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Introduction 

 

We view the land, its biota and its resources essentially as an 

economic commodity. The rebalancing of such an attitude is fundamental to 

the health of our planet. The well being of our environments, natural or 

manmade – from cities to rainforests and farmland to oceans – its 

inhabitants and our psychological health relies on an improved relationship 

with nature. 

 

Paul Hawkin, the author of ‘Natural Capitalism’ believes that in order 

to achieve socially, economically and environmentally sustainable cities we 

need to re-establish our connection with the natural world and realise that 

human activities and systems are not removed from natural systems. 

Naturalist Aldo Leopold describes how society is ‘now like a hypochondriac, 

so obsessed with its own economic health as to have lost its ability to remain 

healthy.’1 
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1 Aldo Leopold, introduction to A Sand County Almanac (London: Oxford University Press, 
1968), ix 
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There is a place where an ‘Amphitheatre more grand, Graces no part of 

Europe.’2 Defined by elevations of raised cliffs and falling hillsides it is a gateway 

to the sea. This threshold ‘built upon mud’ has its origins in the Bronze Age and 

has steered global industry, but now struggles to function as a city. Nowadays 

there are more car parks than families. More than two hundred thousand people 

have left here since 1950. This is Belfast. 

 
 

 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 Mary Lowry, The Story of Belfast (London:  
Headley Bros, 1913)	
  

East Belfast Docklands 2011 
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The Fracture of a City Already Divided 

 

I have chosen Belfast as the location for my project. At the turn of the 

last century Belfast was home to the biggest and most productive shipyard in 

the world. Along with other engineering industries it was at the heart of the 

linen, tobacco and rope-making industry. Historic maps of the city reveal a 

dense network of terraced houses, workshops, offices and mills. ‘The busy 

shopping streets led directly into the city centre with its department stores, 

libraries, meeting halls and cinemas. This was a city connected by trams and 

continuous shop awnings.’3 

 

A recent developer led rush has led to accommodation that fails to 

contribute to the city. Modern developments meet the city at ground level 

with secure parking. Often, a car journey is required to pick up a newspaper. 

Pedestrians are given minimal consideration, space and freedom – choices 

that have been celebrated in the past and are celebrated in the great cities of 

the world. 

 

Recent conflict contributed to the economic decline of Belfast. This 

deterioration was reciprocated with investment that was considered 

economically beneficial for the city. Housing, motorways, ring-roads, 

roundabouts and traffic interchanges were superimposed upon the city with 

little consideration for the complexities that have evolved the city from its 

origins in the bronze age. Such actions have further segregated a city 

already divided. It has become a fragmented place of disparate parts and an 

empty core.  

 

Inner city street clearances have often deleted whole street names 

and patterns. Entire communities were erased to make way for roads that 

distorted historical routes. As the structure of the city changed and the 

distance between its disjointed parts increased, people were forced to use 

cars. Cul-de-sacs and dead ends have replaced well-connected streets. By 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 Mark Hackett, Happy to Live Here?  Accessed April 2, 2011. 
http://www.forumbelfast.org/projects/happy-to-live-here.php 

European standards Belfast is heavily reliant on the car with only six per cent 

of all journeys made by foot. Thirty-six kilometres of motorway slice through 

the city. In 1975 in his book ‘The Rape and Plunder of the Shankill’, Ron 

Wiener criticised the so-called progress as: 

 
‘Social and economic “solutions” that whole communities were having 

inflicted on them in the name of progress. Redevelopment schemes and an 

urban motorway were planned to “blitzkrieg” through working class Belfast 

uprooting a quarter of its population on the way.’4 

 

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Ron Wiener, The Rape and Plunder of the Shankill, (Belfast: Nothems Press, 1976), 41. 
	
