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PLACEMAKING STRATEGIES
& SUMPs

Placemaking is an approach to planning
where people are engaged in a collaborative
process to bring social life to public spaces
through affordable, human-scale, and near-term
changes. It is a good ally of Sustainable Urban
Mobility Plans (SUMP). Its participatory philosophy is in line with SUMP principles and the use
of Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper (LQC) approaches
allows to make quick transformations to illustrate the desired changes and gain support for
future developments.

Problem description

with the so-called Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper
(LQC) approach to the transformation of public
spaces.

How does it work
Placemaking is an approach to planning where
people are engaged in a collaborative process
to provide affordable, human-scale, and nearterm changes with high potential impact.
With community-based participation at its centre, Placemaking implies observing, listening
and asking questions to people who make use
of a particular space in order to understand their
needs and aspirations for it. Then it sets people
to work together to reimagine and reinvent public spaces. As a hands-on approach, the process is then followed by an implementation strategy to realise the agreed vision.

The launch of a Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan
(SUMP) generates great expectations among
the population. They are usually presented in
events with the presence of public authorities
and the media. Great goals are announced and
visions for the future described, built upon the
inputs from the citizens whose direct implication
Different kinds of strategies can be deployed for
is fostered.
that purpose. Among them, the ‘LQC approach’
The end of the process often leads to disap- has become very popular due to its ability to
pointment. Despite the strategic character of promote quick changes that bring immediate
these plans, people want to see that changes benefits. The acronym refers to the principles
start to take place soon after the SUMP is ap- that guide this kind of project
proved. This is particularly true if they have been
• LIGHTER: does not rely on hard infrastrucinvolved in participatory processes where they
tural measures. It makes use of signalisation,
were able to express their desire for change.
painting, removable furniture and other light
materials to change existing layouts.
Limited budget is usually the reason behind this
situation. The use of available funds has to be
• QUICKER: projects can be implemented in
prioritised and urban transformations, despite
a very short time minimising disruptions on
being the kind of measures that more directly
urban life.
impact people’s life and further contribution to
SUMP goals (as we will see below) are often set • CHEAPER: the economic resources needed
to wait. The lack of sufficient consensus to ap(both money and staff time/ competencies)
proach these costly interventions is part of the
are much lower than the ones from traditionjustification.
al urbanisation projects.
Placemaking is an effective strategy to overcome this situation, particularly in combination

These can be complemented by other principles In essence, the concept is not new. It builds
also relevant for Placemaking approaches:
upon the grounds settled by Jane Jacobs and
other urban planners in the late 60s and 70s,
• CREATIVE: give ample room to new and cre- who advocated citizen ownership of streets and
ative ideas, whether for the design of street claimed that cities should be designed to creelements or the activities being programmed ate social life. In fact, numerous projects aligned
in the public space.
with these ideas have seen the light during these
decades. From ‘woonerf’ to ‘shared-spaces’,
• EQUITATIVE: promote a more balanced disseveral initiatives have pursued a different aptribution of urban space and allow for uses
proach to the use of public space.
that were previously neglected in the existing
urban environment.
What is new is the use of non-permanent and
low-cost techniques, stressing the idea of Place• SOCIALISATION: from the twofold perspecmaking as a transformation process, more than
tive of being participative and foster a social
a final solution itself. It is also to be noticed its
re-appropriation of public space.
ability to drive large scale transformation strategies through its use in central locations where
only large infrastructural projects would have
previously been imagined, as demonstrated by
the transformation process in New York.

Broadway at Times Square (Source: www.pps.org)
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Benefits - and for whom they are
Unlike traditional urbanisation projects, LQC
projects do not require so much time and money
to be implemented. Besides, they are easily adjustable and even removed. That brings signifi- •
cant benefits to the planning process:
•

•

Break down resistance to change: their light
and non-permanent character is an open
door to experimentation. Framed under pilot
project conditions, ideas can be easily implemented, re-shaped and ultimately removed if
not satisfactory assessed. This would lower
the fears of those reluctant to change things. •
Consensus is the result of a trial and error
process: traditional projects require that a
consensus is built based on abstract ideas
presented within participatory processes
before the actual projects have been implemented. Prejudges are difficult to curve. But
since Placemaking does not require consensus to be implemented, LQC transformations can be part of participatory processes

where the proposed solutions are tested, improved or amended. Consensus is the result
of it and decisions are based on the actual
experimentation of changes.
Allow validation of solutions: traditional
projects require forecast studies to predict
not only the expected impacts but also public acceptance towards the future development. Costly decisions rely on significant
levels of uncertainty. With LQC projects the
effects can be acknowledged and solutions
validated with real life data.
Foster public involvement: very often public
contestation emerges after changes are implemented. Even if participatory processes
were programmed, many times they do not
reach all stakeholders. With this approach
participation does not finish with the implementation of a project thus allowing a wider
engagement of citizens. The final decision on
whether the proposed solution is validated,
changed or even rejected depends on their
involvement.

An example of an implemented superblock in Vitoria-Gasteiz; Sancho el Sabio Street.

