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1 About Genera Public Agency

GBPA want newar chitectureand infrastructureto be grounded prediselyin thevalues, creativityand
aspirations of local peopleand their environment. Thekeytothishot-wiringof characteristicsisnot
sentiment, but theideaof changeasalocally shared challenge, aprocesstha may occasionally bestartling,
but certainly not mysterious.OJay Merrick, The Independent, Sep 2004

General Public is a unique creative consultancy specialising in projects which impact upon the public realm.
We work within the field of urban and rural regeneration to demonstrate fresh thinking and innovative
methodologies.

Our approach is multidisciplinary. We draw from international best practice. Our expertise is in architecture
(housing, transport, public space etc), artistic practice, community planning, environmental and creative
regeneration, as well as issues of active citizenship. We initiate our own projects and work for a varied range of
clients, including public and private sector organisations.

Within any given context we seek to initiate an holistic process of change which combines creative excellence
and local empowerment, to develop solutions which are meaningful, enriching and sustainable.
In practice this means:

1 Front-loading a development process with sensitised and critical local research before detailed briefs
or plans are produced. This may involve working with artists or other creative practitioners to explore
local distinctiveness and stimulate fresh thinking for all partners involved.

2 Deliberately taking a broad definition of culture and environment, with these concepts informing
every stage of a process of change. We do not therefore see culture narrowly in terms of either
products or catalysts of regeneration but more holistically as embedded in our overall approach.

3 Drawing from inspiring international practice and learning the practical lessons of local
application. We believe in using ideas from a range of contexts and in seeing each project as a form of

action research which will inform future interventions.

Thurrock: a Visionary Brief'in the Thames Gateway, curated and produced by GPA in 2004, is a recent example of a
programme that showcases this innovative, multi-disciplinary approach and its relevance to the UK
regeneration context. Please see www.visionarythurrock.org.uk for a full analysis and description of the

programme as well as selection of relevant international exemplars.



GPADirectors

Clare Cumberlidgeis one of Britain’s leading curators in the field of socially engaged artistic practice. Over
the past 15 years she has specialised in developing pioneering approaches to collaborative and cross disciplinary
work. She has produced exhibitions, commissioning programmes, policy documents, programmes of events
and publications for clients including The British Council, The Poetry Society, The Architecture Foundation,
London Arts, Institute of International Visual Arts, NESTA, Wellcome Trust and North Kensington Amenity
Trust.

Lucy Musgrave was until 2002 director of the campaigning charity and cultural organisation, The Architecture
Foundation. She has dedicated her professional life to developing programmes of action research in the field of
social inclusion and the built environment and is a recognised expert in this field. Committed to active public
participation, Lucy has been responsible for pioneering new thinking and new methodologies for community
planning and creative regeneration strategies.



2. Overdl commentson Culture at the Heart of Regeneration

GPA broadly welcomes this consultation document. The DCMS’s decision to launch the paper at the
presentation of Thurrock: A Visionary Briefin the Thames Gateway, curated by GPA, is to be lauded as indicative of the
Department’s commitment to exploring the phenomenon of regeneration through culture, as well as a valiant
attempt to examine and quantify the benefits which culture brings to communities.

What follows is an overall response to the document in relation to the three aspects of our particular way of
working outlined in the previous section. Section 3 will provide specific responses to the questions which

pertain to our area of expertise.
1Cultureand local communities

GPA believes that in order to have real impact and efficacy, regeneration initiatives must be grounded in the
values and character of the local area and people. Unless time and creativity are invested in exploring local
culture and what is valued, new proposals run the risk of not embedding and therefore not supporting a
sustainable solution. This means a locally differentiated and sensitive approach, rather than relying on certain
models of ‘best practice’ eg Bilbao, Barcelona. The local distinctiveness of an area’s community, landscape,
and ecological terrain must be the springboard for change. This appreciation of local identity can only be
attained by creative research and mapping methodologies coupled with innovative programmes of community

engagement.