  

 Pedestrian Crossing in South Belfast              
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Learning from Ecology 

 

The spirit, energy and endurance of ecosystems, societies and of 

cities depends on interaction. Interdependence between humans, species 

and their environments is fundamental to the vitality of a place. The more 

insipid an ecosystem becomes, the more strength it loses. It becomes 

unstable and unable to strengthen and mature over time. This is as true for 

artificial systems such as cities, cultivated landscapes and economies as it is 

for natural systems. As Michael Braungart and William McDonough discuss 

in their book Cradle to Cradle: 

 
‘diversity means strength, and monoculture means weakness. The 

more diversity there is, the more productive functions – for the 

ecosystem, for the planet – are performed.’5 

 

Descartes theorised a fixed and mechanistic world but as the realities 

of the universe continue to be uncovered a system that is dynamic, fluid and 

interdependent is being revealed. For most of human history cultures of the 

earth have possessed a sense of spiritual connection to the natural world. 

Since the age of the enlightenment much of this perception has been 

eroded, a point which may be fundamental to our present ecological 

pressure. The rediscovery and reinterpretation of such a consciousness 

could be integral in the resolution of our current environmental condition. 

Humanity’s concept of nature resides in a realm that is detached from the 

complexion of everyday experience. 

 

As our planet increasingly becomes more hostile toward human 

habitation it is, in essence, because we have misplaced an understanding 

and feeling of obligation that was once present. In his book The Dream of the 

Earth, cultural historian Thomas Berry expressed that ‘our sense of gratitude, 

our willingness to recognise the sacred character of habitat, our capacity for  

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 Michael Braungart and William McDonough, Cradle to Cradle: Re-making the Way we 
Make Things (London: Vintage Books, 2009), 122. 

 

the awesome, for the everyday earthly reality’6 has been lost. These 

thoughts are shared by naturalist Aldo Leopold, who believes that 

‘obligations have no meaning without conscience, and the problem we face 

is the extension of the social conscience from people to land.’7 

 

Humanity has always looked to the natural world for answers. 

Historically we have viewed nature as the perfect model. In terms of design, 

a recent increase in environmental awareness is obvious, however there is a 

need to better express ecological principals through design. A more profound 

questioning of the contemporary paradigm that is guiding the ecological 

design movement is needed. ‘Green’ actions are usually intransigent and 

only scrape the surface without looking deeper. Modern environmentalism is 

usually anthropocentric and shaped by a westernised perspective that lacks 

a wider ecological consciousness. 

 

Mankind generally views itself as fundamentally separate from and 

superior to his environment. Humanity has been exploiting the earth 

aggressively for well over a century and has developed the mentality that the 

planets resources are infinite. An idea that questions this supposition was 

made popular by the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess in 1973. ‘Deep 

ecology’ understands that everything on this earth is interconnected. The 

philosophy emphasises the interdependent nature of human and non-human 

life as well as the importance of the ecosystem and natural processes. It is 

holistic in perception and is grounded in ethical science. It asks fundamental 

questions about the impacts of humanity as one fraction of the ecosphere, 

rather than with a restricted view of ecology as a branch of biological 

science. Advocates of the deep ecology philosophy believe that the 

application of the theory can address our social, political and environmental 

needs. 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Fransisco: Sierra Club Books, 1990), 2. 
7 Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (London: Oxford University Press, 1968), 209.	
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These thoughts are of course not novel, but were only 

introduced into contemporary philosophy in the twentieth century. It 

was a philosophy that was perhaps taken for granted by past cultures 

and lost during man’s recent disconnection from nature. What Native 

Americans indirectly refer to as the Original Instructions and the 

Buddhist philosophy are but two recent cultures that share an affinity 

with Naess’ ideas. 

 

 

 
 

 
Nature taking over a motorway perimeter wall in Belfast, 2011.                                                                    
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A Delusional Emancipation from the Natural 

 
‘Taken in its entirety, the increase in mankind's strength has brought 

about a decisive, many-sided shift in the balance of strength between 

man and the earth. Nature, once a harsh and feared master, now lies 

in subjection, and needs protection against man's powers. Yet, 

because man is part of nature too, the threat that he poses to the 

earth is a threat to him as well’8 Jonathan Schell 

 

Schell believes that humanity commenced his emancipation from 

nature when we began the process of harnessing nature’s energy. Man has 

been indirectly exploiting the energy provided by the sun for millennia, but it 

wasn’t until the seventeenth century when mathematics was applied to the 

design of windmills that man really began to conquer the process. The era 

saw a new mathematically based science, which would help solve a whole 

range of complex problems. The necessity to keep the polders of Holland dry 

led to the development of windmills that could scoop water from the land, 

from drainage ditches into canals where it would then drain away. Windmills 

had been around for centuries but the new mathematically designed windmill 

was three times more efficient than its predecessor. The abstraction between 

the consumption of energy and its source had begun. 

