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About Fluid 
 
Fluid is a London-based architectural practice and think tank that was set up in 1996 
to explore new approaches to the generation of urban design and architecture. As 
with a number of contemporary UK practices, a central principle is that consultation, 
dialogue and participation are essential components of both the design process and 
the formation of sustainable solutions. To put our principles into practice we have 
exploited opportunities that new technology, digital media and the changes in 
traditional methods of working have provided.  For instance, we have used 
interactive web sites, multimedia pieces, filmic productions and ‘event installations’ 
as design tools for promoting a shared understanding of the make-up and use of 
places, and for framing and testing possible design solutions. A consideration for the 
social, psychological, cultural and economic aspects of urban situations has always 
been as important to us as physical solutions in their own right, and therefore 
necessary of representation and inclusion in what becomes a holistic design 
approach. 
 
Our practice comprises a number of architects, designers, urbanists and academics 
who work together to tackle problems that we believe need the application of cross-
disciplinary knowledge, requiring techniques and tactics that are highly accessible 
and easily transferred. We see our role as being ‘problem setters’ as described by 
Donald Schön: 
 
“When we set the problem, we select what we will treat as the “things” of the situation, we set 
the boundaries of our attention, and we impose upon it a coherence which allows us to say 
what is wrong and in what directions the situation needs to be changed. Problem-setting is a 
process in which, interactively — along with everyone who must solve it—we name the things 
to which we will attend and frame the context in which we will attend to them.” 1   
 
We consider our approach to be one of ‘co-design’: working in partnership with a 
range of stakeholders and end users in preference to offering what many consider to 
be the ‘top down’ solutions generally produced through orthodox practice. In this we 
echo the views of Ann Van Herzele:  
 
“Planning and acting on questions of physical space have increasingly become socially 
embedded practices, shifting from serving an abstract “public interest” to actively engaging 
the public. Central to this approach is a greater emphasis on the exchange of knowledge and 
the development of ideas through communication with users, residents, and community 
groups.” 2 
 
We argue that it is impossible for the expert to engage with or impact successfully 
upon conditions they comprehend only in a distant and abstract manner. For that 
reason we attempt to work directly with the places and neighbourhoods that are to be 
affected by the proposed changes by curating highly tuned events and producing 
diagrams, drawings and other forms of representation that allow understandings to 
be added to or challenged by those outside the profession. We believe that local tacit 
knowledge should be rigorously interpreted and embedded in all design equations if 
the results are to be properly focused and widely owned.  
 
                                                
1 Donald Schön, ‘The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action’, 1983. (p. 40). 
2 Ann Van Herzele, (Human Ecology Department of the Free University of Brussels) ‘Local Knowledge 
in Action - Valuing Non-professional Reasoning in the Planning Process’, Journal of Planning Education 
and Research, Nr 24, 2004. 



Our practice works on a wide range of projects from one-off architectural 
commissions, such as the sport and community ‘Gateway Centre’ in Derby through 
to complex, urban scale problems such as King’s Cross Central in London, both of 
which will be discussed more fully. We have also led teams on a range of central 
Government funded ‘New Deal for Communities’ projects in London, Liverpool and 
Derby, which aim to tackle regeneration holistically, extending to educational 
achievement, health, employment, community capacity building3 and crime control as 
well as inter-related problems of the physical environment.  
 
In some cases we work purely in the capacity of ‘advocate’, for instance on the 
Hackney Town Hall Square project in East London, again something we’ll return to, 
where our role was principally that of assembling regeneration briefs for other 
practitioners based on consultation, readings, interpretations and spatialisations of 
the needs and desires of local communities and various constituencies of interest.  
 
