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B
y the year 2025 the clim

ate w
ill have 

changed irrevocably, m
ainly as a result 

of greenhouse gas em
issions. The 

tem
perature is predicted to be, on 

average, half a degree w
arm

er and w
ill 

fluctuate to a greater extent. Rainfall 
w

ill have reduced but w
ill also becom

e 
m

ore extrem
e. Resources such as 

energy, w
ater and food im

ports w
ill 

be in shorter supply and transport 
w

ill be constrained; partly as a result 
of clim

ate change but also due to 
regulations aim

ed at preventing global 
w

arm
ing. In this series of im

portant 
and tim

ely books the Edge explore 
the im

pact these changes w
ill have on 

our lives in the future. G
lobal in scope 

and far reaching in its im
plications this 

series exam
ines the significant social, 

environm
ental, political, econom

ic and 
professional challenges that w

e face in 
the years ahead.
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If there is one thing in recent decades 
that has affected the w

ay w
e live as 

a com
m

unity, w
hether large or sm

all, 
it is our changing attitude to our 
tim

e. A
s w

e look into the future to 
approxim

ately 2025 w
ill w

e have m
ore 

or less tim
e to offer to living, to our 

fam
ilies, to the com

m
unity?

There is a belief that w
e w

ork harder 
and for m

ore hours than previous 
generations although there is 
probably little truth in it. C

ertainly 
m

ost households, in order to pay the 
m

ortgage and superm
arket bills, need 

tw
o, or m

ore, incom
es and undirected 

tim
e for m

ost adults appears to be at a 
prem

ium
 or is spent indoors in front of 

the television and com
puter. 

W
e are all in a hurry, all under pressure and only interested in 

com
m

unal activity w
hen ”there’s som

ething in it for m
e”. It is an 

approach sum
m

arised by M
argaret Thatcher 20 years ago in her 

statem
ent to W

om
an’s O

w
n m

agazine that “There is no such thing 
as society, only individuals and fam

ilies.”

G
overnm

ent is now
 keen, possibly desperate, to change this. 

Policies centre on citizenship skills, participation and engagem
ent 

and sustainable com
m

unities. A
 cham

pion for volunteering is 
appointed and the governm

ent announces it w
ants to engage 

people around the country in a discussion on citizenship and 
British values (The G

overnance of the U
K, July 2007). But no 

attem
pt has been m

ade to find the tim
e w

hen the com
m

unity w
ill 

com
e together, w

ill interact and engage. In 20 years governm
ent 

rhetoric has m
oved from

 a denial of society as having an existence 
let alone a value, to another governm

ent begging its citizens 
to re-engage and to behave as a com

m
unity again. W

here w
ill 

society be in another 20 years tim
e?

It is frequently suggested that in a w
orld w

here travel w
ill be 

prohibitively expensive local com
m

unities w
ill find them

selves 
valued again and there w

ill be a return to m
utual, neighbourhood 

support system
s. Sim

ilarly predicted is the popular discovery 
that w

ork for purely financial rew
ard is not all that it is cracked 

up to be, if it does nothing or little for one’s quality of life. These 
argum

ents fit into current propositions around happiness and 
m

esh w
ith beliefs in slow

 food and the im
portance of the convivial 

lifestyle. They are, of course, a m
iddle class delusion.

 W
e have becom

e used to living in an global w
orld and w

ill not 
give it up easily, but w

e m
ay have to get m

ore used to living in 
it in a virtual sense; enjoying those international products that 
can com

e to us w
ithout associated transportation costs; im

ages, 
sounds and even flavours as w

ell as particular types of w
ork and 

services, rather than the real and physical. Such virtual supping 
of the w

orld’s riches; far-flung friendships based on com
m

on 
interests, com

puter and com
m

unications based w
ork carried 
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out on one continent to satisfy the needs of those on another 
and a continuing quest for the unusual, stim

ulating and exotic 
w

herever it is to be found, w
ill not m

ake us m
ore com

m
unity 

m
inded, instead it w

ill encourage greater isolation and inw
ard 

facing existences.

Religion, often cited as a com
m

unity based activity that brings a 
congregation regularly together, has long been heading in this 
direction. Individuals search for rem

ote guidance and inspiration 
and exclude those w

ith different sets of beliefs from
 their 

social circle. The local and im
m

ediate is less engaging than the 
particular, exclusive and rem

ote. Even those churches, m
osques 

and tem
ples that have thriving congregations find it difficult to 

w
ant to reach out into the w

ider, non-spiritual, com
m

unity. The 
m

any com
m

unity support system
s that do exist through religious 

organisations are frequently holdovers from
 very different tim

es. 
N

ew
 charitable organisations tend to be single-issue based 

rather than faith generated.

The one exception is in education w
here faith is uncom

fortably 
bum

ping up against universal state provision and it is w
here 

com
m

unity-level conflict is m
ost likely to arise. The governm

ent, 
new

ly interested in com
m

unity cohesion, needs to think hard 
how

 it can m
ake sure that schools are a force for bringing 

disparate interests together around agreed goods rather than 
sectarian division.

But, looking ahead, the need to becom
e less-dependant on 

external resources, w
hether oil and m

inerals from
 politically 

unacceptable regim
es or out-of-season food from

 the other 
side of the earth, is likely to becom

e com
pelling. This inevitably 

m
eans becom

ing m
ore reliant on ourselves and finding 

and rediscovering w
ays of living w

ithin our ow
n m

eans. The 
ecological footprint of the U

nited Kingdom
 in 2003 w

as 5.6 
global hectares (gha) as against 1.6 gha bio-capacity, a factor 
of use vs local supply of 3.5:1. To m

ove tow
ards at ratio of 

1:1 is going to require a closer and m
ore local relationship 

betw
een supply and dem

and and it is this that w
ill force the new

 
regionalism

, so often proposed and discussed, onto our society. 1

Standard analysis of the econom
y recognises the public, private 

and voluntary sectors. Recent history has involved the public 
sector re-em

erging from
 a nadir of public and governm

ent trust 
and the destructive im

pulses of the 1980s, but it is now
 very 

reliant on private funding, m
anagem

ent, resources and leadership 
even w

hen these have been seen to be lacking. Throughout this 
period the voluntary sector has quietly trodden a careful path, 
anxious not to attract the attacks m

ade on the public sector or 
to over-com

m
it itself w

hen dependent on a fragile and fickle 
funding stream

. Perhaps this sector’s tim
e is due w

hen w
e need 

to develop stronger com
m

unities and a m
ore self-sustaining 

econom
y in an equally global but far m

ore energy and resource 
constrained w

orld.

Tim
e spent in voluntary, com

m
unity supportive activity w

ill need 
to be recognised in new

 w
ays. This is unlikely to be through 

salary levels, although the tax system
 m

ight be adjusted to 
recognise the social value of tim

e spent not w
orking for profit. 

Instead it m
ay relate to tim

e m
ade available by both individuals 

and em
ployers for activities that add to the com

m
onw

ealth. The 
education system

 also needs to prepare students for lives spent 
not only in a variety of jobs but also contributing their talents in 
m

any different w
ays. 

Such activities need to be outw
ard looking and tolerant; building 

on the strength brought to the U
K by its w

illingness to be a 
m

ulti-, or even inter-, cultural country. It w
ould be a disaster if 

by becom
ing m

ore self-reliant and com
m

unity focused it also 
becam

e inw
ard looking rather than internationalist w

ith links and 
interests m

aintained across the w
orld. The challenge for the U

K is 
to find w

ays that are not predicated on consum
ption and grow

th 
but that instead look to stability and providing opportunities for 
individuals and groups to play an interesting and creative part in a 
vigorous and com

m
unal society.

1 Source: 
G

lobal Footprint 
N

etw
ork (w

w
w

.
footprintnetw

ork.org)

In
tro

d
u

ctio
n
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Forecasters used to predict that 
econom

ic grow
th and technological 

change w
ould m

ake people ever m
ore 

detached from
 the places w

here they 
live. Instead, the picture is m

ore com
plex. 

Som
e spaces have been privatised and 

fenced off. B
ut, in other w

ays, our shared 
spaces are being dem

ocratised and 
people are becom

ing m
ore concerned 

about, and m
ore engaged w

ith, the local 
environm

ents in w
hich they live and w

ork.