 

This new form of power transformed Holland into an industrial 

powerhouse. This more efficient form of energy meant that wood could be 

cut thirty times faster and more accurately than before. As a result, the 

Netherlands became the biggest shipbuilders in Europe and a more dynamic 

trading nation. Amsterdam became one of the richest and most cosmopolitan 

cities on earth and enjoyed a Golden Age. The city was the location for the 

world’s first central bank, the first stock exchange and the first economic 

crash.  

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 Jonathan Schell, The Fate of the Earth (California: Stanford University Press, 1982), 9. 

‘By changing our relationship to the resources that surround us …we 

have broken irretrievably with the past. We have cut ourselves off 

from the old ways of thinking, of feeling, of adapting.’9 

 

Cities arose as a result of a once new means of concentrating wealth. 

As people began to realise that energy meant wealth, cities exploded once 

this wealth could be removed from its connection with the natural world. 

When James Watt later developed the steam engine, the final emancipation 

of energy from nature was finally established. Once energy could be 

abstracted from its source it was met by economic structures that made 

accumulations of wealth and population possible. But it was an abstraction 

only, not true emancipation. 

 

The liberation from the natural that the engine allowed was no more 

than an illusion. Aldo Leopold believes that we need to re-establish our 

conscious connection with the nature. Just as social ethics were governed by 

economic motives in the Nineteenth Century, land-use ethics are still 

governed wholly by economic self-interest. Leopold wants us to expand ‘the 

boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or 

collectively: the land.’10  

 

Essentially economics is what connects our wealth to the land, its 

resources and the sun. Oikonomia, is the root of the word ‘economics.’ 

Modern economic practice is more related to the word Chrematistics – a 

sibling of economics that relates to the manipulation of wealth to maximise 

short-term value to the owner. Oikenomia expands this notion and relates to 

the value of the land and its resources, biomes, history, culture and values.11 

 

 
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9 Alan Toffler, Future Shock (London: Bantam Press, 1970), 18. 
10 Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (London: Oxford University Press, 1968), 204. 
11 Paul Hawkin, The Ecology of Commerce (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1993), 59.	
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Squatter Cities – Learning from an Evolving Habitat 

 

Much of the current ‘corrective’ development in cities target well 

established physical structures and the complex societies that adhere to them. 

Belfast has been a victim of such ‘progress’ in the past. More recent examples 

include the demolition of the Hutongs in Beijing and the proposed 

redevelopment of the Dharavi quarter in Mumbai. It is an incorrect supposition 

that the answer to economic and social stresses in such areas is to fully 

rationalise and modernise our existing habitats, habitats that have evolved 

slowly over generations to from very complex and interdependent systems.  

 

 

 

A ‘slum’ in San Juan, Puerto Rico              
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An alternative example of an imposed habitat is the Dust Bowl of the 

Dirty Thirties. It was a period of severe dust storms that caused major 

ecological damage to the American prairie lands. Native deep-rooted 

grasses were substituted for foreign species replacing the existing diversity 

leading to an unstable habitat that was susceptible to natural drought. The 

native grasses kept the soil in place even during periods of drought and high 

winds. Without natural anchors to keep the soil in place, it dried, turned to 

dust, and blew across America in extensive dark clouds. Millions of hectares 

of land became barren and thousands of people were forced to migrate. This 

is an example of how obliterating a complex and highly evolved ecology and 

replacing it with a homogenous condition can severely affect the stability of a 

place.   

 

The Dharvi district of Mumbai is one of the world’s largest slums. It 

wasn’t built by the government or developers but by its inhabitants over 

many generations. The proposed investment in the area is a model for 

capital-intensive redevelopment taking place globally, particularly in China 

and India. The particular nature of economics in India is the intensity of its 

local commerce and the immensity of its social markets, which are 

comparable to its complex urban fabrics. Existing within this diverse 

urbanism are innumerable networks of commercial and social connections. 