In our experience, therefore, there is not intrinsically a clash between culturally-led regeneration and the
values of local communities, as is suggested a number of times in the DCMS document. Rather this clash may
arise if the right approach is not adopted. Local communities in areas in need of investment do generally
recognise the need for change and creative thinking about their area. Culturally informed initiatives can
involve them in this shared challenge and in tackling difficult issues of ownership, use, perception, planning
and aesthetics. However as well as taking a locally sensitive approach there needs to be a genuine commitment
within a project to improving the everyday lives of local people, culturally, socially and economically. Also the
process of change must be transparent and inclusive with good mechanisms for communication.

2 Promotingcultureand regeneration

As mentioned in Section I, GPA believes in taking a broad approach to culture which engages cultural
practitioners, local communities and other stakeholders in a shared process of change. This document
essentially divides up the discussion between issues of flagship projects and city-wide initiatives; design and the
built environment; community arts; and the economic benefits of cultural initiatives. Clearly there is a need
to explore issues from a range of perspectives, but it is important that culture within regeneration is seen more
as an holistic approach which can be applied at a range of scales and in a range of contexts and media. In other
words there should not be one version of ‘culture’ applied at a community level which is different from that at a
city-wide level. Asalready mentioned principles of creative excellence and local engagement should be applied

in every context.

However there is no doubt that there are many regeneration professionals who remain unconvinced of such an
approach, seeing culture as an add-on, or only in terms of certain high profile capital projects (which are once
again highlighted in the DCMS document). In order to really place culture at the heart of regeneration these
professionals need to be exposed to successful projects and to work alongside experienced creative practitioners.
There also need to be inspiring champions of cultural approaches within regeneration partnerships and
agencies. We would suggest that this exposure is more likely to change ways of working than attempts to produce
definitive evidence of the value of culture. Cultural projects are about experience, environment and quality of
life, and these are very difficult to measure quantitatively.

3 Internationa practice
The case studies within the DCMS consultation document are interesting but are drawn from the UK only.

This unfortunately narrows the field of debate and does not present a comprehensive picture of the role or full

value of culture within urban and rural renewal.



GPA would advocate a more international perspective. Internationally, the links between social engagement
and art, architecture, heritage, planning, and the natural environment have demonstrated a new approach to
regeneration in a powerful way. A cross-disciplinary field of practice has developed which has enabled
regeneration to become more creative, engaged and sustainable. In the UK this work has been at the fringes of

the current regeneration context.

However a growing number of multi-disciplinary groups worldwide have been creatively provoking the public
in generating new ways to look, experience and use their built environments. These practitioners operate on
the margins of established cultural institutions, reacting to the confines of established discourse on
architecture, art, and city planning. These are practitioners tackling urban and rural environments which are
often discounted, forgotten, ecologically damaged, peripheral or undergoing massive redevelopment.

General Public Agency is seeking to draw attention to this new field of practice and find international
examples of such projects. We are currently in the process of developing the first international compilation
and critique of innovative socially and environmentally engaged projects in urban and rural renewal. We
consider this publication on international intervention will have enormous impact across a range of sectors

and is of vital import to the national debate on the role of culture within processes of change and regeneration.

We have included a number of examples of such case studies in Section 3.



3 Responsesto questionsrai sed

Quedtion 1
How can we make sure that landmark cultural buildings achieve the right balance between maintaining cultural excellence and relevance to
their local communities ?

As already discussed, there is no reason why cultural excellence and relevance to communities should be seen at

opposite ends of a balance, and indeed this is potentially patronising to local communities. If projects perceive
such a dichotomy they are likely to fail. New building projects must be developed through the right process and a
genuine commitment to improving the everyday lives of local people.