Our abiding interest is the development of new tools that shape the design process in 
a deeper, more democratic form than has been the practice in the UK in recent 
decades. These new tools are often assembled from ideas drawn from domains that 
have hitherto been considered distinct and different from architectural practice and 
sometimes different spheres of endeavour altogether, in order to get to the heart of a 
design process which can recognise localised needs and desires and eschew ‘tick 
box’ approaches of honorific consultation. Such tools are often hybrids, drawn from 
areas of thinking that had previously had little exchange. According to Patrice Martin 
and Kevin Schmidt, in their article “Beyond Ethnography”, written in 2001: 
 
“Methods known as projective tools have consistently enabled users to express deep desires 
and needs that are often experienced as latent or subconscious feelings. This approach blurs 
the boundaries of psychology and design. Psychologists use abstract stimuli to allow people 
to project thoughts and feelings. Designers use visual means to communicate. The combined 
methods of these disciplines places creative tools into the hands of people, enabling them to 
be creative and expressive.”4 
 
In searching for these new tools it has become clear that we need to open up our 
practice to the approaches and methodologies of other forms of thought. In the end 
we hope to include not just spatial designers, urbanists and academics in our fold, 
but artists, psychologists, and others. We want to blur the edges of our company to 
absorb the ‘public’, in all manner of shapes and forms.  
 
 
Samples 
 

 
Fig 1 – HTH2 Site Panorama 

                                                
3 Building the communities ability to deal with its problems and difficulties. This is considered by some 
theorists to equate to ‘social capital’, which also measures levels of trust and active participation. 
4 Patrice Martin and Kevin Schmidt, “Beyond Ethnography”, inCA Design Research, 2001. 



The smallest and briefest of the schemes mentioned above, Hackney Town Hall 
Square (HTH2), focused on an intense three-day public forum, staged to collect and 
synthesise ideas for the development of a public square at the heart of a proposed 
cultural quarter in the London Borough of Hackney. Our intention was to build up a 
clear and consensual brief for the square through dialogue with local people and 
local businesses. It was important that the various schemes already being 
considered or under development around the square were fully portrayed and 
understood by the public in order that the design brief could consolidate and draw 
together a range of discrete projects at an urban level. These included the Ocean 
world music venue in a refurbished and retrofitted neoclassical library shell; the 
Technology and Learning Centre in a large new building by Stephen Hodder, set to 
contain a library, a local museum, a gym and overspill spaces for local authority 
officers; and early ideas for the regeneration of the Hackney Empire, a celebrated but 
dilapidated theatre built in the 1880’s by Frank Matcham. These projects were all at 
different stages of development, yet it was crucial to project their likely combined 
impact. We discovered that the ‘public forum’ was the first time these schemes were 
shown together, and represented in one model.  
 
Other considerations revolved around the fact that the square stands at the heart of a 
number of local bus routes, on the edge of a busy high street, and that it contains 
structures considered to be of historical importance. At a conceptual level questions 
around how to project ‘culture’ in a multicultural community, and how to downplay the 
authoritarian nature of the existing square – which acted as an adjunct to a traditional 
Town Hall - had to be tackled, and become the subjects of shared ideas and ideals 
for change. The question of local identity was also at issue. 
 

 
Fig 2 – The Gateway 
 



An intermediate scale of project is represented by the ‘Gateway Project’, a cricket 
academy and community resource centre which was to be expressed as a landmark 
building within a proposed sports village in Derby, itself part of a regeneration 
masterplan that we had previously outlined for the East Midlands Development 
Agency5 and the local New Deal for Communities (NDC) team6. The process 
commenced in November 2002, when we were appointed to design and deliver the 
project.  
 
The outline brief called for an indoor cricket academy and team facilities, a multi-
purpose community space, a gym, a soft play area, a café, viewing galleries and 
hospitality suites, and a large kitchen and bar. The scheme was to deliver a major 
leisure sector project not just for the Derwent area, but for the city of Derby as a 
whole, with a capital allocation of € 8m. Our role was to design the centre while 
assisting the client with the appointment of other professionals and liaising with the 
local steering group, Derbyshire County Cricket Club and the project funders during 
design development and project delivery. As is usual, we also had to ensure delivery 
to time and within cost and to assist with the appointment of the Main Contractor and 
the selection and management of the best form of contract for the project - 
essentially a partnering contract following guidance contained in the Egan Report7.  