An example is the inexhaustible system of recycling that occurs in Mumbai, 

where newspapers, plastic and various waste is collected, sorted, sold and 

reused. A large number of Mumbai’s residents are engaged in recycling, and 

much of the waste generated in Indian cities is recovered. Many materials 

increase their value up to seven times as they progress through the recycling 

chain. 

 

Another interesting network phenomenon, that is especially applicable 

to Mumbai but occurs within Indian communities globally, is the system of 

midday meal delivery locally known as the ‘Dhabba.’ Hundreds of thousands 

of meals are prepared in households across the city and delivered to remote 

locations of work with a precision that is may be unmatched by any 

distribution system in the world. The networks of ‘tiffin walas,’ their agents, 

brokers and infrastructures are ancient and rooted in archaic and complex 

systems. Such communications are deep-rooted, from the community 

kitchens where the meals are prepared to the cart, bike and railway network 

that connects the urban web and the system of colour coding that identifies 

the origin and the destination of the produce. The Dharavi quarter is only one 

place where such complex activities are part of an archaic ecological and 

urban network. There are over a million inhabitants living within two-thirds of 

a square mile of territory in Dharavi. There are over fifteen thousand single-

room factories in the district and although some may consider it a slum, it 

has nearly full employment. Dharavi’s streets know no distinction between 

industrial, social or domestic functions. The present condition in the district of 

Dharavi has evolved very gradually over many centuries, the networks and 

systems have adapted uniquely to each distinct locality. It is a highly 

sustainable society economically, socially and environmentally. Economically 

it has little or no unemployment, socially it is very inclusive, diverse and well 

connected and environmentally it is highly efficient and is minimally wasteful, 

where material is either recycled or reused and energy consumption is 

negligible.12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12 Mohsen Mostafavi and Gareth Doherty, Ecological urbanism. (Baden: Lars Müller, 2010), 
113. 
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An aerial view of the ‘Dharvi’ quarter of Mumbai                                   
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One sixth of the Earth’s human population are squatters. Hundreds of 

thousands of people migrate from rural areas to cities daily. Annually this 

equates to more than the entire population of the United Kingdom. This 

figure is expected to double within a quarter of a century when one in four 

inhabitants will be a squatter. pg9 Squatters build more houses than any 

government or developer. They have formed secret economies that are 

crucial to the health of global economics – ‘they are creating the cities of 

tomorrow’.13 

 

The centre of Belfast is dominated by hundreds of acres of vacant 

wasteland home only to scrub and gravel car parks. There is over one million 

square feet of vacant property in the city. Imagine if Belfast was a third world 

city in a third world country. In any of these places the city would effortlessly 

mutate into a place of life and vitality.  

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
13 Robert Neuwirth, Shadow Cities: A Billion Squatters, a New Urban World (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), 10. 

The empty land would quickly be appropriated to accommodate those 

who need it. It would become inhabited by normal people, seeking work to 

provide for their families. Stalls, shops, bars and restaurants would 

eventually emerge. The crudest of constructions would gradually be replaced 

by improved versions as communities become established. 

 

We in western society would obviously degrade such growth. We 

outside the ‘slum’ would attest that there is something morally wrong with its 

inhabitants – inside, ‘those people’ do not share our values. Where is the 

morality in a world that denies people work in their own communities or 

refuses to allow people to live in places where they seek work? Squatters all 

over the world – from Mumbai to Rio de Janeiro don’t claim to own the land, 

they hold it. There is something to be learned from their example. Robert 

Neuwirth, author of shadow cities shares this notion when he expresses 

how: 
 

‘The world’s squatters offer a different way of looking at land. Rather 

than treating it as an economic value, squatters live according to a 

more ancient notion: the idea that every person has a natural right, 

simply by virtue of being born, to have a home, a place, a location in 

the world. Their way of dealing with land offers the possibility of a 

more equitable city and a more just world.’14 

 

In Dharavi there is little waste and very little waste landscapes, of which 

there is an abundance in more ‘developed’ cities. In his essay ‘Stim and 

Dross’, Lars Lerup describes how waste and waste landscapes are an 

inevitable product of modern urbanisation. His conceptualisation is helpful in 

understanding the relationship between landscape and urbanism. He 

perceives the city as a dynamic living system or an ecology that is 

consecutively productive and wasteful. He coined the term ‘dross’, to 

describe such waste landscapes, and using Houston, Texas as an example, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14 Neuwirth, Shadow Cities: A Billion Squatters, a New Urban World, 22.	
  