However such an approach has not always been adopted in the desire to produce new landmark buildings.
Whilst they may bring in additional visitors and spending potential the channels have not always existed to
ensure that the community is involved at all. National, regional and local government should beware of the
proliferating tendency to view iconic buildings as sure-start regenerators with cultural outreach programmes
tacked on as afterthoughts. Should the iconic cultural landmark be chosen as part of long-term regeneration
strategy for an area, local communities’ aspirations and interests should be built in from the outset and then
nourished indefinitely. However there is also a need to explore new models of cultural provision which may be
more successful at placing the local community at the centre, and which do not involve a single landmark

object building.

For example the consultation paper highlights the statistics of inward investment within Salford Quays
attracted by the existence of the Lowry. However this investment is surely in large part in gyms, designer
outlets, executive apartments and money spent in the Lowry’s theatres and gift shops. Furthermore, statistics
(internal Lowry Community and Education Team figures) show that the participants in the Lowry’s subsidised
children’s creative workshops are mostly driven in from beyond Salford (from Manchester and the Cheshire
market towns).

There are no direct public transport links between the Lowry and Salford centre. This is a powerful indication
of the absence of a true commitment to engaging with the local community. Visitors from Salford using public
transport must first take a bus or tram into Manchester and then back out again, the expense and difficulty of
which is surely a considerable deterrent for potential local visitors.

Question 2
What role does culture have to play in tackling the complexities of rural regeneration, and what evidence is there of what works best?

General Public Agency recognises that culture has an extremely powerful role to play in rural regeneration. It is
a strategic priority of GPA to invest in new thinking and new initiatives to raise the profile of this debate
through its programme.

Despite the predominant attention given to the urban realm in much discussion of regeneration, rural areas
are facing radical economic and social pressures. GPA wishes to highlight three creative and cross-disciplinary
projects for their inspirational methodologies and ongoing success:

An excellent British example of how cultural activity fosters a sense of place and a reconnection to the land in
rural communities is the work of Common Ground (Www.commongound.org.uk). Common Ground have
established a unique role in the arts and environmental fields, distinguished by the linking of nature with
culture, focusing upon the positive investment people can make in their own localities, championing popular
democratic involvement, and by inspiring celebration as a starting point for action to improve the quality of
our everyday places. Common Ground offers ideas, information and inspiration through publications, and
projects, and the campaign for Local Distinctiveness. Projects include Field Days, Community Orchards, and Apple
Day.

An international example of a cultural project tackling issues of ecological contamination and lack of access to
rivers in rural communities is 3 Rivers 2" Nature (http://3r2n.cfacmu.edu). Run by the Studio for Creative



Inquiry at Carnegie Mellon University, this 5-year project focuses on water quality, urban nature values and
public access and use of 3 rivers and 53 streams of Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. Run by teams of artists,
biologists, community planners, and academics, the aim of the project is to produce strategic knowledge that
helps citizens and decision makers understand the evolving opportunities of this post-industrial waterfront. In
the process it allows local communities to physically and socially re-connect with these formerly
inapproachable rural settings.

Mwillages.orgis an international, non-profit cultural organisation that aims to address the discrepancy and
synchronism between urban and rural cultural development (see www.myvillages.org).

General Public Agency is curating a three-day international convention on behalf of myvillages.org to
examine the particular issues related to contextual art practice and production in rural environments.

The convention will provide an opportunity for artists to share information, develop national and European
networks and to discuss issues arising from personal experiences of rural art production and to set this in a

European context.

The objectives of the convention were developed in the national policy context of the findings of the Curry

Report:

“As production subsidies decline, the Government's objective should be instead to secure a progressive
transfer of resources in Europe towards wider social and environmental objectives ... Public funds

should be refocused on public goods, rather than subsidising overproduction.”

FARMING & FOOD - a sustainable future
Report of the Policy Commission on the Future of Farming and Food, January 2002 (‘Curry

Report’), p.129

GPA is currently awaiting the outcome of a live application to Arts Council England, London, to support the
Village Convention: Contextual Art in Rural Environments, which will occur in May 2005 in Ditchling.

