Involving the community in regeneration. Worth the time and trouble? Worth
the expense?

Should communities get involved in designing their neighbourhoods? Community involvement is now
a generally accepted part of physical regeneration schemes, yet there is still a great deal of
confusion about the role of the community and indeed what and who that community is. Then there
is the maze of words (consultation, involvement, participation etc) that are used interchangeably by
some and as distinct methodologies by others. There are those who like the idea of involving the
community but don’t know where to begin. There are others who have had negative experiences
with community involvement and would do all in their power to keep the community out of it.
Similarly, there are some communities that have been repeatedly consulted, yet feel they have had
no voice in decision-making in their area. Most have seen huge sums of money spent on
consultation and/or involvement strategies that have left all those involved wondering, was that really
worth all the time, trouble and expense?

The answer is very often no, but that does not mean that we should give up on the notion of
community participation or ignore the practical advantages of working with the community when
making physical changes to our neighbourhoods.

The fact is that any architecture, landscape architecture or planning project starts with a brief. The
better informed that brief, the greater the chances of the design professional developing a scheme
that meets the needs of the end users and that inspires those who inhabit the space. When the
paying client is the end user, there is a direct link between the design professional and those who
fully understand the practical and emotional requirements for the space, as they are the ones who
will inhabit and use the end product.

In regeneration, however, the brief is generally developed by a paying client, or representatives
thereof, who is asked to speak for a great number of interests and to provide practical knowledge of
the area in question that they do not possess. In effect, they are asked to make their best estimate,
within the limited time and budget constraints of their department, of what would be the best direction
for change in an area of which they have little personal knowledge and experience.

This is where the community could be useful and should be brought into the project. Those who live,
work study and play in the area know the facts on the ground: which areas are used by local people,
which the cause for concern, what is missing in the area, where antisocial behaviour happens, which
routes people use, where people need to be able to sit down etc. The community could and should
be seen as a valuable font of information to improve the quality of the brief, and therefore improve
the project’s chances for a successful and sustainable outcome.

Involving members of the community in the regeneration process must mean, therefore, involving
them in the whole design process, beginning with brief development. Bringing local people into the
design process gives them a greater sense of ownership of the scheme and a greater stake in its
success. This early involvement will also pave the way for a continuing role throughout the
development of the project, bringing local knowledge, skills, relationships and networks to the
scheme, and an ongoing contribution to the success of the area long after the builders leave.
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Points for discussion
* Shouldn’t the needs and aspirations of local people inform, rather than be dashed by the

regeneration of their neighbourhoods?

* Is it possible to develop community participation strategies that can effectively serve as a
resource for the project rather than an obstacle?

* If the value of community participation lies in harnessing local knowledge, skills and networks,
how can we realistically work with such a broad range of local people?
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