Motorway crossing in Belfast 
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theorised the city’s flat and immense sprawl as a ‘holey plane’, the holes 

representing the waste landscapes in the city 
‘This holy plane seems more a wilderness than a datum of a man-

made city. Dotted by trees and criss-crossed by men, women, 

vehicles and roads, it is a surface dominated by a peculiar sense of 

on going struggle: the struggle of economics against nature. Both 

trees and machines of this plane emerge as the dross of that 

struggle.’15 

 

Distancing himself from both the pro and anti-sprawl argument, he 

withholds criticism in order to become aware of the forces generating the 

horizontal city. He observes how the city is part of a very natural process 

whose unperceived complexities predominate the aspects that can be 

consciously controlled or planned. In his essay ‘Drosscape’, Alan Berger 

expanded on Lerup’s hypothesis by describing the city as a living organism. 

 
 ‘And, as it is true for organisms, the faster they grow the more waste 

they produce. Like a biological organism, the urbanised landscape is 

an open system, whose planned complexity always entails unplanned 

dross in accord with the dictates of thermodynamics’.16 

 

In addition, the more rapid urbanism occurs, the more harm is caused to 

established ecologies and societies. As Michael Braungart and William 

McDonough express in Cradle to Cradle: 

 
‘Buildings that present a bland, uniform front rise in communities 

where structure were for centuries, beautiful and culturally distinct. 

Spaces once lush with foliage and wildlife shrink to marginal places 

where only the hardiest species survive. Landscapes are flattened 

into lawns of a single species of grass, artificially encouraged to 

grow but constantly cut back. The monotony spreads, overwhelming 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
15 Lars Lerup, Stim & Dross: Rethinking the Metropolis (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995), 88.  
16 Alan Berger, Drosscape: Wasting Land in Urban America (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 2006), 37. 

the details of place in its path. What it seems to seek is simply more 

of itself.’17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
17 Michael Braungart and William McDonough, Cradle to Cradle: Re-making the Way we 
Make Things (London: Vintage Books, 2009), 119.	
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The Physicality of Cities – Diversity, Interaction and Social Exclusion 

 

Jan Gehl, the author of ‘Life between Buildings’ believes that it is the 

organisation of the public realm in our cities that is of prime importance. After 

investigation of public and private space, Gehl found that scale is an 

important factor in the success of shared spaces. As the scale of public 

space increases people and activities become more dispersed, as buildings 

are placed at greater distances from one another. Gehl identified that such a 

condition is more common in modern cities where she recognised that there 

was an over dimensioning of open spaces and therefore a thinning out of 

outdoor activity and social interaction. Gehl insists that people, buildings and 

functions should be arranged so that systems of public space become as 

compact as possible.  

 

In its simplest form this condition can be found in small towns where 

the buildings are arranged around a single square.  It is Gehl’s belief that it is 

the over sizing of public spaces and transitional spaces that have led to the 

breakdown of interaction in communities. This leads to territories becoming 

undefined in that such spaces are at too large a scale for residents to easily 

read.  

 

Gehl has been unrelenting in his criticism of the ultra-large post war 

structures that dominate the centres of most modern city development. 

Billion dollar structures such as the Crocker Centre, the World Trade Centre 

and the California Plaza have been ruthless in erasing historical landscapes. 

Tied to fragmented and desolate downtowns, such structures lead to the 

denigration of street landscape, and the confiscation of so much of the life of 

the streets. Street life is displaced into subterranean corridors and privatised 

shopping centres. The anti-pedestrian bias of these commercial castles has 

obliterated street frontage and contained activity within privately policed and 

polarised miniature cities. In Gehl’s view it is the superimposition of 

‘hermetically sealed fortresses and air dropped pieces of suburbia that has 

damned the rivers of life in the city.’18 Photographs of the old downtown in 

Los Angeles in its prime show mixed crowds of Black, White and Latino 

pedestrian of varying ages and classes. The contemporary Downtown 

‘renaissance’ is designed to make such heterogeneity very difficult.  

