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The Dight Street Redevel opment Project was first proposed in the early 1980s, when
problems with the buildings lead to proposals to demolish this early 1960s public housing

development.

Initsorigind form, the site comprised 376 units of mostly concrete pand congtruction in flats
of two or three soreys. Approximately 25 per cent of the units were either "bed Sitters' or
one-bedroom units alocated to elderly persons. Half of these were located in a centrdl

location, with the remainder spread across the estate.

Theinitid plansto completely demolish the Site were scrapped in 1983, after the first group
of residents had been relocated. This lead to a plunge in morae on the estate and obvious

complications in subsequent consultation.

One reason for the change in direction was technica information that suggested that only
about one-quarter of the buildings were structuraly incapable of repair, the remaining unitsin
the order of 260, being suitable for Sructura repairs. The present devel opment project grew




from this basis, and a design team was established to prepare a new magter plan that could
include the recycling of the structuraly "sound” buildings.

Analysis

The new magterplan was developed within the department. To prepare the plan, a multi-
skilled project team was established with the writer and architect Leo de Jong leading the
design process. From the start, consultation was built into the process and in line with
standard practice of the time, a project officer was engaged to work with the community

and to assigt in negotiations with the project team.

Our initid andysis of the Sites opportunities and congraints suggested that structurd
problems, manifested by complaints about cracking and structural movement, and in certain
cases unsafe staircases, were only one aspect of the problem. As previoudy noted, the
structura problems were indeed serious caused by the unstable soil conditions and

ingppropriate congruction, but were retrievable in the mgority of buildings.

Instead, the community representatives reported along list of behaviourd problems that
meade life on the estate difficult. These included a high incidence of theft/bregk-ins,
harassment of older resdents by children and youth; avery high incidence of vandaism,
particularly to the shared laundry blocks; and the dominance of the public open space by

youth to the annoyance and deprivation of others.

Interviews with the loca police confirmed these complaints, and highlighted difficulties they
had in policing the etate. A particular problem was that the centra "park™ which had been
formed by blocking off the through streets restricted the ability to patrol the etate. If a
problem was occurring anywhere in the central area, they could only approach from one of
the 9x "cul-de-sacs', dlowing the offenders to disgppear down any of the remaining five. As
aresult, the police had given up attempts at casud patrols, and would only respond to
reports of serious problems. The physica layout of the Site was clearly limiting the



opportunity for adequate policing, and the lack of through traffic aso meant their was no

"casud surveillance” of the centra area.

The reports by the project officer suggested that the elderly people on the site, occupying
114 of the units and comprising around 15 per cent of the population, were particularly
affected by behaviourd problems on the ste. They reported a high incidence of crime,
harassment and fear of crime. The elderly residents were requesting window bars, security

doors, security lights, high fences and so on, in response.

Because of the particular problems of the ederly, a survey was conducted of their views and
attitudes under the supervison of asocid psychologit, Dr. S.J. Markham (Markham

1984). With relation to security, this sudy found there was a strongly held perception of risk
of violence againg the elderly, which was not matched by reports of actua experience either
to the respondent or to an acquaintance of the respondent. The level of fear appeared to be

sufficient to affect the behaviour of these resdents; for example, two-thirds of those who

were mobile would not leave their unit at night unless accompanied by someone.

A mgor problem was the accessihility of al open space on the site. Public wakways were
often hard up againgt windows to units and the courtyards faced by the blocks of flats,
containing the shared laundry and storage units, were totally public, and accessible from six
to eight points. As aresult, there was no "control” over who moved through the courtyards,
and children and youth often took "short cuts' across the courtyards. Much of the vandalism
and harassment occurred as aresult of this activity, often as an extenson of "normd” play

behaviour (eg swinging on clotheslines).

Major |ssues
As aresult of the andyss of the congraints and opportunities and consultation with
residents, it became clear that the complaints about structura problems masked potentialy

more serious issues about how the estate operated. Many of the units were regarded as



"unlivable" because of harassment, whether general or targeted, and were regarded by the

rentd office as difficult to let.

This reinforced observations made during a study tour of public housing developmentsin the
United Kingdom and Scotland, made by the author in 1984. Many developments
demolished or dtered for 'structura’ problems were aso regarded as difficult to let with high
rates of vandaism and socia problems. The most interesting response observed was the
gpplication of amixture of defensble space technique (Newman 1974) where public and
semi public space is divided and dlocated to units as far as possible, with design
involvement on the part of the tenants, enhancing the sense of ownership of the changed
environment (Wilson 1978) (Hunter 1978). The projects visited during this study tour
confirmed the projections made by Wilson (1978) and Hunter (1978), that the success of

Defensible Space projects was highly related to the involvement of the end user.

The magter plan established the following criteria to be resolved:

Major Issues:

- Vanddism throughout the estate

- Childrens play tending towards harassment and annoyance of residents, particularly
the ederly

- Poor security of units and laundry/storage arrangements

- Lack of privacy

- Physicd.

Design Criteria:

- The lack of privacy for ground floor units.

- The lack of any hierarchy of public to private space on the estate - dmogt dl open
gpace was public.

- Poor sense of address no opportunity for casua surveillance.



Poor integration with the neighbouring community.

Rationale
The rationde behind the changes was expressed within the master plan report as part of the
planning application, and was intended to enable a more direct assessment of the result

than usually the case.