                                                
5 This is one of eight Regional Development Agencies set up in England between 1999 and 2000 and 
funded by the Government Department of Trade and Industry to ensure the economic competitiveness 
of the region.  
6  New Deal for Community Teams received up to € 75m. core funding from the UK government to 
support local regeneration projects which consider health, education, employment and community 
safety as well as, but in tandem with physical and environmental issues. 39 ten-year pilot projects were 
launched in 19990 and 2000.  Fluid has worked for many such bodies across the UK. 
7 ‘Rethinking Construction’ was published by John Egan in 1998. The Task Force led by Sir John Egan 
was required to advise the Deputy Prime Minister on the opportunities to improve the efficiency and 
quality of delivery of UK construction from the clients' perspective, to reinforce the impetus for change 
and to make the industry more responsive to customer needs. 



 
Fig 3 – King’s Cross Central Aerial View 
 
At the large scale we mentioned the scheme for Kings Cross Central, a project that 
envisages the regeneration of 60 hectares of post-industrial space between and 
behind Kings Cross and St Pancras Stations in the central London Boroughs of 
Camden and Islington by developer, Argent8 plc. The project had its beginnings in 
the spring of 2000 when landowners London Continental Railways and Exel selected 
Argent and Housing Developers, St George, to be the developers for the site. We 
were commissioned in September, 2002 to advise on and implement a full 
programme for consultation on Argent St George’s evolving Framework Plan and to 
assist in and edit a report on the consultation findings, including the preparation of a 
‘Statement of Community Involvement’9 for submission in support of the Outline 
Planning Application, which was lodged in late May, 2004. As there had been much 
consultation in the area generated through earlier (but fruitless) regeneration 
projects, a fresh and engaging approach was needed. Given the fact that it is a large 
scale site, surrounded by many fractured neighbourhoods and composed of highly 
varied environments including former railway lands not generally known to local 
people, an approach had to be configured that worked on a neighbourhood basis, 

                                                
8 Argent is a developer whose trading power is underpinned by British Telecom’s Pension fund. In 
essence they are fund managers with an expertise in urban regeneration. They are widely considered to 
be a highly inventive firm, and the consultation carried out at King’s Cross is considered by the Office of 
the Deputy Prime Minister, to offer a model others should aspire to. 
9 The UK ‘Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act, 2004’, requires the Statement of Community 
Involvement (SCI) to be a key document within all local authorities’ Local Development Frameworks. 
The Frameworks seek to stimulate and control development borough-wide whilst the SCI sets out how 
the local authorities will consult, when, with whom, and what techniques will be used. Unsatisfactory 
consultation is a grounds for refusing planning permission. 



absorbing their particular demands and issues, whilst keeping sight of the whole 
development.   
 
Though all of these projects were carried out before the new UK planning laws came 
into effect, consultation and public participation were considered central to their 
development. The projects required different consultation approaches, tools and 
methods of engagement to produce coherent results and high levels of involvement.  
 

 
Fig 4 – View of consultation marquee for HTH2 
 

Fig 5 – ‘Ideas Model’ 



 
Fig 6 – ‘Mapping Table’ 
 



 
Fig 7 – ‘Canvass Cards’ 
 
 



Fig 8 – ‘Canvass Card Gallery’ 
 

 
Fig 9 – Interior of the Marquee 
 
 



For Hackney Town Hall Square (HTH2) a high impact, high visibility approach was 
required attached to a range of processes that would support consultation outreach. 
The impact was provided through erecting a 30m long, glass-fronted marquee in the 
square that was under consideration, and equipping it with ideas models10, mapping 
tables11, canvass card galleries12, exhibition material on the large projects around the 
square and a series of computers tied together to form a local area network. At night 
digital recordings of the days consultation events were played back on the glass skin 
of the marquee to provide a 24-hour ‘stimulus’ for involvement. Outreach was 
provided in a number of ways including workshops with local schools; a conducted 
tour of the area by well known historians13 and through the design and use of a 
dedicated web portal which allowed the dialogue to be extended and the project 
examined well beyond the three days of the forum.  
 