 

For forty years, ever since De Gaulle’s Algerian escapade, France 

has been taking in North African Muslims and warehousing them, out of 

sight, out of mind, in public-housing high-rises in the outskirts of French 

cities. Instead of planning for their integration into society however, the 

French allowed these communities to grow and fester in economic and social 

isolation. This physical segregation has allowed the ‘City of Light’ become 

surrounded by a city of darkness.   

 

In 2008 a state of emergency was declared in France and was 

extended for three months because of civil unrest in the country. The rioting 

began in suburban Paris after two teenagers died after a collision with a 

police car. Hours later youths expressed their anger by burning cars and the 

rioting gradually gained momentum. The rage was a result of the country’s 

inability to address the on going immigration problems. Poverty and 

unemployment are high among North African migrant families, who live in 

decrepit housing commission estates on the edge of major cities.  

At the time Nicholas Sarkozy became deeply unpopular among migrant 

youths living in the suburbs when he referred to them as thugs. He 

expressed that he had no sympathy for the rioters when he stated, ‘what 

happened has nothing to do with a social crises, it has everything to do with 

thuggery.’ Despite Sarkozy’s comments, it is France’s inability to perceive 

North African migrants and their children as part of French society that lies at 

the heart of the problem. Before the revolution, which gave birth to the 

nation’s motto, ‘liberty, equality, fraternity,’ France was a class-structured 

society. Remnants of hierarchical thinking remain embedded in French 

culture, behaviour and institutions today.  The paradox of being a nation that 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
18 San Hall Kaplan, Los Angeles Times, November 4, 1978, 13. 
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represents both equality and hierarchy has adversely meant that, these 

days, equality is limited to the majority.  

 

What is interesting about the French situation is that Marseilles has 

largely escaped the tensions that other major French cities have 

experienced. It is believed that because Marseilles is too hemmed in by 

mountains it can’t expand, allowing immigrants to be better integrated into 

the city. As a result the city is better connected, more inclusive and more 

diverse than other French cities. This is an example of how the physical 

distribution of people in their cities can affect the nature of a place.  

 

By placing these people at the edge of their own cities and failing to 

integrate them both physically and socially, an area of ethnically similar 

people develops which is always unhealthy for a city. Belfast is a socially 

segregated city, a condition that has been reinforced by its physical 

separation. The imposed developments over recent decades have only 

strengthened these divisions.  

 

A kind of anti-society has grown up in these areas with a population 

that derives the meaning of its life from the hatred it bears for the other 

society. This alienation, this gulf of mistrust felt by these people or the hatred 

of the ‘official’ population manifests itself in ways that scars their 

surroundings. After the riots in France when Sarkozy insisted that ‘we must 

give greater powers to law enforcement’. And subsequently under new law 

certain buildings including department stores, mosques and synagogues 

could be equipped with surveillance cameras. 

 

To only address such problems with laws and more enforcement 

would be to merely treat the symptom without tending to the cause. In 

suppressing the symptom, the root of the problem will only manifest itself 

again in time. Steven Atkinson, author of ‘Intelligent Machines’ believes that 

‘Laws are essential, anarchic violence and gratuitous vandalism cannot be 

tolerated. But if all you do is call out the riot cops, impose the state of 

emergency, and pepper the concrete canyons with surveillance, you have 

made of a neighbourhood, a prison without law, without justice and without 

hope.’19 

 

If we perceive these problems as being for one reason over another, if 

we say it’s because of the buildings we may risk focusing our attention too 

narrowly. Design has to be seen as a wider process that deals with physical 

and social issues. If we focus our attention on particular issues without 

addressing others, areas of conflict become easily apparent. A conflict of 

interests can arise, most notably between openness and safety, between 

freedom of choice and security. One of the earlier principles of Newman’s 

defensible space was the idea of defining and protecting the boundaries of 

an environment, to keep strangers, and therefore the risk of crime away. It 

was argued that clear demarcation of public and private areas would define a 

safer territory. This idea has now culminated in gated neighbourhoods, a 

development which can potentially subdivide the urban space into 

fragmented entities, promoting social segregation and exclusion and creating 

fortress neighbourhoods. This can disintegrate the city as we know it, 

through restriction of access, decline of public space, and a campaign 

against difference. Yet the city is a place of difference. In Aristotle’s words, ‘a 

