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I am speaking this evening as a citizen, an architect and an academic, concerned with the quality of the environment of the capital city of this state.

I think it was Brendan Behan who was credited with the definition of a city as a place where a man was in no danger of being bitten by a wild sheep. Whether it was Behan or not, that definition is not all that useful for the Dublin of today, when the urban area extends to Meath, Wicklow and Kildare, and where on the streets of the city centre, a wild sheep might be least of your worries. The concept of the Greater Dublin Area in which contiguous settlements constitute a metropolitan region, challenges the traditional idea of the city, towards which much of our thinking about the city is directed. The concept of "cityspace" has emerged and it is altogether a more fluid and abstract idea than that of the city as an inherited cultural artefact and a focus for identity for its citizens. 

Nevertheless, there is a challenging question: can the proper management of a metropolitan region that has arisen – at least in part - as a result of poor management, become the means of achieving desirable goals, such as the creation of environments of high quality, the maintenance of high quality built and natural environments that already exist, and perhaps the reduction of undesirable or wasteful development? It is interesting question because it involves creating opportunities for sustainable design in a highly complex environment. It is worth focussing on the question this evening because the document, Agenda for Dublin, sets those achievements among its objectives.

As a citizen, I wonder how certain strategic goals, such as for example, that of sustainable development, can be realised in our uncertain environment. There is a Government policy on sustainability which has the overt support of all sectors of the "planning community" and a settlement strategy that addressed the sustainability issue among others. It is a marked feature of planning culture in this country that the concern with strategic issues has had greater prominence in recent years than ever before. Can the concept of sustainability achieve substance or meaning in the development system that we operate? There are notable efforts being made by some local authorities, and one wonders about whether we can go a step further, beyond the specific projects, and create systemic approaches and practical measures that will ensure that all developments are subjected to a quality audit in this regard, because that’s what would be needed to give effect to the idea. 

I used the example of sustainability here, but the question is really about whether we have positioned ourselves effectively to realise the goals we have set ourselves in our public policies, and whether we have equipped ourselves with the tools needed to succeed. Agenda for Dublin begins by referring to the National Spatial Strategy and the Regional Planning Guidelines. It also, when considering “Comparable EU City Regions” goes on to refer to “.development of a strong vision and legally binding framework plan for settlement patterns, transport, economy and environment”. In its “Conclusions”, it says that the city “…needs a coherent and coordinated approach to spatial planning at a regional level incorporating high density, high quality urban development and a efficient and integrated public transport in order to create a well-functioning, socially balanced, attractive and sustainable city region”.

Again, Agenda for Dublin refers to the fact that we are moving to a three-tier planning system, at national, regional and local level. At the same time it pulls no punches in pointing to the unsustainable character of current development patterns, and the lack of coordination and strategic planning that has been a feature of the city’s growth in recent decades. 

And yet, this present city was – in its essence – visible, more than a generation ago, in the thinking that lay behind the Kenny report. 

The problem has not been one of understanding but of being willing to take the steps needed to resolve conflicting priorities. There have been arguments over the years for creating a more consolidated and sustainable city, of working with urban communities to regenerate both centre city and the outer periphery, but these have not commanded enough support in the body politic to ensure that they were followed through. This society was not able to agree on its priorities or perhaps more importantly, could not establish the kinds of governance necessary to direct development in the interests of a good social and physical environment.

I am not saying anything new when I point out that the development decisions taken have been permissive rather than directive, and if there is one thing that the past few years have shown, it is that the kind of future city envisaged in Agenda for Dublin will not come about by itself – it will not come about by allowing opportunism or market forces to decide development patterns. History has its lessons, the great enabling infrastructural innovations of the 19th century that were introduced to allow access to the city centre and to support its populations – water supplies, sewerage systems, public transport - also facilitated the expansion of cities far beyond their previous limits. 

I have no doubt that the best environments come about from interventionist policies and practices that harness the best available knowledge and skills, and not through permissive practices that settle for the lowest common denominator. It means that we resource the tools we already have – that we develop effective community participation and devote proper resources to providing information and education on the options that are available. And that means that the three levels of planning cited in the document, must be properly resourced, politically, technically and financially, to carry out the tasks for which they have the capacity. There are further layers, which are touched on in the document but which are worth spelling out because they have still to achieve the recognition they deserve.

Management of the city region needs to exploit the skills of the architectural and planning professions effectively to ensure that development patterns go beyond the abstract diagram and are translated into built environments of quality. The physical settings in which people live have to be designed and built in a way that adds to the quality of life, that provides good quality housing, places of work and leisure and that express the civic values of urban life. We need to do it a way that conserves energy. We need to concern ourselves with the quality of the public space of the city at the level of the region, the urban area and the district. Earlier this year, Urban Institute Ireland held a series of public seminars on Dublin, examining issues such as transportation, housing and so on. One of the presentations was by Dublin City Council. It outlined ambitious plans for the central area of the city – from Kilmainham to the sea. It was clear that the thinking behind the plan included the larger metropolitan scale, the city within its city region. The same intensity needs to be applied to the urban periphery and throughout the metropolitan area. The skills and knowledge are there – the main question is whether we have we the know-how to make best use of them to solve that part of the equation.

The city that we try to construct must be an intelligent city – one that is capable of learning from experience. We claim to be a knowledge society, but we do not build in good systematic methods of learning from experience. As well as developing community networks and exploiting professional capacities, we need to harness the power of our universities and centres of learning to examine the results of policies and their implementation – to learn from the people who live in the environments we create – to learn from the experience other places – to learn how to communicate accumulated knowledge and experience. Above all we need to learn how to avoid repeating mistakes.

Agenda for Dublin is a short document. It is measured and considered and contains “what it says on the tin” – it sets an agenda and it properly concludes with the issue of governance.