 
Fig 10 – HTH2 web site images (‘here and now’, ‘cultural quarter,  
‘design competition’) 
 
In addition we designed an interactive environment for the square that used laser 
projections of artists drawings14, each examining ideas of ‘culture’, combined with 
sensor systems scattered around the square which interfered with the projected 
image. As a slogan that we used had it; ‘you could alter things just by being there’.  
 

                                                
10 Simple physical model of the area on which comments and thoughts are added using ‘post-it’ notes. 
11 Tables on which aerial views of the site are displayed on which participants trace out and comment 
on the experience and reasons for routine journeys. 
12 Displays of filled-in, pre-printed cards which probe participant’s desires for change, their memories of 
and associations with place, etc. They contain a photographic image of the participant. When displayed 
together they promote a direct sense of community and stimulate further discussion. 
13  Historians Joe Kerr and Sandy Macreary, from the Royal College of Art, led these events. 
14  The celebrated ‘punk’ artist, Jamie Reid, took part in the proceedings to extend the debate up to and 
including the relevance of the outline brief. This was, in our view, essential to meaningful consultation. 



 
Fig 11 – ‘Infomax’ 
 
The ideas collected for the project and the issues that emerged were all analysed in 
both quantitative and qualitative terms, and a brief for the development of the quarter 
assembled in our ‘InfoMax’ publication. The publication gave a full account of the 
events, discussions, players and emerging issues as well as a formative brief so that 
the future designers could grasp all the nuances that had emerged. Meanwhile, the 
website was developed, under an ensuing commission, to portray a new ‘brand’ for 
the square and its environs, for which the home page used the analogy of journeys 
and bus routes to explore and portray the newly ‘branded’ square from a range of 
dynamic vantage points. This commission was intended to build further ownership of 
the project, while promoting it as a new public space that would allow booking of 



tickets for local venues via mobile phones, would support booking of small spaces in 
the square to be curated by local users, and act as a backdrop for the many 
hundreds of weddings that took place in the Town Hall’s Registry Office while 
recognising the strategic importance of the place as a transport node. 
 
It was unfortunate that after all this work had been done, project funding slipped 
away. The new Hackney Town Hall Square was never realised and now, seven 
years later, one is presented by a strange and ungainly square surrounded by large-
scale developments. Perhaps the drive to secure public space was not, after all, as 
intense as the momentum that informed the discrete interventions which now 
surround it.  
 
 

 
Fig 12 – The ‘Gateway’ building (reduced size) 
 
The Derby ‘Gateway’ project was, in a sense, a representation of consultation at the 
other end of the spectrum of project implementation: Where HTH2 had focused on 
building a shared vision for the future of the square and in representing this through a 
spatialised brief15, the Gateway project sought to deliver a clear physical sign of 
regeneration on one of the masterplan’s most important sites. It had to do so against 
an extremely tight timetable to meet the funder’s and the county cricket club’s 
seasonal timetable16 while maintaining and focusing the dialogue that had helped to 

                                                
15  The brief was published as ‘Infomax’ in the summer of 1999. It provided an account of the setting up 
and running of the forum as well as an analysis and spatialising of all the information and knowledge 
gathered. 
16  The project was jointly funded by the local NDC, Sport England, who distribute monies gained 
through the National Lottery, and Derby County Cricket Club. The former two funders required monies 
to be expended by given dates. 



assemble the overall masterplan for the NDC area. The tools used here shifted from 
those which generated mappings and ‘what if’17 images for projects in their early 
stages, like HTH2, to material workshops to discuss the look and feel of the proposal, 
programming meetings to fine-tune the proposed uses for the building and site visits 
to similar buildings to check that we are headed in the right direction.  
 