city is composed of different men; similar people cannot bring a city into 

existence.’ It is through allowing an interface between the strangers and the 

inhabitants of an area that safety can be secured. This can be achieved 

through interactivity and interdependence. The segregated environment 

reduces mobility and accessibility in urban space, allowing fewer choices of 

routes and is less democratic. In the context of a locality, effective design 

may reduce vulnerability to crime. In a wider context however, it could merely 

lead to a displacement of anti-social behaviour.  

 

The motorway that cuts through the heart of Belfast bisects the city, 

separating east from west. It detaches the working class areas of west and 

north Belfast from the city centre. Whether its peace lines, motorways or 

rivers, the physical barriers that prevent connectivity in the city are abundant.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19 Steven Atkinson, Intelligent Machines (New York: The MIT Press, 1992), 165. 
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A ‘peace wall’ in West Belfast                                                
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It is a city of dispersed pieces of ‘ghetto’. The division of opposing 

communities is somewhat understandable. The lobotomy of these areas by 

infrastructure is not. 

 

After the riots in France Sarkozy told the Parliament that France did 

not want ‘those people that nobody else in the world wants.’ When you 

outcast ‘those people’ and put distance between them and ‘normal society’ a 

closed society takes place, which is governed from within. Such an area 

becomes isolated and its inhabitants feel that they are not a part of and do 

not play a part in ‘normal society.’  

 

On reflecting on the problem of the social distance between the white 

middle classes and the black poor, Oscar Newman, argues for the controlled 

dispersion of the poor into the suburban middle-class residential landscape. 

‘Bringing the poor and the black into the fold must be conducted on a tightly 

controlled quota basis that is non-threatening to the middle class and 

ensures their continuing social dominance.’20 It seems inconceivable to 

Newman that the urban working class are capable of sustaining a decent 

neighbourhood or having a voice in the definition of public interest.  

 

Anthony Burgess, the author of ‘A Clockwork Orange’, insists that 

anti-social behaviour may be evil, but in terms of humanity it is better than 

inertia. In his novel Burgess depicts the monotony of a modern society in 

future London. Alex, the main character, and his ‘droogs’ are clearly isolated 

in a society that fails to provide them with any kind of excitement or hope. 

They have consciously chosen a life of violence as a deliberate act of 

personal freedom in a society of radical conformism. Burgess seems to be 

pointing out that humans inevitably develop a negative perspective and 

participate in negative behaviour in an escape from an apathetic existence. 

Burgess chose the title ‘A Clockwork Orange’ to describe a story that 

depicted the application of Pavlovian, or mechanical laws to something that 

is organic; in this case a dysfunctional human, which like the organic fruit is 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
20 Oscar Newman, Community of Interest, Garden City (London: Architectural Press, 1981), 
19. 

capable of colour and sweetness. Our habitats and its inhabitants are 

organic also and can never be governed by mechanical logic.  

 

‘Whenever and wherever societies have flourished and 

prospered rather than stagnated and decayed, creative 

and workable cities have been at the core of the 

phenomenon…decaying cities, declining economies, and 

mounting social troubles travel together. The combination 

is not coincidental.’21 Jane Jacobs 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
21 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: The Modern 
Library, 1993), back cover. 
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Primer Projects – SNN+ 

 

Our first primer project was based at Shannon airport where we were 

required to provide a cold storage facility. The site is a unique place, a beautiful site 

and a thriving habitat but ignored by the airport, cut off by infrastructure and 

disregarded by people. Air, land and sea meet the site yet it is still detached. This 

isolation is one of the qualities of the site but my intention was to bring these three 

elements together at one connection point. I wanted my structure to emerge from 

the land, connect with the airport and project into the sea. My intervention is a roof 

that allows this to happen. The roof is a bridge that connects to the airport and a 

viewing platform both open and sheltered. It is a marketplace that brings together 

the produce of the sea and land, the local people and the users of the airport. It is a 

place where local produce can be bought, sold cooked and enjoyed in a unique 

location. Its function is not permanent but changeable with the seasons. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 



	
   18	
  

Templehof Airport 

 

Even when the airport was in operation the surrounding perimeter of Templehof 

was a place of neglect. When the airport closed this feeling was reinforced. At 

the edge, buildings did not address the site, new growth ceased and places of 

interest and culture began to depart. The disconnection that Templehof created 

had a huge effect of its periphery.  