O
ur w

ork at the Young Foundation
 

stretches back to another period 
w

hen great struggles w
ere underw

ay 
over how

 local spaces should best be 
organised. 2 In the 1950s M

ichael Young 
and his colleagues led part of the assault 
against the excesses of planning and the 
m

ovem
ent of people into tow

er blocks  
on the edge of London. 

2 The Young 
Foundation w

as 
founded in 2005 
from

 the m
erger 

of the Institute of 
C

om
m

unity Studies 
and the M

utual 
A

id C
entre. The 

Foundation is a centre 
for social innovation 
based in East 
London—

com
bining 

practical projects, 
the creation of new

 
enterprises, research 
and publishing. 
G

eoff M
ulgan is 

D
irector of The Young 

Foundation.

The destruction of social bonds taking place then w
as the 

subject of a project and a very influential book published as 
Fam

ily and Kinship in East London. 3 That project becam
e, 

in turn, an inspiration for Jane Jacobs w
ho, a few

 years 
later, w

rote her sem
inal w

ork on A
m

erican cities, The D
eath 

and Life of A
m

erican C
ities, w

hich w
as critical in helping 

people change the w
ay they thought about urban life and 

com
m

unities. 4 Both books encouraged people to look at 
cities, not as aggregations of buildings and infrastructures, but 
rather as organic places held together by social and inform

al 
bonds that could easily be shattered by ill-conceived plans.

Since then there has undoubtedly been progress: experts 
in architecture and planning are now

 m
uch m

ore likely to 
recognise and acknow

ledge som
e of the features of healthy 

living com
m

unities. O
ther things being equal; developm

ent 
proposals are m

ore likely to involve the elem
ents w

hich 
generally encourage a sense of com

m
unity: reasonable 

degrees of density, m
ixed-use; building design w

hich involves 
lines of sight onto public spaces; connectivity, the m

ix of both 
fast flow

 w
hen you w

ant it, that is to say easy access to public 
transport, and slow

 flow
 w

hen that is appropriate, w
ith places, 

squares, gardens, corners and parks w
here people can pause 

and m
ingle w

ith others.

But, in other respects, there is still a very long w
ay to go. 

People are able to exercise very little control over the 
buildings they live in and the planning and m

anagem
ent of 

their streets. They have been on the receiving end of w
hat has 

rained dow
n from

 planners, architects and developers, w
ith 

little chance to object, and even less chance to get engaged 
at an early stage of design. 

Predicting the Future
A

ny predictions are risky. I’ve alw
ays liked the com

m
ent on 

one far left leader w
ho, in 1930, said that it w

as “proof of 
Trotsky’s farsightedness that none of his predictions has yet 

3 Young, M
ichael 

and Peter W
illm

ott, 
Fam

ily and Kinship 
in East London, 
H

arm
ondsw

orth: 
Penguin,1957.

4 Jacobs, Jane, The 
D

eath and Life of 
A

m
erican C

ities, 
N

ew
 York: M

odern 
Library, 1961.

M
a

n
a

g
in

g
 C

o
m

m
u

n
itie

s—
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o
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g
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 Fu
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o

ff M
u
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a

n
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com
e true”. A

 fam
ous futurist, Jim

 D
ator, also said that 

for any prediction about the future to be useful it m
ust at 

first sound ridiculous. I m
ay have failed by that m

easure, 
but I do feel confident about w

hat, for com
m

unities, is 
likely to be the biggest challenge over the next ten to 20 
years. It isn’t that there w

on’t be enough m
oney, instead 

it is that society m
ay w

ell becom
e m

ore fragm
ented; 

m
ore disconnected and less integrated; w

ith w
ider gulfs 

betw
een rich and poor, country and city, religious and 

secular, and betw
een different races; all resulting in a 

dim
inution of social capacity. The causes of fragm

entation 
are m

any—
som

e are structural, som
e are consequences 

of politics. But their com
m

on them
e is a w

eakening of the 
horizontal connections betw

een people, bridging social 
capital to use the technical term

, and the related capacities 
to em

pathise, cooperate and get on w
ith others. A

 recent 
survey of 11, 13 and 15 year olds in m

ore than 30 countries 
asked the question “do you find your peers generally kind 
and helpful?”. M

ore than half w
ere able to answ

er “yes” 
in every O

EC
D

 country except the C
zech Republic and the 

U
nited Kingdom

 w
here only 43 per cent felt able to answ

er 
positively, half the figure in Sw

itzerland and Portugal.

W
e know

 the evidence about unw
illingness to intervene in 

street issues and disputes—
w

hich show
s that U

K’s citizens 
are m

ore prone to turn a blind eye than the citizens of 
other countries. There’s no shortage of evidence of people 
becom

ing less tolerant, quicker to becom
e angry—

w
hether 

in the form
 or road rage or attacks on N

H
S staff. W

e know
 

that levels of social trust declined steadily from
 the 1950s 

to the 1990s, and although the overall trend appears to 
have stabilised, it is w

orrying that 48 per cent of young 
people aged 11 to 18 years w

ould not trust the ‘ordinary 
m

an or w
om

an’ in the street w
hereas 30 per cent of 

adults w
ould. A

nti-social behaviour continues to be a top 
public concern in m

any areas. W
hen people are asked if 

life is getting better or w
orse, a large m

ajority think it is 

getting w
orse and the specifics they cite are all about daily 

interactions, w
ith 47 per cent citing a lack of respect and 46 

per cent citing levels of crim
e. 

This isn’t about young people and old, though it is som
etim

es 
m

isleadingly presented through this fram
e. Indeed, in surveys 

of politeness to tourists in m
any cities the young tend to score 

better than the old, and it is m
en over 60 w

ho com
e out w

orst. 
Instead, it is about how

 w
e as hum

ans relate to others, about 
the civilness of our society: our ability to live together. 
 So w

hy should any of this m
atter? It m

atters because 
distrust, unfriendliness, rage, a society w

here people put up 
shutters, retreat to gated com

m
unities and put up internal 

gates as w
ell, is bound to be a stunted one unable to live 

up to its potential. It m
atters too because the presence of 

a civil society in all its senses is so critical to w
ell-being and 

happiness. This is one of the m
essages from

 the grow
ing 

m
ass of evidence on w

ell-being and happiness around the 
w

orld. W
hat m

akes societies happy is, in part incom
e, in 

part good governance. But the evidence again and again 
reinforces that it is also about trust, about the quality of 
relationships at the m

ost m
icro level: how

 people live 
together, w

hether they feel safe w
alking dow

n their street, 
talking to a stranger, and w

hether there is a rough and ready 
equality of recognition. H

ow
 spaces are organised, and the 

m
essages they send, are vital to how

 happy w
e are, and to 

our ability to thrive. So w
here do w

e stand? W
ho is w

inning 
or losing in the battle to shape spaces to m

eet their needs?

C
om

m
unity Battlegrounds

C
hildhood

M
any British cities are now

 favoured w
ith m

uch better play 
spaces than a generation ago: high quality m

aterials and 
designs, and, in the latest planning codes, m

uch stricter 
requirem

ents for developers. But, overall civil society has lost 
ground on issues concerning childhood. C

hildren grow
ing up 

M
a

n
a

g
in

g
 C

o
m

m
u

n
itie

s—
Lo

o
kin

g
 to

 th
e

 Fu
tu

re 
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today are bom
barded by an intrusive and often sham

eless 
com

m
ercial culture and then are taken into the care of 

the state if things go really w
rong, w

ith the voice of civil 
society barely audible in the din. A

t the sam
e tim

e m
any 

international com
m

entators have observed that cities like 
London are about as un-child friendly as it is possible to be. 

 
 A

ll fam
ilies in O

EC
D

 countries today are aw
are 

that childhood is being reshaped by forces w
hose 

m
ainspring is not necessarily the best interests of the 

child. A
t the sam

e tim
e, a w

ide public in the O
EC

D
 

countries is becom
ing ever m

ore aw
are that m

any 
of the corrosive social problem

s affecting the quality 
of life have their genesis in the changing ecology 
of childhood. M

any therefore feel that it is tim
e 

to attem
pt to re-gain a degree of understanding, 

control and direction over w
hat is happening to our 

children in their m
ost vital, vulnerable years. 5

U
N

IC
EF Innocenti Research C

entre

 
 The U

nited States (U
S) and U

K ranked at the bottom
 

of a U
N

 survey of child w
elfare in 21 w

ealthy 
countries that assessed subjects from

 infant m
ortality 

to w
hether children ate dinner w

ith their parents or 
w

ere bullied at school. 6

C
hildren have had no direct voice and only a pretty 

w
eak indirect say in the key decisions concerning the 

places they live and play. They are getting m
ore indirect 

say through regulation on the use of planning gain 
in developm

ent, on the actual quality of play areas, 
playgrounds and parks, and also som

e indirect say 
through things like youth parliam

ents, youth m
ajors, youth 

councils and a grow
ing recognition that children should 

be allow
ed to speak for them

selves and not through an 
interm

ediary. 