Disadvantages, dangers

where citizens and organisations can propose
new projects to be funded by the local adminisFirst of all it should be highlighted that the LQC tration, also providing technical guidance to the
approach is not suitable for any kind of projects. process. An example of this is the NYC Plaza
There are still situations where large-scale infra- Program.
structure projects are required and it would be a
mistake to approach them from this perspective. Who (in the city administration) has to
Being a flexible approach doesn’t mean that
projects can be carelessly designed, relaying
on future amendments. Since Placemaking is
mostly directed towards increased non-motorised use of public space, projects should take
due consideration of the guiding principles of
non-motorised facilities, particularly those referred to safety.

deal with it

Placemaking is a truly participatory approach
where community involvement is essential.
Therefore, the city administration is just one of
the actors in the play, but not necessarily the
most relevant one. Citizen leadership is one of
the main assets of this approach. Still, public
administration has the capacity to encourage/
stir (and also block) such initiatives.

There is also the risk that low-cost can be
equalled to low-quality and the use of poor design or material standards led to public disaffection, who can see it as a shortcut for policy
action.

In line with sustainable mobility planning principles, Placemaking should be dealt (within the
city administration) by multidisciplinary teams
where mobility and urban planning professionals closely cooperate with other departments
Finally, Placemaking is all about bringing social (such as environment, health, urban landscape,
life to public spaces. In order to provide the op- public works, social affairs, culture, etc.) and the
timal condition for the success of the initiative, community. The implication of public participaattention should also be paid to related policy tion structures within the local administration is
fields that impact social life (housing, com- highly important.
merce, etc.).

Legal framework
Placemaking does not require the development
of a specific legal framework but is closely linked
to urban planning, as well as accessibility and
traffic management and road safety regulations.
The implications of this legal framework on the
configuration of public space are determinant.
Nevertheless, legal provisions that open the way
to this kind of initiative can be made (e.g. participatory budgeting and minimum requirements on
public participation for urban projects). Openness and flexibility are needed for comforting
this kind of operations at local level.

Policy options for cities

Good/bad practises (short examples)

Placemaking achieved world-wide recognition after the huge transformation projects in
New York’s public space that followed the NYC
Streets Renaissance Campaign. Pictures of the
different locations where LQC approaches were
implemented, particularly those from Times
Square, inspired many others to think differently
on how public space could be addressed. In a
few years Placemaking has become a growing
trend and LQC projects of different scale and
character can be found in the four corners of
the world. The on-line platform URB-I: URBAN
IDEAS hosts an extensive database of this kind
of projects, including pictures that compare the
“Before and After” situation.

Of course, not all are good examples. Some of
Cities can actively promote this approach, even
the projects presented under a Placemaking
maintaining the desired bottom-up principle,
appearance are not really in line with its main
through the creation of dedicated programmes
principles and fail to gain public support, some-
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times leading to their early cancellation. This is wider-scale schemes in the affected areas, raismainly the case of projects that do not follow a ing the opposition of the neighbours who don’t
bottom-up approach and are not conceived as a see their demands being met. Finally there are
collaborative effort where the neighbours really also cases where the location of projects, probtake part in the design of the targeted space. ably selected based on conflict-avoidance criteThere are also cases where projects seem to ria, has rendered difficult the emergence of the
respond to the desire of the corresponding ad- desired social life.
ministration to catch the Placemaking stream
and prioritise LQC projects over older claims or

University Street, Seattle (Source: www.urb-i.com)

Time frame

Costs

LQC projects are, by definition, short term
initiatives. But this mostly refers to the ability to
provide fast changes to current layout of public space. As already mentioned, Placemaking
should be conceived as a process where the
final solution is designed collectively after trial
and error. There is no way to anticipate how
long is needed to achieve the needed consensus to make a project permanent.

LQC projects are cheaper. This is a relative
term with a twofold perspective. On the one
hand, the economic resources needed for
LQC projects are much lower than the ones
from traditional urbanisation projects. But how
cheap they are can only be analysed in comparison with the available budget of the corresponding administration and the importance
of the project in relation to other urban poli-

cies from where the funds would be detracted.
This means that, despite being low-cost, LQC
projects still need to be rigorously addressed in
order to guarantee their cost-effectiveness.

Open questions
The main open question regarding Placemaking is whether it is here to stay and will permanently alter the way urban planning is made or
is just an attractive and efficient way to adapt
policy action to a difficult economic context
that would be abandoned whenever better economic times arrive.
There is also the question on who assumes liability e.g. if an incident occurs in a Placemaking
area. On the one hand, being a public space,
final responsibility relies on the Municipality.
But the approach advocates for a shared belonging of these collaboratively designed areas,
therefore it might have implication in terms of
legal liability.

How and where does it fit into a
SUMP?
Placemaking is a good ally of SUMP. Its participatory philosophy is in line with SUMP principles and the use of LQC approaches allows
to make quick transformations to illustrate the
desired changes and gain support for the future
development of the SUMP. It does so by helping activate a virtuous cycle in the short term:
i.

SUMP aims for a modal shift away from motorised transport (cars particularly) defining
for that purpose new mobility guidelines

ii. The mobility guidelines affect public space
which, thanks to LQC, can be redesigned
accordingly in a short time-span
iii. The use of the street quickly changes: new
users (more pedestrians and cyclists) and
uses (new commerce, more social interaction, etc.) appear
iv. The new use of the street consolidates the
new mobility model and favours its future
development.
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