Quedgtions5

What more can be done to encourage developers and planners to include culture in regeneration strategies and programmes?

As highlighted in Section 2, exposure to successful projects, and inclusion of experienced creative practitioners
in devising regeneration strategies are the two most important elements to encouraging this shift. Strong
leadership and culture ‘champions’ within a project or organisation are also crucial here. The DCMS should
consider practical ways of developing and supporting these ways of working.

General Public Agency has recently developed an innovative model for a continuing professional development
programme demonstrating the role of culture and creativity within regeneration and community engagement.
The scheme is targeted at regeneration professionals and GPA are currently in discussions with CABE about the
potential for trial implementation in 2005.

Quedtion 6
What role does culture have to play in strengthening communities and bringing different social groups together? Do you have evidence-based
examples?

Cultural infrastructure and activities have the ability to raise aspirations and expectations of local
communities, to encourage a sense of ownership and place as well as providing long-term improvements to the
quality of life. However community-based cultural initiatives should not be seen as separate from broader
processes of economic and social change and regeneration.



There are 2 outstanding international examples of successfully creative and embedded cultural programmes

within long-term regeneration schemes:

WIMBYG@®. H oogMiet, NL —“A new urban planning ethic for the 21" century”: a I0-year programme
integrating creative and sustained engagement of local residents and stakeholders at the core of Hoogvliet, a
1950s New Town outside Rotterdam, that is being regenerated to accommodate 4000 new dwellings. The
WIMBY’s approach (“Welcome Into My Back Yard”) provocatively rejects the concept of NIMBYism (“Not In
My Back Yard”). It embraces the existing physical, economic, and cultural context and through active local
participation in a long-term cultural programme aiming to create more cohesive and inclusive senses of

community. (W W mby.nl)

De Sri p, Vlaar di ngen, NL -Within a wider project in Vlaardingen, a suburb of Roptterdam, the owner of 15
vacant shops commissioned artist Jeanne Van Heeswijk to conceive of a new, temporary, function for this strip.
A project converting a strip of 15 empty shops into an area dedicated to cultural production for all members of
the community. The ‘De 3ri pénitiative consists of an exhibition program, an artist's program and a
community cultural program. (V\MIWdeStI'I p-V\ESth k.nl -Dutch only -, \/\MNv.jeanneW)r ks.net and select
“projects” and the “de strip”).

Quedtion 8
What incentives could be put in place to align developers’ short-term objectives with the longer term cultural and social aspirations of the
community ?

Regeneration is always a complex process which involves reconciling different interests and values.
Nonetheless, again the aspirations of developers should not necessarily be assumed to be opposed to those of
local communities. A culturally and socially vibrant local area is surely better for the local economy in the
long term, and conversely local communities will recognise the need for economic development if projects are
developed in the right way. There are developers who understand this and embrace creative and innovative ways
of working, who should act as advocates within their sector. This should be backed up by tax breaks and a more
robust use of planning gain.

Local authorities and other planning authorities have a key role here as well. They need to show leadership and
proactively represent the best interests of local communities through more sophisticated planning strategies.
Training for planners in cultural regeneration, as well as raising the policy debate at both local and national
levels could support this.

General Public Agency was approached by Argent ple, the developers of King’s Cross to produce a play and art
strategy for their public realm strategy. The emergent strategy emphasised play for all ages and extended GPA’s
work to build play into rather than designing play out of public space. The strategy has now formed part of the
planning application to Camden Council, and GPA are working with Argent plc to develop the programme.

In summary then, GPA welcomes this document and the many issues it raises. It is however worth highlighting that there has been intensive
discussion of culture and regeneration in the UK for at least ten years within certain sectors. We therefore hope that the debate opened by this
document will result in tangible new initiatives and ways of working. General Public Agency would be very happy to assist the Department in
exploring these new ways of working.