G
overnm

ent has experim
ented at tim

es w
ith involving 

children in decisions—
for exam

ple engaging young 
teenagers living on estates in interview

ing their peers 
and then presenting recom

m
endations to m

inisters (at 
one particularly m

em
orable event, to the Prim

e M
inister 

and D
eputy Prim

e M
inister, w

here their m
essages w

ere 
strikingly different to those com

ing from
 the organisations 

w
hich claim

ed to represent them
). O

thers have helped 
shaped provision of leisure facilities. Sim

ilar ideas are 
beginning to have som

e influence on schools. C
hildren 

are becom
ing m

ore involved in design decisions for 
schools through the Building Schools for the Future 
program

m
e. This could be a very exciting field for a new

 
style of partnership betw

een planners, architects and 
others on the one hand and children on the other; rather 
than seeing them

 solely as passive beneficiaries.

O
ld A

ge and D
em

ography
The second of the battlegrounds is at the other end of 
the spectrum

; adapting spaces, buildings and particularly 
hom

es for a very different pattern of old age. A
 couple, 

w
ho both reach 65 today, have a 17 per cent chance 

that one of them
 w

ill reach 100. Social attitudes have 
not caught up at all w

ith the extraordinary increase in 
life expectancy of the U

K population, and the building 
professions, including developers, planners and 
architects, have been astonishingly slow

 to grapple 
w

ith, and design for, new
 patterns of ageing. These 

are likely to involve m
any people m

oving three or four 
tim

es after retirem
ent and going through an increasingly 

m
ore com

plicated set of life patterns. The baby boom
er 

generation w
ill possibly have ten to 15 years of intense 

living after retirem
ent; increasingly m

oving back into 
city centres, w

anting culture, nightlife, fun, food, etc.. 
A

 significant proportion of them
 w

ill have a great deal 
of disposable incom

e, from
 a lifetim

e of w
ell-paid w

ork 
and especially from

 dow
nsizing hom

es, to pay for it. 

M
a

n
a

g
in

g
 C

o
m

m
u

n
itie
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o
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g
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 th
e

 Fu
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re

6 The W
ashington 

Post, 15 February 
2007, com

m
enting 

on U
nicef study.

5 Report C
ard 7 

C
hild poverty in 

perspective: A
n 

overview
 of child 

w
ell-being in rich 

countries, 2007
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But, equally, m
any people w

ill spend m
uch longer 

periods requiring various degrees of care; for buildings 
w

ithout stairs; and for m
uch m

ore pervasive technology 
to m

onitor constantly their health for sym
ptom

s that 
m

ay need attention. Large num
bers of the elderly w

ill 
also require extended term

inal care as m
orbidity, if not 

m
ortality, increases. 

Philadelphia w
as earlier this decade the first city in 

the w
orld to house a fam

ily in w
hich five generations 

lived under one roof. In this decade there w
ill be 

m
any m

ore com
m

unities and housing m
odels, w

hich 
either cluster together tw

o, three or four generations. 
Sim

ilarly the w
ork I have been doing in A

ustralia is 
show

ing that m
any people in their 60s and 70s w

ant 
to live in clusters of perhaps six or seven houses as an 
alternative to staying in the house they have alw

ays 
lived in, or m

oving into a care hom
e. There is going 

to have to be a m
ajor set of changes at the interface 

betw
een building, design, and planning and finance to 

accom
m

odate these very different patterns of old age. 
The sam

e w
ill be true in the personal care and health 

sectors. O
ne of the m

ajor requirem
ents w

ill be for the 
potential and capacity for m

utual support in old age, 
w

ithout it being intrusive. Everything w
e are learning 

about age is telling us that m
utual support is all 

im
portant, w

hich again takes us back to the excesses in 
planning and tow

er block design and the w
ay that they 

destroyed the capacity for it in the past. It w
ill be a very 

com
plex m

arket, both in term
s of a need and a desire 

for different freedom
s, products and services as w

ell as 
the ability to pay for them

. 

A
s life-spans increase, hospitals and the healthcare 

system
 w

ill have to help a grow
ing population w

ith long 
term

, chronic diseases—
from

 diabetes and M
S to heart 

disease and cancers—
look after them

selves and those 

around them
. M

ost of the care provided in the tw
enty-

first century w
ill not com

e from
 hospitals, or doctors, or 

polyclinics—
it w

ill be provided by people them
selves, 

and by those around them
 day in and day out, supported 

by the N
H

S, inform
ed by the best know

ledge available, 
and w

ith periodic visits to clinicians. It w
ill require new

 
skills of self-responsibility and cooperation, as w

ell as 
support netw

orks constructed around the frail elderly or 
disabled children. It w

ill, in other w
ords, require a m

uch 
m

ore hum
an-centred, holistic approach that builds on the 

w
ork of projects like The Expert Patients program

m
e and 

a w
ide range of voluntary organisations. But, the critical 

point is that it w
ill have to be grounded in self-efficacy 

and social efficacy too, especially if it is to m
ake inroads 

into inequalities that, in the borough w
here I w

ork—
Tow

er 
H

am
lets—

have left life expectancy 13 years longer at one 
end of the borough than the other. 

C
lim

ate C
hange

The third big shift is going to be not just aw
areness of 

clim
ate change and carbon reduction, but the m

uch 
broader shift to m

odels of sustainable urban and indeed 
rural living. W

e can already see this changing the w
ay 

localities are organised and a city like H
avana provides an 

exam
ple of a place transform

ed by the end of cheap or 
readily available oil (Soviet oil in C

uba’s case); it is a city 
that is already sourcing the m

ajority of its food from
 w

ithin 
its ow

n borders. 

H
avana is a pointer to w

hat a w
orld w

ith far higher 
carbon prices m

ight look like. It is likely that there w
ould 

be a revival of urban allotm
ents and sm

all-scale high-
quality special production in and around cities; far m

ore 
encouragem

ent for local sourcing; m
ore visible farm

ers’ 
m

arkets; organic deliveries, etc., probably alongside 
the surviving w

orld of superm
arkets. There w

ould be 
far greater use of different travel m

odes, from
 electric, 

M
a

n
a

g
in

g
 C

o
m

m
u

n
itie

s—
Lo

o
kin

g
 to

 th
e

 Fu
tu

re



Liv
in

g
 a

n
d

 C
o

m
m

u
n

ity
16

17

rented and shared cars, to sm
art bicycles and to prom

inent 
w

alking routes in all cities, w
hether Bogotá, w

hich m
ight 

already be an exem
plar for w

here w
e are heading or Los 

A
ngeles or even D

ubai. 

Bogotá is an unusual exam
ple of a developing w

orld city. 
U

nder tw
o pioneering m

ayors it has spent huge am
ounts 

on cycle paths that run, not just through the city, but right 
out into the countryside. O

f course m
any D

utch tow
ns, such 

as G
roningen, in one of the richest areas in Europe, have 

long had a very strong bicycle-orientated transport system
. 

These m
odels of developm

ent are very different from
 the 

car-based visions of superm
arkets, suburbs and ring roads, 

of w
hich Los A

ngeles has been the dom
inant m

odel for the 
last 60 years, and for w

hich tim
e is running out. 

Equally, C
40, the grouping of the w

orld’s largest cities, all 
com

m
itted to tackling clim

ate change, is discussing the 
potential shift to neighbourhood energy system

s, and 
energy system

s that m
ainly use urban w

aste as the source 
of energy, w

ith com
bined heat and pow

er (C
H

P) system
s 

in the localities. This w
ill change not only how

 w
e pay for 

energy but also the psychology of localities, w
here you 

are predom
inantly creating your ow

n energy rather than 
relying on very big coal-fired pow

er stations or on im
ported 

oil. This is another dim
ension to the re-localisation and 

recapture of space by com
m

unities: create your ow
n rather 

than the drift to ever-larger scale and ever increasing 
dependence on big technical system

s.