In essence the assumptions were:

- That by breaking up the estate visudly and physicdly into a series of "dregts’, a
more "normal” set of socid relations could be achieved.

- That by providing a clear divison of private and public space, less opportunity for
disruption of privacy and security would occur.

- That by involving the residents in the process a more relevant set of changes could
be achieved together with a greater gppreciation for the environment and sense of
ownership by the residents.

- That by upgrading the public environment there would be a reduced likelihood of
vanddism and graffiti.

The new master plan aso had to address the problem of retaining most of the existing

buildings, inserting new development, and improving the overdl performance of the estate.

Separate sudies had shown that the therma performance of the existing concrete flats was
very poor. An early decison was taken to externdly insulate these buildings permitting an
opportunity to substantialy dter their image.

TheMaster Plan In Action
The overall plan prepared in 1984 provided a framework for development to occur in

severd stages. The find stage was completed in 1991.



The masterplan adopted the following broad concepts:

- The streets were to be continued through with speed restriction methods applied.

- The dterationsto the existing units, and the new units, were designed to "address’
the streets.

- Each street was designed with adightly different character - by use of street trees
paving style, architecturd styles, in an attempt toillicit a" stregt-by-street”
association, rather than an "edtate” address. A clear hierarchy of space was
proposed, so that al units have a"buffer” of private or semi-private space between
them and public space.

- The plan alowed for avariety of projects with separate architectsin order to

encourage a diversity of design.

A detailed schematic was developed for stage |, to provide an indicative concept for the

entire Ste. Important features Included:

- Laundries were brought on to the air landings of flats, closdy associated with the
units.

- Laundry/storage blocks in the courtyards were removed.

- Ground floor units received front and back yards.

- Centrd "semi-private" open space was provided in the courtyards for upper floor
units.

- Separate "address’ were formed facing the streets by constructing new entries and
new sarwells.

- All entries had dlosing doors to give the maximum perception of "privacy”.

- Across-courtyard routes were no longer possible.

- Upper leve units received 'Plug on' balconies.

Discussion



This project attempted to apply Oscar Newman's Defensible Space conceptsin

combination with a user involvement program that went well beyond smple consultation.

The involvement process had 3 aspects:

l. Ovedl Panning - residents were involved through a representative organisation on
to a steering committee.

2. Loca Planning - residents from the one building or group of building, were directly
consulted regarding decisions regarding planning for their precinct.

3. Individua units - residents were directly involved ranging from a choice of awide
range of options, including room layout, finishes, fittings specid arrangements,
through to direct, "hands on" input at the sketch design stage for new infill units.

This process had been used before in smdll pilot projects for the then Ministry of Housing,
but had never before been applied at this scae.

The extensve naure of this process could be expected to add some time and cost to the
project, and there was criticism at the time. The most common criticism was that in renta
housing of thistype, any benefit of user involvement would be lost over time as resdents

moved on.

We believed that thiswould not be the case. Similar projectsin the UK, for example
cooperdive developmentsin Liverpool, had shown that strong involvement helped maintain

and build acommunity spirit, and this seemed to survive over time (Wates 1982).

Thus the Dight Street process was designed to keep groups together as much as possible
and to encourage community building. We reasoned that aloca "culture” would develop (eg
of caring for the development) that would be passed on as tenancies changed over time.
Casud observation and reports from the community suggest thet this has occurred to alarge

extent.



The defensible space techniques - cregtion of private gardens, defining of public, semi-
public, and private space, and arrangement of casud surveillance; were subject to the usua

criticiam of thistheory - mainly that problems would smply be displaced dsawhere.

For the residents of the former Dight Street Edtate (it is now known by itsindividua street
names) this probably would not matter, as long as the displacement was far enough away.
However, as many of the problems tended to be either extensions of inappropriate play
behaviour or opportunistic crimes, it ssems probable that the greatly improved physica
arrangements have indeed reduced a large part of the anti-social problems. A post
occupancy evauation was carried out by the Department after the completion of the first
stage. Although this was probably too early to determine the success of the socia aspects, it
did confirm that the residents were generaly happy with the new environment and that

Security problems were no longer a priority issue.

The development has now been completed for amost ayear and casua reports suggest it is
regarded as successful, especidly as ardatively high densty of housing has been retained,
with a high standard of amenity, compared to a higher cost for lower yidd if complete
replacement with attached two-storey "row houses' had been attempted.

In conclusion, it would gppear that combining defensible space ideas with end user
involvement deigned around community building, is the favoured approach for public housing
projects. It issurprising to read that this lesson demondtrated clearly in the UK in the early
1980s has not been applied in recent work by Professor Alice Coleman, where a centraly
determined set of design improvements based on her published theory (Coleman 1987)

have been applied to a number of projects.

Recent reports (see Brimacombe 1989) suggest that these projects are meeting mixed

success in gpplication, with little evidence of adirect improvement in security despite the



physica improvements. The need for an integrated approach as demondtrated in the
Liverpool cooperatives of the early 1980s, and as carried out on the Dight Street project, is

thus reinforced.

Further study of projects such asthe Dight Street project is essentid if we are to understand
the complex inter-relationship between the physica environment, community development
and crime. A follow-up study based on the Masterplan report and the Markham Survey
would make very interesting reading.
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