Emotional wellbeing and the public realm
Reflections on an event run by Rethinking Cities and UDG and hosted by Arts Council Tuesday 10th February
 
This was a forum where people from a variety of sectors - including health, leisure, arts, local government and the design professions - could share their views on the problems and opportunities for promoting health and wellbeing in the public realm.  Whereas public health was one of the key drivers of urban design in the nineteenth century and medical research focussed upon disease, nowadays there is an increasing focus on promoting the health and wellbeing of the population as a whole.  This provides a huge opportunity for designers, architects, engineers, landscape architects and planners to be an integral part of the emerging health and wellbeing movement and to tap into its resources.

Positive benefits of the public realm
Exercise – exercise lowers cholesterol, improves and maintains mobility in the elderly and can reduce pain in people with arthritis, not to mention improving one’s state of mind and self-esteem. 
Human contact – combats isolation and contributes to mental and physical wellbeing; a problem shared is a problem halved.  A wide range of contact is possible and essential, ranging from informal contact to friendship, love and lifelong relationships. Research has shown that happiness spreads between friends who live near one another.
A sense of community – collective behaviour, natural policing, social support. 
Of water and trees – the biophilia hypothesis suggests that substantial benefits arise because the brain is “hard-wired” to respond to natural landscapes, sights and sounds, including the reduction of stress, and the restoration of concentration levels. 
Of education and growing up – exploration of the public realm and contact with adults is key to a child’s transition to adulthood and helps children to develop as constructive members of a society.

The problems
Dog mess – an immediate nuisance but more seriously a symbol of the owners’ disregard for other people and suggesting the absence of civility in the neighbourhood. 
Fear of dogs – talk of people using dogs as a weapon or a device to dominate a park.
Fear of attack – particularly applicable to women who often perceive their place in the public realm as a target for assault. 
Fear for road safety –  road users feel safer in a motor vehicle than cycling. Also a collapse in the independent mobility of younger children; we have seen a leap in the accident rates of children from the age of 12. 
Loss of neighbourliness / traffic – an empirical relationship observed between higher traffic levels and reduced numbers of local friends amongst the people who use the street.  Energy is needed to maintain communities; an example was given of a London borough with 80 un or under-used community centres. 
Feelings of Exclusion – particularly in people aged below 25. 
Perception of the neighbourhood as hostile and dangerous – created by the distorted image of society and the public realm fostered by the national media, namely one of violence, lawlessness, meanness and aggression.  A decline in local contacts and information which would enable us to form a more reliable perception of what our neighbourhoods are actually like.
Loss of neighbourliness– This leads to fear and people withdrawing from society; a classic vicious circle. 
Poor diet: ‘Junk food jungles’ – lack of balanced range of shops selling affordable, healthy food. 
 
Measurement
There were several different systems for monitoring health and mental wellbeing, including South London and Maudsley Hopsitals CRIP system.   Stated preference techniques were available to gain an indication of the environments people preferred.   CABE’s Spaceshaper offered a means of engaging the public and professionals in the assessment of open space. Different ways of measuring a national economy, e.g. NEF’s National Wellbeing accounts.

The ways forward
Meticulous maintenance of the Public Realm – as a sign that the local community cares about the place and cares about each other.  
Park wardens – a revived role to support people who are not confident to use their local parks owing to the fear they have of other park users 
Youth inclusion – ensuring that they join in with society.  
Involvement – in art, dance and so on.
DIY Happiness
Segregation of people and traffic – alternative traffic free routes where there is space to do this. 
Roadspace reallocation, Shared Space, Home Zones – using people as traffic calming devices
Reclaiming the streets – getting local people involved in their neighbourhood (e.g. Living Streets audits) 
Routes for women – that are well used and where women feel confident to walk alone.
Designing in delight – trees, water, streams, waterfalls, public art.  Understanding the type of environments people respond to. 
Reducing the speed of traffic – e.g. 8 mph; a speed below fatal impact speed levels at which vehicles and pedestrians can mix freely.
Investment in community facilities and community makers –  this can turn a group of individual people into a community. 

The players 
Thanks to the many different organisations represented at the event, including Living Streets, the Rambers’ Association, South London and Maudsley Mental Health NHS Trust, Greenwich PCT, JMP, NHS London, Steer Davies Gleave, Turleys,  Groundwork, Akademi, BURA, Forestry Commission, Arups, UEL, UDG Executive member Philip Cave, Sutton and Merton Primary Care Trust, and many many more. 

Reflections
There is no shortage of policy initiatives in this area, nor of an esoteric and somewhat abstract language used to describe the issues. But the challenge is to actually do something. We need to work on the ways forward; we need designers with a true understanding of how to create environments in which people will flourish; we need people who can unite the health, lifestyle and built environment agendae and the funding streams they offer, we need people who have the courage and genius to be able to put a smile on the faces of a group of disaffected youths, and pat the head of their slavering killer attack dog.   Easier by far to be a merchant banker, but how much more important! 
 
 
A big thank you goes to Andrew Stuck of Rethinking Cities for masterminding the event, Jonny Ambrose for his assistance facilitating and to Louise Ingledow of the UDG and Lucy Clark of the Arts Council for their practical support and encouragement.
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