C
onnectivity and the Sense of Place

The fourth strand is the role of the w
eb and IC

T, w
hich is already 

transform
ing the sense of locality and place in areas of high 

connectivity. It has turned out to be a far m
ore interesting 

im
pact than w

as feared ten or 20 years ago. It is becom
ing, 

in m
any different w

ays, a tool for the re-assertion of locality 
and for the particularity and ow

nership of place.

Technology is beginning to create new
 com

m
unities 

m
uch m

ore directly. There has been experim
entation 

in som
e countries along the lines of giving everyone 

in the street the em
ail addresses of everyone else in 

the street or by establishing neighbourhood w
eb sites, 

exchange system
s and/or neighbourhood new

s services. 
In alm

ost every case, the effect of these IT initiatives 
has been to increase the am

ount of face-to-face contact 
people have w

ith their neighbours; know
ing about their 

neighbours has encouraged the feeling that new
 arrivals 

w
ere part of the com

m
unity too. Far from

 the internet 
and com

m
unication technologies pulling people aw

ay 
from

 place as w
as w

arned and feared, the technology 
has been able to sim

ultaneously establish local as w
ell as 

global bonds. 

Tw
o Exam

ples
O

ne is a project, w
hich The Young Foundation launched 

earlier this year w
ith M

ySociety and w
hich w

on a prize 
for the best new

 civic m
edia. C

alled Fix M
y Street, it 

is a sim
ple w

ebsite using G
oogle m

aps. 7 A
ny citizen 

can report a broken piece of civic infrastructure, an 
abandoned car or anything like that. O

n the w
ebsite, 

enter the postcode, click on the interactive m
ap and 

send a m
essage to the responsible person in the council 

w
hose job it is to fix it. This is done publicly so that 

anyone else can com
m

ent and see w
hether the problem

 
is fixed prom

ptly or not. 

Sites like Fix M
y Street are m

aking space m
ore visible 

and collectively ow
ned than it w

as, or could have been, 
in a pre-w

eb era. There are now
 people w

orking on a 
version of this called Fix M

y Planet, w
hich again uses 

G
oogle m

aps to identify particularly high em
issions from

 
buildings, factories and so on and, as has happened w

ith 
the C

lean India project, in India, it is m
obilising teenagers 

as the guardians of ecology space. 
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A
nother exam

ple is one for w
hich w

e have so far only 
developed a prototype. C

alled w
w

w
.yourhistoryhere, 

it is a site that is intended to develop and create new
 

m
em

branes for the city. If you w
alk along a street in East 

London, in G
lasgow

 or M
anchester; it is very difficult to 

get any sense of w
hat happened there in the past; w

hat 
inform

ation or m
em

ories exist about that place; w
hether 

any significant events took place or people lived or 
w

orked there: from
 battles to local celebrities. There 

are various routes into a city’s past, through books in 
libraries and so on, but they are alm

ost inaccessible and 
very slow

 to interrogate. 

A
gain, the very sim

ple idea is to use G
oogle m

aps or  
its successors and layer a series of m

em
branes over  

the base m
ap w

hich can then be used to find out  
about a place, its past and significance. Som

e of  
these m

em
branes w

ill just be w
ritings on events that 

happened in a particular house, street or park. It m
ay 

have been a great dem
onstration, or m

aybe a novel w
as 

w
ritten there or a crucial m

eeting held in an upstairs 
room

. Such pieces of inform
ation can be layered over 

recordings of oral history; people saying w
hat it w

as like 
w

alking dow
n the street in the 1920s or in the 1940s, as 

the bom
bs fell during the Blitz; or even a piece of film

. 
The idea is that you steadily build up, layer upon layer, 
inform

ation about places using the w
eb and, in this w

ay, 
m

ake the past very im
m

ediate and, ultim
ately accessible 

via a m
obile phone or a handheld device, so that as you 

are w
alking dow

n Princess Street in Edinburgh, if you 
w

ant, you can talk to the buildings. It m
eans the city, 

w
hich is norm

ally m
ute in term

s of its m
eanings, its 

passions and its history, becom
es vocal and is brought 

alive by technology. 

Technology has the capacity to re-aw
aken the local 

and m
ake places m

eaningful. W
e thought this w

as 

particularly im
portant for new

 im
m

igrants, and for 
people com

ing to an area such as the East End, from
 

Som
alia or Bangladesh, w

ho, at the m
om

ent, have no 
w

ay of know
ing about the events and history of the 

area, w
hat is m

eaningful, w
hat happened in the past 

and w
hy they m

atter to others. I think w
e are going 

to see an extraordinary explosion in the next ten 
to 20 years of innovation around the technology of 
place—

based initially around G
oogle m

aps and G
oogle 

Earth but potentially going off in m
any other different 

directions as w
ell.

Policing
In m

any w
ays British policing leads the w

orld. The 
experience of rioting in the U

K in the 1980s, in Brixton 
and in Toxteth and in the northw

est in 2001 prom
pted a 

fundam
ental rethink and the start of m

icro-policing—
an 

attention to sm
all details to avoid the snow

balling 
effects of bad policing. The police have recognised 
that their success depends on w

orking at a m
uch m

ore 
local level, getting to know

 neighbourhoods and being 
accountable to very local areas. This trend—

w
hich in its 

recent incarnation started in Tow
er H

am
lets in London—

has reinforced the grow
th of new

 roles (in particular 
the Police C

om
m

unity Support O
fficer schem

e) and 
new

 styles of policing (such as the return to bicycles). 
The experts w

ere often sceptical about having m
ore 

accessible and visible police. But this shift to a m
ore 

com
m

unity-based m
odel of policing is undoubtedly 

one of the reasons not only w
hy crim

e has fallen so 
rem

arkably over the last 15 years (by at least a third) 
but also w

hy fear of crim
e has fallen despite the best 

efforts of the m
edia to convince people that crim

e is 
ubiquitous. It is also, of course, one of the reasons w

hy, 
despite severe social dislocations, the U

K has not seen 
riots equivalent to those that have repeatedly sw

ept 
French cities in recent years. 
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W
ell-being

O
ver the next few

 years, the subject of w
ell-being is going 

to reach the m
ainstream

 agenda. M
any local areas are 

also thinking hard about how
 they can im

prove w
ell-being, 

rather than focusing solely on m
ore traditional m

easures 
of success, such as jobs and school perform

ance. W
ork 

is underw
ay in m

any cities around the w
orld to define 

new
 m

etrics of w
ell-being, w

ith active engagem
ent from

 
the O

EC
D

 am
ongst others. The Young Foundation is 

w
orking in three areas (M

anchester, H
ertfordshire and 

South Tyneside) on an am
bitious program

m
e of w

ork to 
test out w

hat really has an im
pact on w

ell-being. O
ne 

strand involves young people learning how
 to be resilient; 

another is aim
ed at isolated elderly people; and a third 

on parenting. Several of the strands are very m
uch about 

place—
including one exploring the data w

hich show
s that 

happiness levels correlate w
ith how

 w
ell you know

 your 
neighbours, and another seeking environm

entally useful 
actions that also m

ake people feel good about them
selves 

and their com
m

unities.

G
overnance

To m
ake the m

ost of these m
any ideas w

e need to 
rethink governance. The irony of local governm

ent is 
not just that it does not govern m

uch: it is also that it is 
not very local. O

ur low
est tier of local governm

ent is still 
very distant from

 m
ost people, w

ith an average size of 
about 115,000 people, com

pared to m
ore like 10,000 

in m
ost W

estern countries. O
ne consequence is that 

the U
K has one elected representative for every 3,500 

citizens w
hereas France has one for every 100 people. 

There alm
ost everyone know

s som
eone w

ho is involved 
in governm

ent and representatives are closely involved in 
their com

m
unities. 

W
hile the U

K has centralised, alm
ost every other m

ajor 
country has gone in the opposite direction. C

ountries as 

varied as Italy, Spain, France, India, C
hina and Brazil 

have been passing pow
er dow

nw
ards. The argum

ent 
used to justify the U

K’s peculiar stance w
as that 

centralisation w
ould deliver better services and better 

results. W
hitehall, w

e are told, is sim
ply m

ore efficient 
than tow

n halls. This argum
ent looks less credible  

in the w
ake of lost data and the m

ultiple cock-ups 
around m

igration, and it is even less credible w
hen 

you look at the facts: the m
ost recent surveys of public 

service perform
ance show

 the U
K bum

ping along at  
the bottom

 w
ith the U

S, w
hile countries w

ith m
uch  

m
ore decentralised system

s are w
ell ahead on 

m
easurable outcom

es.

