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Maailman parhaat kävelykaupunkikeskustat (The world’s best pedestrian zone)
Overview

The presentation is divided into two parts. In the first part (A), some background is given on the paradigm changes to urban streets over the past decades and some trends influencing the inner cities in the future. Then some challenges of today and examples for possible solutions are presented. In part B, the focus is on perceptions and policies. It starts with a look at the relevance of the walking perspective for the city and then discusses policy elements, in particular strategic and budget priorities. In the final part, the importance of measuring is addressed. The presentation ends with some conclusions.

Part A: Background and examples

Paradigm changes to urban streets in the last decades

In the past decades we have seen major changes to the spaces in our towns and cities. After the Second World War the car took over the city centres which led to a loss of space and the walking network for pedestrians. Beginning in the 1960’s, first pedestrian zones and traffic calming measures were introduced. The main planning paradigm remained, however, focused on linear movements from A to B. Only in the last 10 to 15 years are we witnessing the emergence of a new paradigm aiming at the creation of attractive public spaces. The philosophy of “Link” and “Place” is adopted meaning that it is important to create safe and interesting routes for pedestrians linking their destinations as well as to create places to sit and stay. This is in tune with the phrase Jan Gehl coined that “there is more to walking than just walking”.
Current trends potentially affecting towns and cities

Within the recently completed European COST Action 358 on Pedestrian Quality Needs (PQN) a group of researchers from 12 European countries analysed the current trends and developments which may affect towns and cities in the future
. Among these major trends is, for example, the aging of our societies which may require better provisions to accommodate more vulnerable and frail people but also to serve those who are still active and fit. 

It is also expected that health and individual well-being will be important issues in the future with people looking for ways to be active in a pleasurable way and to lead healthy lifestyles. Leisure activities and tourism will likely increase as well posing new challenges to towns and cities to provide unique experiences for locals and visitors alike.

Changes in the use of public spaces will probably continue with more people wanting to stay outside in spaces that will have to serve multi-purpose activities. Many of these spaces will serve for both leisure and work. With the increasing diffusion of digital devices there will be a mix of real and virtual worlds. We can also expect that good quality public spaces will be increasingly considered as economic assets – for investors, businesses and tourism. The pedestrian will continue to gain importance as consumer.

Upgrading public spaces makes them more attractive but can also leads to gentrification and commercialisation. City centres become more expensive with less affluent people and store owners being pushed out to the outskirts or less attractive neighbourhoods. The inner cities, in turn, are in danger of loosing their specific characteristics when chain stores and the upper class move in. In parallel, the downtown is increasingly used as party place and playground for adults producing noise and waste, sometimes even leading to vandalism and violence. In counter-acting these developments, surveillance is increased (video cameras, police) and so-called undesired people are displaced and disciplined.

Two last major trends potentially affecting towns and cities are the expected rise in energy prices due to peak oil and the effects of climate change. Since the 1950’s, mobility and the related infrastructure has grown exponentially, largely due to low energy prices. If the era of cheap oil is over, this potentially may have a huge impact on our economies and societies. It may affect car-oriented out of town shopping malls just as much as elderly persons living in car-oriented suburbs without public transport.

The effects of climate change are difficult to predict. But communities may be affected either by sea levels rising, glaciers and permafrost melting, storm and flood events increasing or by water shortages or unusual weather episodes such as heavy snowfalls or heat waves.

The challenges of today and examples for solutions
Many towns and cities face similar challenges today: They suffer from too much car traffic in their centres and feel threatened by new out of town shopping centres. At the same time they would like to improve their attractiveness and quality of living and shopping. The options to remedy the situation are often quite limited, particularly in smaller and mid-sized towns. Some suggest building bypass roads – but most trips are local or they start or end in town. Others suggest creating a pedestrian zone, but this often makes the centre mono-functional and leaves it deserted after the shops close. On top, access with cars is a problem. So what could work? 
Many cities have made the experience that regulating car traffic in new ways, can pay off. In Switzerland, for example, new strolling or encounter zones were introduced about 10 years ago. The idea is to foster co-existence and mutual respect of the road users. The rules are quite simple: Cars are allowed to drive through the zone but they may not drive more than 20 km/hr. Pedestrians have the priority, but they may not obstruct vehicles. Cars are allowed to park in designated areas. The scheme allows for a smooth flow of traffic and for easy interactions between car drivers, bicyclist and pedestrians. Over the last decade hundreds of such encounter zones have been successfully introduced in towns and cities all over Switzerland. They are mainly located in central shopping areas, in front of train stations or schools and on busy intersections that are used by different modes
. In 2005 and 2008 respectively, similar legal regulations were introduced in Belgium and in France. 

