompson Course Director, Environmental Architecture, Centre for Alternative Technology

John Thorp Leeds Civic Architect

Professor Robert Tregay University of Wales, Landscape Architect, LDA Design. 

Rachael Unsworth Senior Lecturer, Geography, Leeds University

Andy Walker SURE Otley

Philip Wilson slipstreamenergy.com

The film opens with a short introduction outside Bliss Mill in Chipping Norton, as Tom compares the priorities of his philanthropist Great Grandfather William Bliss with today's sustainability challenge.

The second section assesses the urgency of the situation, exploring the climate change, resource consumption and financial viability imperatives, before proving the need for a new low-growth, slow-work co-operative system. [O'Neill (2009)] 
Section three debunks three 'Cavalry' options; 'techno-fixes', political solutions and corporate damascene conversions, before suggesting that the management of cities offers a unique opportunity to 'jump the lights' on sustainability. [Giddens (2009)]
In the fourth section we meet another of Tom's ancestors; Ebenezer Howard, and discover that his physical and economic city plans offer viable solutions today, especially if married to the CPUL concept. These two philosophies combine to suggest that we could come close to feeding a settlement like Leeds from within the city boundary. [Beevers, Robert (1988) Hall and Ward (1998) Viljoen and Bohn (2008)]
Section five sets out to prove that Urbal solutions are already extant in urban situations - with examples from the Leeds area. We touch on: The Todmorden experiment, examples of city centre food production - especially temporary schemes, the relevance of permaculture and other bio-mimicry systems, the importance of biodiversity connections, biosequestration and microclimate, the importance of access to green space, active travel and the link with health/wellbeing, the viability of local power generation, and the importance of sustainable urban drainage. [Lang (2009)
The final section explores a way forward, asking if Urbalism can happen. The barriers currently confronting city fathers, planners, and designers lead Tom to suggest a radical new approach - via the formation of a new political and practical organisation: The Urbal Institute.

www.urbal.tv displays all of the above, plus additional clips on Co-Ops, Co-Housing, Urbal Buildings, Waste, Design, Teamwork, Global Balance, Steady State Economics, Urbal Food, Permaculture and Next Steps.
2 THE URBAL INSTITUTE

The film has established the urgent need for a new body capable of developing, promoting and delivering Urbalism.

'Bottom-up' community/third sector-driven change is healthy in the UK, but progress is painfully slow - as motivated groups struggle with the barriers of land ownership, legislation and public suspicion/apathy.

Likewise 'top-down' change is stymied by global inertia and political realities.

Meanwhile, academics produce papers that either never see the light of day or are bowdlerised by vested-interest media.

There is, however, real potential for city-level 'centre-out' change - and the centre-driven facilitation of bottom-up / top-down progress.

'Centre out' change requires the motivation, education and liberation of groups trained to resolve top/bottom conflict; 'expert' professionals such as planners, architects, landscape architects (and their clients), local authority officers, educationalists, health professionals and the local corporate sector. It also requires these parties, (particularly environmental designers / managers and academics), to adopt a pro-active politicised approach, that moves beyond the safe confines of professional comfort zones.

There is currently a disconnect between the way many experts feel personally about the sustainability imperative, and how they are required to act at work.

Design and management professionals are locked (by financial and legislative pressures) into interventionist/impositional design processes that typically involve high carbon specifications and low bio-mimicry aesthetics to create 'places' rather than ecosystems. Very few are on top of the 'alternative' low carbon / carbon-negative building, growing and engagement solutions which need now to become mainstream.

A majority of academics, especially climate scientists, geographers, urbanists, ecologists, and building scientists are locked into modes of communication suitable only for other academics. They will need to find ways of stepping beyond the peer review system directly to communicate with, engage with, and motivate the general public, land owners and politicians.

Local authority officers and other providers are constrained by political and legal considerations. They will need to be willing to open up their processes to participatory design, budgeting and delivery, and to help drive legislative change, while facilitating the local engagement and up-skilling processes.

Developers are locked into an unsustainable financial system, in which urban development is primarily driven by profit. They will need to champion new co-operative and mutual land and business ownership models which provide different, and perhaps more satisfying, rewards.

Above all there is an urgent need to establish, develop and share best practice in terms of genuinely sustainable techniques. Much of this knowledge currently resides with 'un-qualified' non-professionals, so ways must be found to seek out and include this crucial resource.

Key Principles
The Urbal Institute will therefore need to:

1) Operate co-operatively via open door, open source, permeable and inclusive horizontal and vertical networks.

2) Drive political change - engaging with central government, local government, third sector and community groups to develop legislation (specially planning and building law to facilitate carbon-negative schemes), sustainable finance and best practice systems.

3) Conduct research - collating and sharing existing best practices, developing masterplanning techniques, monitoring progress, identifying areas for new research, and communicating findings in plain English (etc), effectively, to the general public.

4) Establish, and make business-as-usual among environmental designers, new holistic ecological design and implementation systems (reducing carbon-wasteful stages such as Environmental Impact Assessments) - using multi-disciplinary / trans-disciplinary techniques (Dixon (2007)) wherein experience (as a citizen) trumps expertise (as a professional) - while maintaining safety nets where expertise is re-deployed to ensure functionality. Also to drive a change in fashion from tidy, suburban, 'city park'-style, low biodiversity / high carbon aesthetics, towards a universal appreciation of Urbal Nature.

5) Provide training, skilling, mentoring and engagement - via tutor/champion-led, on-line and cascaded courses, plus DIY methodologies/systems for Urbal adaptation/mitigation. This will require close partnership and collaboration with existing and new providers.

6) Be fully engaged with, and supported by, all the other relevant sustainability organisations.