M
any of the big trends w

hich are likely to shape the  
next few

 decades point in a localist direction. C
lim

ate 
change is encouraging people to think again about 
sourcing local food, w

orking locally, driving less and 
w

alking m
ore. Equally, an ageing population is likely 

to care m
ore about the local quality of life. Even the 

internet is, paradoxically, doing m
uch to strengthen  

local ties as people find new
 w

ays to link up w
ith others 

living near them
.

For all of these reasons the tim
e is ripe for a turn against 

centralisation, and for passing pow
er not just from

 
national governm

ent to local authorities, but also from
 

local councils right dow
n to neighbourhoods. This is 

w
here dem

ocracy needs to start, ideally w
ith directly 

elected neighbourhood councils, a m
odernised version 

of existing parish councils, w
hich should be responsible 

for issues such as public spaces and play areas. M
odest 

annual precepts (for exam
ple £20 a year) w

ould provide 
significant enough budgets to get a lot done. I w

ould 
encourage these neighbourhood councils also to have 
form

al influence over the council w
hen it is debating 

issues that affect the area, for exam
ple parking policies. 
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But the top priority is to establish institutions w
ith the 

pow
er to fix the day-to-day problem

s that are so often 
m

ost infuriating to residents.

W
e then need to re-em

pow
er local governm

ent itself. This 
isn’t som

ething that can be done quickly. H
alf a century 

ago the m
ost energetic and able people in the com

m
unity 

w
ould autom

atically think of standing for public office. 
N

ow
 the average age of councillors is 58 and m

ost 
am

bitious politicians w
ant to go onto the backbenches in 

W
estm

inster, not to prove them
selves running a tow

n or a 
city or a county. It w

ill take a long tim
e to turn that around. 

But, as councils regain the pow
er to m

ake real decisions, 
they w

ill also attract m
ore people to stand. M

oney is 
critical to this, and although governm

ent has dithered 
I’m

 convinced that w
e w

ill see som
e control over taxation 

and spending pass back to local governm
ent, starting off 

w
ith the relatively m

arginal taxes like business rates and 
taxes on developm

ent, but, in tim
e, m

oving onto the big 
ticket item

s, incom
e tax and VAT. W

e are already seeing 
a reversal of centralisation in inspections and targets. I 
doubt national targets w

ill ever disappear entirely, but 
they are being m

ade m
ore flexible and m

ore responsive 
to specific locations’ needs. O

ne reason for keeping som
e 

is that external pressure can im
prove perform

ance. There 
are m

any few
er truly dire councils than a decade or tw

o 
ago partly because of the pressure from

 inspections. Local 
governm

ent needs to be challenged from
 above as w

ell 
as from

 below
, just as national governm

ents benefit from
 

the challenge they occasionally get from
 the European 

C
om

m
ission or the O

EC
D

.

N
ot a Broken Society

O
ne of the w

orst things that has happened to m
any 

com
m

unities around the w
orld is w

hen high levels of crim
e, 

often associated w
ith drugs, lead people to turn inw

ards 
and distrust those around them

. In the late 1980s/early 

1990s it w
as alm

ost possible to correlate by class how
 m

uch 
people talked to their neighbours, but, also, in reverse 
correlation, how

 m
uch they trusted their neighbours. In 

poorer areas, w
here people had no choice but to interact 

w
ith those around them

, they w
ere becom

ing less and less 
trusting of their neighbours, w

hereas in m
ore prosperous 

areas, w
here people did not interact that m

uch, they felt 
com

fortable and far m
ore trusting. This reversed the social 

cohesiveness of the 1950s and earlier, w
hen the poorer 

and m
ore deprived areas w

ould have had the m
uch tighter 

social bond.

But over the last decade m
ost of the evidence suggests 

that these trends have gone into reverse. Research on 
poorer neighbourhoods show

s that m
ost have im

proved 
w

ith significantly low
er crim

e, m
ore jobs and better health 

outcom
es. Indeed in research done by the LSE there is a 

stark com
parison betw

een the U
K and the U

S and others. 
W

here poor U
S neighbourhoods have rem

ained poor and 
often declined, even w

hile the cities around them
 have 

enjoyed the long econom
ic boom

, the British ones have 
generally im

proved. A
 large part of the reason is that the 

British state has continued to be active, providing services, 
healthcare and schools, as w

ell as investing in regeneration.

Yet, in the last year D
avid C

am
eron, Ian D

uncan Sm
ith 

and the A
rchbishop of C

anterbury have all, in a single 
w

eek, described the U
K as a ‘broken’ society. Readers of 

new
spapers could easily believe this—

yet the claim
 flies 

in the face of the evidence. Social capital did fall from
 

the 1950s through to the 1990s, but it appears that it has 
been on the rise again in the last ten years. N

ot by a large 
am

ount, adm
ittedly, but perhaps this is not surprising since 

this is also the period that has seen the largest fall in crim
e 

in the century. Surveys also show
 that people feel m

ore 
com

fortable in their com
m

unities since their w
illingness to 

help their neighbours appears to be going up. 
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There are undoubtedly m
any things that are getting m

uch 
w

orse rather than better, but, on the w
hole, it is very hard 

to claim
 that the U

K is a m
ore broken society than at 

any other tim
e. If you look, for exam

ple, at generational 
relationships, they w

ere far w
orse in the 1960s and 

70s—
w

ith m
uch m

ore distrust and disconnection betw
een 

generations—
than there is now

. If you look at distrust 
betw

een the races and at levels of racism
, again, it is 

substantially less than a generation or tw
o ago. 

C
om

m
unities also rem

ain quite strong and people are 
naturally quite helpful to each other. A

 M
ori survey last 

year for The Young Foundation looked at w
here people 

turn for help. They looked at a range of situations from
 

help in the garden all the w
ay to dealing w

ith a serious 
illness. It confirm

ed that, overw
helm

ingly, the im
portant 

sources of support are still friends and fam
ily, w

ith fam
ily 

being far and aw
ay the m

ost im
portant. The m

arket and 
the state are m

uch less im
portant in people’s everyday 

lives; organised religion is alm
ost invisible. 

This strength can also be seen in the rem
arkable resilience 

of British com
m

unities. The past decade has brought 
a phenom

enal num
ber of m

igrants to the U
K (and to 

m
ention just one figure, over 27 per cent Londoners 

recorded by the 2001 C
ensus, w

ere born outside the 
U

K). 8 Yet, so far, the response has been calm
—

no 
w

idespread riots, no dram
atic sw

ing to racist parties. Even 
infrastructure system

s, w
hich appear stretched, are, in fact, 

against expectations, functioning perfectly adequately. 
That is not to say that there aren’t big challenges—

and a 
challenge m

ore for London than for other places is how
 to 

cope w
ith this great fluidity and high turnover of people.

H
ow

 fears are talked about m
atters because it can lead to 

very different responses. The fears of strangers in recent 
years have encouraged largely technical solutions. The U

K 

is exceptional w
orldw

ide for its 4.3 m
illion C

C
TV cam

eras 
and for the fact that the population is relatively relaxed 
about this intrusion into their lives. The phenom

enal 
increase in video surveillance, in speed cam

eras, the 
com

m
ercial use of personal identities and a com

m
unity’s 

C
C

TV being m
ade available for com

m
unities to self-

m
onitor—

exam
ples include the police publishing 

photographs on the w
eb of curb craw

lers or people 
dealing in drugs outside a tube station—

is changing the 
social dynam

ics and character of a place, w
ith all the 

delicate interdependencies that sets in m
otion. Public 

spaces w
ere once quite private—

now
 they are not. 

The alternative, w
hich uses the presence of people  

to reduce fears, have been sidelined and this has 
happened during a period w

hen m
any roles—

park 
keepers, station w

ardens—
have been cut back. But 

experience suggests that the presence of people is a 
better w

ay of m
aking spaces safe: a good flow

 of people, 
plenty of eyes and som

e official or sem
i-official roles 

responsible for m
aking spaces w

ork (like tow
n centre 

m
anagers or estate concierges).