Other examples of successful interventions include reductions of car traffic and re-arrangements of car-parking, both measures resulting in substantial increases in the number of visitors and in particular in the number of people staying there (e.g. in street cafés).

Part B: Perceptions and policies

Walking changes our perception of the town 

Children walking to school draw a rich and detailed path of what they see along the route while children being driven to school often show empty paths. They are deprived of an experience. In more general terms, this means that only when we walk we notice the details of the town, the shops and their offers. High speeds and wide roads with lots of motor traffic, in contrast, kill small scale structures and local businesses. Walking, thus, is crucial for the liveability and well-being of our cities.

Policy elements – strategic & budget priorities

In order to make the experience of walking possible, three inter-related strategic elements are necessary: a supportive institutional framework, a good infrastructure design and a positive image and perception. This means, that successful and attractive cities build on good policies, planning procedures and promotion for people on foot. All three elements have to be based and inspired by the characteristics, needs and abilities of pedestrians. It will not be successful if the same procedures that were already used for other modes are applied. Walking has its own characteristics and logics that need to be taken into account.

The International Charter for Walking that was developed in the framework of the international conference series Walk21 contains the principles and steps to create healthy, efficient and sustainable communities where people choose to walk. The Charter has been adopted by many cities around the globe (among them Sydney, Toronto, London, Stuttgart) and can be signed by everyone at the Walk21 website (www.walk21.com).

One important policy aspect is to get the budget priorities right. While most of our daily trips are local trips which do not go further than 5 kilometers, the main focus of policies in most countries is on the long-distance trips. Here the largest share of money is spent and most personnel are absorbed. But long-distance trips are fairly rare and make up only around 10%. In order to support everyday life in our towns and cities we need to re-distribute the funds and shift the political focus and planning resources towards more active modes such as walking and cycling and towards public space improvements. 

The importance of measuring

We still know very little about walking. It is, therefore, important to start collecting adequate and good quality data about walking and public space. In particular it is necessary to count people, observe sojourning activities, look at the space qualities and “measure the smiles” of the users. And, of course, it is also important to analyse the effects on business. In the meantime, new tools have been developed, so that automatic counting of pedestrians, for example, is possible. Very often their numbers are heavily underestimated. Walk21 developed a survey tool with which towns and cities can find out how much people walk in their community, what they see as barriers and what motivates them to walk. Already four cities have done the survey: London, Copenhagen, Barcelona and Canberra and many more are preparing for it. Any city interested can join the survey and compare itself to other communities. If interested, please contact the presenter or Walk21 through their website.

Conclusions

The following policies and actions are considered to be essential for any town and city that wants to improve its public spaces and create a vibrant inner city:
1) Putting pedestrians at the centre of your vision which means to …

-
think beyond the myths and traditional ideological arguments

-
plan and build based on the needs and characteristics of walkers

-
create the right conditions: more space for pedestrians, reduce speeds & motor traffic volumes

-
re-allocate funds towards public spaces and develop an appropriate institutional framework

-
collect comprehensive and good-quality data on walking

-
be consistent – no double agenda of promoting walking and car-use

2) It is important to act now to …

-
anticipate the impact of increasing energy prices and climate change

-
in view of a changing society: prepare for more elderly persons – active and frail

-
satisfy the needs for healthy lifestyles & leisure 

-
increase quality of life for people and communities

-
save money by investing into walking and public spaces

-
preserve limited resources in terms of land & environment
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� 	The final report of the PQN group can be downloaded from this website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.walkeurope.org" ��www.walkeurope.org�. Go there to Final report, Part B.3. Documentation - The future of walking.


� 	In a film by the Swiss pedestrian association, three such encounter zones are presented: Burgdorf, Biel/Bienne and St.Gallen. The film can be viewed and downloaded from this website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.fussverkehr.ch/english/projects" ��http://www.fussverkehr.ch/english/projects�.