7) Facilitate synergy with other key sustainability initiatives such as building insulation retrofit, new low impact construction (specially eco build and co-housing), waste management and up-cycling, point-of-use renewable energy and smart power, sustainable transport, co-operative / mutual commerce - and all within the context of a converging steady state economy.

8) Evangelise and motivate via all available media, to build belief that Urbalism is necessary, achievable, worthwhile, beneficial and fun.

3 URBAL DESIGNERS / MENTORS
We need to see a new role emerging which we might call Urbal Designer and/or Mentor. This will be similar to the German/US role of Ecological Engineer, but it will be more flexible and more accessible, and will major as much in mentoring and engagement as in ecological literacy, design, law, construction techniques and other disciplines.

Candidates will migrate from the existing design professions (landscape architects will certainly have a head start, though many architects, planners and urban designers are equally well-qualified), as well as from the 'alternative' building and growing communities, from both amateur and professional gardening, market gardening, horticulture, agriculture and forestry, and also from ecology, and other earth sciences, plus many other motivated parties.

3 THE URBAL CITY
Key principle: Join up the green spaces (temporarily if necessary) - then maximise productivity within it.
Stage One

1) Identify existing public and private green spaces, both within and around the city, including a peri-urban zone at least 60% of the urban area, keeping as close to the city as possible. Assess, holistically, performance and potential for food production, biodiversity (specially soil health), water retention, bio-sequestration, energy generation, active travel, shelter/microclimate, and productive amenity/recreation value. [Thomas et al (2006)]
2) Identify existing green links (i.e 'veins' - just ecological migration, and 'corridors' - including human movement), together with all non-green breaks and barriers between the green zones, green links and countryside which inhibit ecological migration (of soil food web organisms, birds and mammals), and/or restrict actual/psychological connectivity for humans. [Viljoen and Bohn (2008)]
3) Identify non-green 'islands' (more than 300m from green). Target the areas where green needs to be introduced. [Natural England (2009) NICE (2009)
4) Identify housing more than 500m from outlets selling fresh vegetables and other necessities [Donkin (1999). Identify areas where new outlets, specially locally-produced food markets, are needed, and identify potential green active travel access routes to these from housing areas.

5) Identify other areas where new green space / green veins / green corridors / fruit and veg production / additional planting (including coppice for local biofuels) / wild areas / parks / green transport corridors can easily be established - including via temporary schemes.  [Viljoen and Bohn (2008)]
6) Assess local drainage to identify areas where SUDs (swales, wetlands, ponds/lakes, soakaways, tanks and grey-water/reed bed systems etc) need to be retrofitted into the Urbal Masterplan.

Stage Two

7) Develop - with input from all relevant players - a GIS 'Soft Masterplan' for the city, which prioritises all of the above - from the easy-to-do, like the establishment of new food growing areas or woodland in council-owned mown grass, to the hard-but-necessary, like green links through privately-owned built-up areas and roads.

NB this is NOT a prescriptive/interventionist plan, but a set of flexible options, priorities and possibilities that will help to rationalise progress through negotiation.

8) Publish the Soft Masterplan, and begin a major engagement initiative via schools, community groups, local businesses, land owners, third sector bodies and private citizens. When people offer to, or actually begin to, green-up areas that are not currently identified in the Masterplan, give them all encouragement, while assessing and adapting the plan as necessary (on the principle that Green is Good, and these initiatives may suggest new routes for green links). Allocate time and resources to problem areas, providing advice, support, motivation, and where necessary incentives to encourage up-greening, while keeping options open for the final routes of green veins to avoid conflict and negativity. (It will be important that the Urbal initiative does not become mired in nimbyism). Benign guerrilla tactics may be necessary (even encouraged) where landowners cannot be contacted or fail to respond.

This exercise could be combined with other sustainability initiatives such as insulation retrofit, re-cycling, active travel, point-of-use generation etc, though it will be important not to confuse or dilute the Urbal message..

9) Maximise green growth and productivity (including temporary schemes where necessary) in the designated areas - i.e. food production (via private, commercial and shared concerns), biodiversity (specially soil health), water retention, bio-sequestration, energy generation, active travel, shelter/microclimate, and productive amenity/recreation value), and ensure ecological and human connectivity throughout - introducing new soft ground, temporary green, planting and low-impact management where necessary, while keeping biomimicry, carbon negativity and local community involvement as first priorities.

Re-prioritise existing resources when possible, e.g. children's food-related projects in lieu of conventional playgrounds.

Minimise removal of green growth, and the release of carbon by machinery and structures.

10) Develop and encourage motivational and rewarding distribution, skilling and sharing strategies, such as veg collection and delivery (ideally leg or assisted-leg-powered), street champions, veg markets and swap/share systems, plus capture/storage/conversion of food surpluses (e.g. juice, wine, biofuels etc), seed, bio-control species and compost sharing, disability support, polytunnels, etc.

11) Encourage local employment and local services. Discourage high carbon travel. Liaise with and synergise with other local sustainability and green initiatives.

All this will require education and skilling (roles for schools / colleges / health services), motivation (roles for local horizontal media and businesses) mentoring / engagement and systems (roles for local experts and street / city champions) and incentives (role for local authorities and corporates). These will be co-ordinated and facilitated via The Urbal Institute.

Key areas for research / resolution.
1) Domestic pet issues (horse pasture, dog / cat carbon paw-print, cat predation).

2) Bioremediation/isolation of polluted soil.

3) Soil food web / ecological connectivity over/around roads and non-green areas.

4) Green wall, green roof and temporary green productive systems.

5) Low impact deconstruction systems.

6) Viable rate-rent / barter models to help resolve land ownership/stewardship issues.

7) Minimisation and mitigation strategies for litter, vandalism and security issues.
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