 
Fig 13 – Laban Centre 
 

 
Fig 14 – Gateway Colour Workshop + Fig 15 – Gateway Model 
 
For the Gateway project we joined a group of Derby residents and NDC volunteers to 
visit the Laban Dance Centre by Herzog de Meuron. A group from Fluid also visited  
‘Lords’ indoor cricket school by David Morley, with representatives of Derbyshire 
County Cricket Club. The former provided an opportunity to see a particular material 
in use - polycarbonate cladding - that we were considering for part of the project, 
while the latter allowed us to test and discuss ideas of scale and programme. At a 
later stage we ran public ‘colour workshops’ with the artist Marion Deuchars to define 
the final appearance of the colourful ‘peanut’ shaped building - that was to contain 
many of the community facilities - along with a narrative behind the use of these 
colours that linked the building to its city and to its local environment and purpose. In 
this case it was the brick red of Derby, the green of the playing fields and the colours 
generated by a blurred cricket ball. All of these visits and exchanges were enjoyable 
and creative, and helped to tune and orientate the design process from a range of 
viewpoints and experiences.  
 

                                                
17 ‘What ifs’ are cartoon-like images that we use to capture and portray early ideas. They are highly 
provisional, and act to both crystallise discussions and provoke reactions. They can be humorous, to 
break through the deadlock that arcane, professional drawings can unwittingly bring about. 



 
Fig 16 – The three sides of the Gateway  
 
We assembled a large model to help discuss the scheme as it developed. This 
together with the masterplanning exercise helped to arrive at the ‘big idea’ which was 
to treat three parts of the building differently so they would each have their own 
character and user groups, though they would all be brought together to describe 
something that would be more than the sum of its parts. The approach led us to a 
timber clad stand, which both recalled the old racecourse stand that had once stood 
on the site, as a means of anchoring a collective memory of the area, and of 
affirming the new building’s public status by association, as the original stand had 
provided this function through its curious inclusion of a bar and dance floor. The 
academy hall was expressed as a simple, luminous volume with large, hanger-like, 
sliding doors and a continuous slash of a window at eye level on the eastern 
elevation to link the hall with a new external space that stood between it and the 
existing housing. The ‘peanut’ was developed as a colourful and playful curvilinear 
form, which the community felt would better attract casual use, and which we 
considered would better express their aspirations through the use of a ‘non 
institutional’ building. Both hall and peanut made use of the polycarbonate sheeting 
we had seen in use at the Laban Centre, in London. 
 
We also made a quicktime animation of the model to describe how the three different 
areas were developed and how these pieces were to come together to describe new 
public spaces and circulation routes inside the building. 
 



 
Fig 17 – Derby Telegraph article on the Gateway project 
 
With a project like the Gateway it is important to realise that its local media potential 
can play a major role in affecting how people feel about it, despite or because of 
realities. With this project we were able to ‘report’ regularly to the wider community 
through the local ‘Herald’. This undoubtedly helped retain a critical level of interest 
and involvement in the project. In more practical terms the local community - 
represented through our group of local residents and NDC volunteers - better 
understood the project and its day-to-day potentials once it began to emerge from 
the ground. This inspired some late changes in thinking as to the use of particular 
spaces. We were able to, and indeed felt compelled to absorb most of these 
changes, though management issues were made more difficult through the adoption 
of late ideas, and some issues remain which still need to be resolved at this level.  
 
Princess Anne opened the project in October 2004. This, in itself helped to deepen 
appreciation of the project and further build local pride, a major component of social 
capital, and an inherent ambition of the project. The building received good reviews 
in the architectural and national press, further affirming its ‘landmark’ status. This 
was as important to our clients and users as it was to us. The projects had ‘arrived’.  
 