 

When its was reopened as a public park the edge of Templehof began to evolve 

from a place of abandon to a place of opportunity. The park had a unique 

quality unlike anything I have experienced. I wanted to preserve the essence of 

what existed and to reinforce it with my proposal. The scale of the site and its 

openness implied that it was a park for all of the people of Berlin. What I felt 

contradicted this sense was a lack of connection between the park and the 

wider city. I felt that the condition that exists at the edge of the park could 

mediate better between what was within and its surroundings. I wanted to 

create a stronger connection between park and city by extending important city 

routes into the park and creating a framework for activity along these paths. 

Focusing action along these lines would also preserve the present condition of 

Templehof, promote movement through the park and increase opportunities at 

its edge. 
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 Templehof project 2010 
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UL Project 

 

I sited my project on what I considered was a significant point of 

convergence between city, university and river. The location is 

where the crossing point of the river meets the pedestrian route 

between university and city. I proposed a City – University Interface, 

an opportunity for exchange between Limerick and its University. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 University campus primer project 
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     UL project and Shannon footbridge 
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Proposal 

 

Belfast is a city that has naturally sought to grow from east to west, from the 

river to the mountains. The imposition of the motorway has interrupted this 

process. My proposal is a series of occupied bridges built above the 

motorway that re-establish the connections between the centre of Belfast 

and the lower Shankill. Over eighty thousand inhabitants could potentially 

use this new connection between the west of the city and its centre. The 

‘Westlink’ was originally planned to encircle the entire city centre. Only the 

western portion was completed isolating much of west Belfast from the rest 

of the city. Much of the Westlink cuts into the land many metres below the 

level of the city, allowing for the opportunity of bridging at street level. The 

barrier that is the motorway is obviously a very physical problem for the city, 

but overtime the border that it creates has developed social and political 

connotations. The motorway has become a ‘peaceline’ that separates 

differing communities and the most deprived neighbourhoods in Belfast 

reside along the motorways edge.  

 

Bridging the motorway and reconnecting segments of the city is a very 

physical and literal move but I think an appropriate one. In a city where 

ownership of every handful of soil is contested, this recovered landscape 

would have no affiliation. What was once a no mans land would become a 

space for all inhabitants of the city. 

 

My proposal also includes a public park built on top of and between these 

new bridges. For a place that has an abundance of underused land, Belfast 

city centre has virtually no public green space. The urban park will also 

provide infrastructure for a series of uses. The program of the bridge will not 

be described but the framework for a diversity of opportunities will be 

created. The park will be elevated – up to sixteen metres in parts – which will 

hopefully establish the feeling of being lifted above or out of the city, creating 

a vantage point within the city centre and an observable connection with the 

surrounding mountains. 

 

The park, which will resemble a mini mountain from street level, will be 

visible from all of the streets running east-west from the city centre. Each 

entrance point of the proposal will connect with an existing pedestrian path. 

At each entrance there is the option to cross the motorway at street level or 

to be elevated to the park above. 
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It is difficult to describe Belfast to someone who is not familiar with it. It is a 

place where no map can ever describe, where borders exist in the mind and 

where parallel lives that are lived in proximity rarely converge. It is a city that 

consistently invents new versions of itself and manages to avoid what is 

easily defined. It contains a subtle rich beauty that is never easily apparent. 

Despite and possibly because of its stresses it is a place of great resilience, 

humour and creativity. It is a city of hidden complexities and a rich culture 

intertwined with desolation. For me this emptiness implies possibility. Just as 

nature would ‘rise to fill in the space’, we need to escape our design 

approach of the ‘attack of the one size fits all’ and learn from the natures 

design – ‘a flowering of diversity and abundance.’22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
22	
  Michael Braungart and William McDonough, Cradle to Cradle: Re-making the Way we 
Make Things (London: Vintage Books, 2009), 118.	
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