Belonging
The study Fam

ily and Kinship in East London, m
entioned 

earlier, portrayed a set of very dense ties of belonging: 
both to place and to people; m

ainly through m
atriarchs, 

strong w
om

en w
ho had held the com

m
unity together. 

W
hen it w

as published, the study w
as an argum

ent 
against the dispersal of com

m
unities to Essex and 

destroying the things that m
ade the com

m
unity w

ork. 

 
 The m

others represent tradition. They hold to 
religion and to the old w

ays m
ore tenaciously than 

their children, and m
ay be up against the m

ore 
m

odern ideas learnt by the w
ives, and even m

ore by 
the husbands, from

 sources outside the fam
ily. 9

8 Key Facts 
for D

iverse 
C

om
m

unities: 
Ethnicity and Faith, 
G

reater London 
A

uthority, D
ata 

M
anagem

ent and 
A

nalysis G
roup, 

2007
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40 years later, som
e of the sam

e team
, including M

ichael 
Young, w

ent back to the sam
e streets to see w

hat had 
happened, and discovered that m

any of the sam
e 

patterns of living and com
m

unity could now
 be observed 

in the Bangladeshi population living in the sam
e streets 

the form
er w

hite w
orking class had lived in the 1950s and 

w
ho w

ere the subject of the first study. 10 They found very 
sim

ilar dense netw
orks of m

utual support, w
ith w

om
en 

playing pivotal roles, although possibly different in 
nature, and w

ith the street rem
aining a very live place 

of interaction. 

Back in the nineteenth century, a lot of people w
ere 

m
oved out of the British countryside and aw

ay from
 very 

stable com
m

unities. They w
ere uprooted and put into 

cities w
hich w

ere as close to visions of hell as one could 
im

agine—
utterly atom

ised, utterly anom
ic, w

ith very high 
levels of crim

e and disease and appalling poverty. A
nd 

yet, w
ithin a generation or tw

o, they had becom
e settled 

and developed a fairly strong sense of com
m

unity, so that 
by the m

iddle of the tw
entieth century they thought of 

them
selves as having alw

ays been in East M
anchester or 

East London, or w
herever, w

ith these places being seen 
as exem

plars of strong com
m

unal life. 

In recent years w
e have been through another phase of 

dislocation and de-urbanisation, w
ith the loss of jobs 

w
ith, in som

e cases, de-population being follow
ed by 

the arrival of a large m
igrant com

m
unity. In areas such 

as East London, it is very striking how
 people have lost 

the sense of belonging they once had. If they and their 
fam

ily have lived for a long tim
e in an area that is now

 full 
of new

com
ers they m

ay feel they have lost their place, 
their icons and their m

em
ories. But, equally, m

any of 
the new

 m
igrants do not feel they really belong there 

either. The Young Foundation, w
ith its East End roots, 

has been focusing on these issues. W
e’ve been trying 

10 D
ench, G

eoff, 
G

avron Kate and 
Young M

ichael, 
The N

ew
 East End: 

Kinship, Race and 
C

onflict, 2006, 
Profile

to understand better w
hat m

akes a person, be he/
she a new

com
er or a long-term

 inhabitant feel he/she 
belongs, or, alternatively, does not belong in a place. The 
Foundation has been carrying out research in Barking 
and Stoke, in part trying to understand support for the 
British N

ational Party through the lens of belonging, and, 
out of it I think w

e have com
e up w

ith a very sim
ple w

ay 
of thinking about this, w

hich, if it is right, is very different 
from

 som
e of the other theories in circulation, such as the 

theory of social capital put forw
ard by Robert Putnam

 in 
Bow

ling A
lone, 1995.

 W
hether you feel or believe you belong depends 

in part on the m
essages you receive from

 your 
im

m
ediate environm

ent. H
um

an beings are intrinsically 
program

m
ed, for clear evolutionary reasons, to tell 

w
hether they fit in and are in an environm

ent that w
ill 

help them
 to survive or not. W

e all are very adept at 
picking up cues from

 the people around us as to w
hether 

w
e belong or are w

elcom
e in a particular place or 

situation. Building from
 that very sim

ple starting point, 
and thinking about an individual in a definite location—

a 
Som

ali in Tow
er H

am
lets or a w

hite form
er car w

orker in 
D

agenham
 perhaps—

w
e have com

e up w
ith an approach 

that looks at the feedback people get from
 a place and 

the sublim
inal m

essages that place sends you about your 
position in it.

Som
e of these m

essages w
ill be social: about the 

presence of friends and fam
ily to look after you in tim

es 
of crisis. Som

e w
ill be econom

ic, telling you if this 
place w

ill provide you w
ith a living and w

ith a job, w
ith 

som
e recognition of your value in having som

ething to 
contribute. If you are unem

ployed or face discrim
ination 

there w
ill be cultural m

essages relating to w
hether 

you see your w
ay of life reflected in the official culture, 

events and festivals, or not. The physical shape of places 
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com
m

unicates safety or threat. There w
ill be m

essages 
about politics; if you see people like yourself in positions 
of pow

er, or in a position of authority in religion or in 
the m

arket. There w
ill also be the m

essages you get 
from

 your fellow
 citizens—

w
hether they look at you w

ith 
hostility and distrust, or w

hether you feel safe and indeed, 
w

hether you are in fact safe.

The sense of belonging is usually a rational response 
to the feedback w

e get from
 both the physical and the 

hum
an environm

ent around us. The great challenge 
for m

any cities going through rapid change is in being 
able to adjust these feedback m

essages to suit new
 

circum
stances. M

any w
hite w

orking class com
m

unities, 
not just in London but also in other parts of the U

K
, are 

getting very negative feedback m
essages: m

essages 
that their skills are not w

anted, they are not w
anted 

in jobs and their culture is w
orthless. These m

essages 
are often based on factual m

isinform
ation about such 

things as housing allocations, but, nevertheless, they are 
im

portant and are fuelling things such as the rise of the 
B

N
P. Equally, for m

any of the m
igrant groups com

ing 
into the U

K
, particularly the ones arriving in relatively 

sm
all num

bers, the U
K

 is very bad at m
aking them

 feel 
w

elcom
e and at providing a route to achieving of a 

sense of belonging. W
e can and should learn lessons 

from
 places such as C

anada, w
hich holds dinners and 

receptions for new
 m

igrants and has a w
hole civic 

m
ovem

ent devoted to w
elcom

ing and integration.  
There are som

e good sm
all-scale exam

ples of 
integration, for exam

ple in Tottenham
, w

here there 
is a ‘m

eet the neighbours’ program
m

e, w
here each 

com
m

unity lays on m
eals and events to explain itself to 

the w
ider com

m
unity. B

ut, overall, such initiatives are 
still rare and the cultivation of belonging has not been a 
priority for councils, developers, housing associations  
or anyone else.

This, as I have said, runs counter to w
hat Robert Putnam

 
has proposed. H

e has argued that w
here you have m

ore 
diverse areas you w

ill get low
er social trust and low

er 
capital. O

ur m
odel indicates that you can have very 

diverse social areas but w
ith the different groups all 

getting strong feedback through a range of sources and 
routes, validating and recognising them

 as belonging. 
Finchley w

ould be a good exam
ple. It used to be M

rs 
Thatcher’s constituency, but has since becom

e a very 
diverse part of N

orth London, w
ith m

ost people having 
friends and fam

ilies in the area and able to get jobs 
in the local econom

y. It is a reasonably open political 
system

 that leaves relatively few
 feeling alienated 

or excluded. You could com
pare this to an all w

hite 
housing estate in Sunderland that feels com

pletely 
excluded by everything else w

hich is going on around 
it. Such an analysis can suggest w

ays for any particular 
area to deal w

ith causes of alienation and exclusion that 
otherw

ise m
ight tear it apart. 

The pow
er of a sim

ple m
odel like this com

es dow
n to 

w
hat is at the heart of this book, w

hich is how
 people 

and environm
ents relate to each other. The m

essages 
that people receive from

 their environm
ent; w

hether 
they fit in, are valued and have a place, or w

hether it is 
the other w

ay around, and they are forced to exist in, 
and subm

it to, an essentially hostile environm
ent.

The connecting thread behind all of this is that m
ost 

people now
 expect to have m

uch m
ore say over 

m
any different dim

ensions of their lives than they did 
a generation or tw

o ago. They expect it in term
s of 

their identities, w
hat happens in their kitchen, in their 

bedroom
 or in relation to politics. B

ut how
 w

e organise 
physical space and m

ake com
m

unities w
ork and live 

has, in m
any respects, lagged behind. It is a sector 

dom
inated by very pow

erful architects, developers 
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and planners, w
ho have learnt how

 to pay lip service 
to the public but are not so good at providing w

hat is 
necessary and desired in practice.

W
hat is the challenge for the next 15 years?

To shape places to fit hum
an needs w

e need to start 
w

ith som
e notion of w

hat is likely to happen over the 
next 30 years to m

ake sure w
e are prepared for it. For 

exam
ple, given w

hat w
e know

 about C
lim

ate C
hange 

over the next few
 decades w

e need to re-engineer both 
our physical and supply infrastructure so that housing w

ill 
rem

ain com
fortable, can cope w

ith m
ore extrem

e w
eather 

conditions and w
ill be, able to run on close to zero 

carbon em
issions. W

e need to m
ake transport system

s 
that are less car dependent, have energy system

s that are 
based on neighbourhood netw

orks; source m
ore of our 

food locally and m
uch else. 

It is undoubtedly better to be ahead of the curve rather 
than behind it if you w

ant your com
m

unities still to be 
successful in 20 or 30 years’ tim

e. It is alm
ost certain that 

there w
ill be a larger elderly population w

ith m
any m

ore 
people coping w

ith chronic disease. This alone has som
e 

very straightforw
ard im

plications for the physical design 
of buildings and for m

obility in tow
ns and cities. Each and 

every com
petent place shaper needs to be thinking about 

these issues now
. But out of the belonging argum

ent w
ill 

also com
e som

e subtler and m
ore difficult tasks about how

 
you cultivate long-lasting and resilient com

m
unities. Som

e 
of these concern econom

ics; to ensure w
idespread access 

to the m
ainstream

 econom
y and to develop jobs and 

the skills required to fill them
 across m

ost if not all social 
groupings. The state m

ay have to intervene to ensure that 
disadvantaged groups have access to the inform

al netw
orks 

of the type that support society and that pow
er structures, 

w
hether they are politicians or the police, reflect the m

ake-
up of the com

m
unity so that people feel as if they belong. 

It is also im
portant to know

 w
ho m

akes places w
ork. 

The Young Foundation has developed a tool called 
the Social N

etw
ork A

nalysis M
ethod. It is an internet-

based questionnaire that helps build up a picture of 
w

ho is influential and from
 w

hat position. The analysis 
starts at the level of a tow

n or district. In any one field, 
be it crim

e reduction or physical developm
ent, there 

w
ill be dozens or hundreds of people w

orking; som
e 

in local governm
ent; som

e in other agencies and 
som

e in the private sector. The inform
ation w

e acquire 
is used to m

ap w
ho helps w

hom
 and w

ho provides 
inform

ation. It is a w
ay of m

apping collaboration w
ithin 

a com
m

unity that also tells you w
ho and w

here the 
blockers are.

W
e have also, last year, been using the m

ethod in 
K

ing’s Lynn, studying the local com
m

unity from
 the 

bottom
-up, to understand w

ho are the people w
ho 

m
ake things happen in a low

 incom
e neighbourhood. 

It should eventually becom
e one of the m

ainstream
 

m
ethods for understanding the real social dynam

ic of 
places, a very different perspective from

 the classic 
diagram

m
atic and hierarchical view

 of organisations and 
very useful for patching in the m

ost effective intelligence 
and com

m
unication m

ethods for the locality.

If the question is how
, w

ith a com
m

unity focus, do you 
prepare, over a ten to 20 year period, to tackle the 
big challenges ahead, be they radically halving carbon 
use, significantly reducing the percentage of chronic 
illness in the population, w

orking w
ith a significantly 

m
ore diverse population that has a 25 per cent and not 

90 per cent m
inority then there are not off-the-shelf 

answ
ers. The w

ay forw
ard is m

ake sure, as a nation, 
that places are experim

enting w
ith a lot of different 

m
odels and that w

e are all collectively learning as 
quickly as possible w

hich ones w
ork and w

hich ones 
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do not. W
ith this evolutionary approach, w

e experim
ent w

ith 
neighbourhood energy system

s of different kinds and w
ith 

neighbourhood w
aste and w

e experim
ent w

ith different kinds 
of housing m

odels. W
e find w

hat w
orks, share the know

ledge 
and roll out an im

proved approach. 

W
hile it is a m

ainstream
 approach for science it is harder 

to apply in politics. Roosevelt fam
ously did it during the 

D
epression: dealing w

ith m
ass unem

ploym
ent, he said of 

“course I am
 going to try anything and if som

e things fail I 
w

ill try the next thing. W
hat else do you expect m

e to do?”. 
It is an approach that, curiously, has also been applied in The 
Building Schools for the Future program

m
e. I say curiously 

because the tim
escale of the BSF program

m
e m

akes it 
slightly flaw

ed since you can never discover w
hat it is that 

w
orks in tim

e, because it takes three years to build a new
 

school and then four years to know
 w

hat is really w
orking.

I am
 possibly over-confident on clim

ate change. W
hen I 

w
orked in governm

ent I oversaw
 the U

K’s strategy of cutting 
carbon em

issions by 60 per cent by the year 2050. A
lthough 

few
 of the recom

m
endations w

ere politically acceptable 
then, in the 1990s, or in 2001, I have been surprised by how

 
quickly som

e of these ideas and potential policies, w
hich 

w
ere then off lim

its, have started to becom
e acceptable, 

at least at a conversational level. The pace of change in 
attitudes is fast and could becom

e even faster, allow
ing 

robust and hard-hitting policies to be adopted w
ithout 

disaster across Europe.

W
hat needs to happen in order to shift to a low

 carbon 
econom

y is an acceleration of trends, not a dram
atic reversal 

of trends. A
nd, as long as w

e have enough tim
e that is fine. 

M
any sim

ilar shifts have happened in the past, and w
ith the 

necessary rapidity, such as during w
ith the energy crisis in the 

1970s and even the recent de-m
aterialisation of various parts 

of com
m

ercial activity into virtual econom
ic space. The real 

question is w
hether w

e think w
e have a 50 year or a ten year 

transition. W
ith a 50 year transition, it is a straight-forw

ard 
problem

, but, if it is a ten or a 20 year transition then it is 
extraordinarily challenging by any historical precedent. 

Energy system
s take m

any, m
any decades to turn around and, 

in that respect, C
lim

ate C
hange is like urban change. It is the 

interaction of three types of change process. 

1.
Top dow

n—
com

m
and and control: the w

orld of law
s, regulation and  

post-Kyoto treaties, w
hich w

ill order us to have energy efficient light 
bulbs and w

ill ban certain categories of car.

2.
The horizontal pressures of m

arkets responding to uncertainties and 
investing in problem

 solving and efficiency gaining technologies; for 
exam

ple low
-energy processes or zero w

aste procedures, in com
petition 

betw
een businesses.

3.
Bottom

-up pressure from
 com

m
unities and children, w

hich, so far,  
has m

ade m
uch of the running on life-style change and changing 

approaches to food and m
oves tow

ards such things as neighbourhood 
energy system

s.
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Real progress is likely to depend very m
uch on bottom

-up pull 
as w

ell as top-dow
n push. C

hildren in particular are becom
ing 

very pow
erful intergenerational change agents.

I think this m
ay be m

uch less difficult than say the first w
ave 

of Industrial Revolution capitalism
, w

here it then took m
any 

m
any decades to establish a social contract, so that m

odel of 
society did not destroy hum

anity w
ith child labour and slavery 
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and appalling cities. O
ver tim

e, people have negotiated 
a better balance w

ith hum
anity—

and are still trying to do 
so. W

e are probably 40 years into a sim
ilar story w

ith the 
environm

ent, of trying to ensure that w
e now

 have a m
odel 

for the econom
y that does not utterly jeopardise nature and 

w
e have 40 to 50 years of experience of som

e of the w
ays 

of doing it. I do not see w
hy it w

ill be inherently harder now
 

to undertake som
ething sim

ilar to w
hat w

e have already 
achieved in society, and, rem

em
ber, w

e also had then the 
innum

erable experts w
ho said you could not ban child labour 

or slavery or introduce a w
elfare state or a health system

 
w

ithout destroying econom
ic grow

th. Exactly the sam
e 

argum
ents are now

 m
ade about clim

ate change.

It is in places that w
e can see both the dangers of losing our 

belief in the possibility of shaping our ow
n destinies and 

the opportunities. The w
orst fate for any place is to becom

e 
fatalistic—

to believe that there is nothing to be done. 
M

odern politics grew
 out of localities—

and the experience 
of im

provem
ent, public health, schooling, reducing crim

e, 
w

elfare, m
utual help in the nineteenth century all paved the 

w
ay for the confident dem

ocratic politics in the tw
entieth 

century. But the confident dem
ocratic politics, as w

e have 
know

n them
 have not been enough: again and again places 

have lost that sense of destiny and freedom
 and becom

e 
victim

s of planners, developers, and global forces. 

Places, how
ever, can be autonom

ous but that requires a 
politics that is brought closer to hom

e and it requires that 
citizens take responsibility for the w

orld around them
, rather 

than drifting into an angry but passive resentm
ent. Today, 

that autonom
y com

es in the context of radically greater 
interdependence—

of lives interw
oven through the econom

y, 
flow

s of people and inform
ation. This is w

hat drives so m
any 

of the m
ost im

portant m
ovem

ents of our tim
e, from

 fair trade 
to Slow

 Food. Yet too few
 of our society’s m

oral thinkers and 
even few

er of our institutions have adequately adapted to 

this fact. H
opefully the next generation of places w

ill truly 
dem

onstrate how
 you can be sim

ultaneously local and 
global, strongly connected to those around you but also 
open to your place in the w

orld.
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M
uch is already know

n about the state of the w
orld 

15 to 20 years from
 now

. A
lm

ost all the buildings and 
infrastructure are already in place or in developm

ent—
w

e 
replace our buildings etc., at a very slow

 pace. The great 
m

ajority of the population w
ho’ll be living and w

orking 
then, especially in the U

K
, have already been born and 

w
ill have been educated in a school system

 that is fam
iliar 

and predictable. The global population, how
ever, w

ill have 
increased from

 6.7 billion in July 2007 to approxim
ately 8 

billion by 2025.

The clim
ate w

ill have changed, m
ainly as a result of the 

em
issions of greenhouse gases of the past 50 and m

ore 
years, but not by m

uch. The tem
perature is predicted to be, 

on average, half a degree w
arm

er, as w
ell as varying over a 

greater range than at present. But, m
ore significantly it w

ill be 
understood to be changing, resulting in a strong feeling of 
uncertainty and insecurity. Rainfall w

ill have reduced but w
ill 

also becom
e m

ore extrem
e, i.e. tending to drought or flood. 

Resources, w
hether energy, w

ater or food im
ports, w

ill be in 
shorter supply; partly as a result of clim

ate change but also 
due to regulations aim

ed at preventing the effects of global 
w

arm
ing becom

ing w
orse. Transport w

ill be constrained as a 
result but other technologies w

ill have greatly im
proved the 

ability to econom
ically com

m
unicate.

These changes form
 the context for this first series of five 

Edge Futures books, but it is not their subject: that is the 
im

pact of such changes and other developm
ents on our 

daily lives, the econom
y, social and education services 

and the w
ay the w

orld trades and operates. D
ecision 

m
akers are already being challenged to act and form

ulate 
policy, in the face of the change already apparent in the 
years ahead. This set of books highlights how

 critical and 
im

portant planning for the future is going to be. Society 
w

ill expect and require policy m
akers to have thought 

ahead and prepared for the best as w
ell as the w

orst. Edge 

Futures offers a series of critical view
s of events, in the 

next tw
o decades, that need to be planned for today.

The five books intentionally look at the future from
 very 

different view
points and perspectives. Each author, or 

pair of authors, has been asked to address a different 
sector of society, but there is inevitably a great deal of 
crossover betw

een them
. They do not alw

ays agree; 
but consistency is not the intention; that is to capture a 
breadth of vision as w

here w
e m

ay be in 20 years tim
e.

Jonathon Porritt in G
lobalism

 and Regionalism
 exam

ines 
som

e of the greatest challenges before the planet, 
including clim

ate change and dem
ographic grow

th, 
and lays dow

n the gauntlet to the authors of the other 
books. Porritt’s diagnosis of the need to establish a new

 
balance betw

een the global and the regional over the 
years ahead and to achieve a ‘C

ivic G
lobalisation’ has 

an echo in G
eoff M

ulgan’s call in Living and C
om

m
unity 

for strengthening com
m

unities through rethinking 
local governance and rebuilding a sense of place. B

oth 
are—

perhaps professionally—
optim

istic that the clim
ate 

change is a challenge that w
e, as a society, can deal w

ith, 
w

hile not underestim
ating the change that our society is 

going to have to undergo to achieve it.

H
ank D

ittm
ar, w

riting in Transport and N
etw

orks is less 
than certain, that currently, policies are adequately 
joined-up to deal w

ith the issues that the recent flurry of 
m

ajor reports from
 the U

K
 G

overnm
ent has highlighted: 

“Planning” from
 B

arker, “C
lim

ate C
hange” from

 Stern 
and “Transport” from

 Eddington. H
e notes B

arker’s 
com

m
ent that “planning plays a role in the m

itigation 
of and adaptation to clim

ate change, the biggest issue 
faced across all clim

ate areas”but that she then goes on 
to dism

iss the issue. In its approach to all these review
s, 

the governm
ent has show

n that it is m
ore concerned 
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w
ith econom

ic grow
th and indeed it has already concluded 

that the transport netw
ork needs no further fundam

ental 
reform

. D
ittm

ar believes otherw
ise, he calls for im

m
ediate 

solutions to support the developm
ent of the accessible, 

sustainable city. 

Sim
on Foxell in Education and C

reativity sees an even 
bum

pier ride ahead, w
ith progress only being m

ade as a 
result of the lurch from

 crisis to crisis. Such discontinuities, 
w

ill allow
 the U

K
 to address m

any longstanding problem
s, 

from
 the personalisation of education to addressing 

the increasingly cut-throat international com
petition in 

creativity, innovation and skills—
but not w

ithout a great 
deal of pain and chaos. B

ill M
itchell, in the sam

e volum
e, 

outlines a w
ay of reconfiguring educational practice to 

develop just those skills that successful creativity-based 
econom

ies are going to require.

In W
orking, Frank D

uffy sees the end of road for the 
classic ‘A

m
erican Taylorist’ office and the unsuitability of 

its counterpart, the European social dem
ocratic office. In 

their place, he proposes a new
 typology—

the netw
orked 

office—
that w

ill m
ake better use of the precious resource 

that is our existing stock of buildings and allow
 greater 

integration into the life of the city. A
nd, it is the city that 

all the authors com
e back to as a central and unifying 

them
e—

the dom
inant form

 of the m
illennium

, the place 
w

here the m
ajority of m

ankind now
 lives. Perhaps this is 

because, as D
eyan Sudjic, D

irector of the D
esign M

useum
, 

has w
ritten recently; “The future of the city has suddenly 

becom
e the only subject in tow

n.”

It is about the largest social unit that m
ost of us can 

im
agine w

ith any ease and is a constant challenge 
econom

ically, socially and environm
entally. If w

e can 
w

ork out w
hat a sustainable city m

ight be like and how
 

to deliver it, then m
aybe w

e can sleep easier in our beds, 

less afraid that the end of civilisation, as w
e recognise it, 

m
ay be w

ithin our childrens’, or our childrens’ childrens’, 
lifetim

e. A
ll the com

ponent parts of the Edge Futures 
studies com

e together in the city; w
here the com

m
unity 

m
eets the office buildings, the schools and transport 

system
. The city is the hub of the regional response to 

w
orld events and needs to becom

e a responsive participant 
in form

ulating a w
ay out of policy log-jam

.

A
s this first series of Edge Futures show

s, the task is 
urgent and deeply com

plex but also not im
possible. It is 

only, assum
ing that w

e need to m
ake the transition to a 

low
 carbon econom

y w
ithin ten to tw

enty years, in G
eoff 

M
ulgan’s w

ords: “extraordinarily challenging by any  
historic precedent.”

Ed
g

e
 Fu

tu
re

s
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