 
Fig 18 – Gateway in use (compilation) 
 
The Building has been in use for around six months at the time of writing, and its 
energy and pluralism can best be appreciated by readings of not only the 
architecture, but the range of activities that take place in and around the building. In 
addition to cricket training and watching matches these include ‘open days’ during 
which the cricket nets are slid aside, the hanger doors are opened and a protective 
surface is rolled out over the expensive sporting surface of the massive academy 
hall, so that all sorts of activities can take place. At a smaller scale, the multi-purpose 
hall in the peanut accommodates everything from line dancing to yoga, and the 
adjoining crèche looks after toddlers groups, while the hospitality suites of the stand 
are used for meetings of all sizes and kinds through their subdivision with sliding 
partitions. The kitchen is used for training programmes as well as to cater for events 
in the peanut, academy hall and bar area. The 10m high entrance space doubles as 
a linear café space, further extending its public role. On galleries and circulation 
routes people gather to get views into the halls and through the building from back to 
front and side to side, further extending the dialogue and overlap between the 
various groups of users. Outside, mountain biker’s glide and casual users stroll in the 
park, which has become safe once again.   
 



 
Fig 19 – Kings Cross Central Aerial View (reduced size) 
 
At the larger scale in terms of both space and time, one must realise that 
consultation projects help shape the community as much as the spaces and 
architecture they may inhabit. Such an undertaking relies on very high levels of trust 
between the consultant and the public, and on a clearly formulated and consistent 
programme of consultation. At Kings Cross Central we were considering a very large, 
inner urban site that had never been occupied in the usual sense, in that it had 
earlier been a large railway sidings and logistics site. The site had separated 
neighbourhoods that had thus considered themselves distant cousins and yet, 
through regeneration and infill of this urban ‘fallow’ land, these distant cousins were 
to become Siamese twins. Negotiating this type of transition in terms of human 
geography is, we believe, very much part of the job of consultation. For such 
instances it is essential that ideas are clearly represented so that laypeople can fully 
understand, comment on and, in a sense, experience the potentials of the evolving 
scheme. 
 

 
Fig 20 – A chain of consultation documents 
 
For this project large print runs of a sequence of publications were used that started 
off, before our appointment, with ‘Principles for Urban Regeneration’, discussing and 
obtaining feedback for general visions. This was followed by ‘Parameters for 
Regeneration’, which shared some of the problems the developer was facing in 
terms of underline power cables, listed (historical) buildings, urban sightlines of St 



Paul’s Cathedral, local planning guidance, works being autonomously carried out on 
the adjacent Channel Tunnel Rail Link and London Underground ticketing facilities 
and fire escape routes. The series continued after our appointment with ‘A 
Framework for Regeneration’, which outlined the key urban design moves via easy-
to-read drawings and illustrations, and sought feedback through a number of tear-out 
questionnaire pages and a dedicated consultation web site. A simplified A1 foldout 
questionnaire was also produced for those for whom time was tight. The suite of 
documents thus sought to establish general principals and a means for overcoming, 
or at least acknowledging problems, alongside the articulation of ideas that local 
people would like to see realised in order to build responsible dialogue. In tandem 
with the use of these widely circulated documents18 we staged a number of 
consultation events in two forms.  
 

 
Fig 21 – A ‘mole’ event 
 
Firstly there were those that ‘piggy-backed’ on existing social events, where we 
would arrange to pop up at various locations to try to engage with and understand 
highly localised issues and perceptions. These forays would include attempts to not 
only understand the physical and psychogeographical19 nature of the area but would 
extend to building our awareness of interactions between local groups, as a 
contribution to the co-design process.  

                                                
18  A typical print run and distribution of these documents would be between 3 and 6,000. The 
‘Framework for Regeneration’ runs to well over 100 pages. 
19 Psychogeography, a term invented by the Situationist International member, Ivan Chtcheglov, refers 
to individual readings, associations and appreciations of place. It includes memories, ‘feelings’, and 
aspects of place in terms of built environment, events and routines. 



 
Fig 22 – public consultation meeting.   
 
Secondly there were a few, large scale public  
consultation events where the agendas for the meetings were set by the local 
communities, to ensure that we were discussing issues they felt to be important. To 
establish which agendas and issues local people and stakeholders wished to discuss 
we carried out over one hundred in-depth interviews with a representative cross 
section of the area’s local people, its key actors, its businesspeople, its young people 
and representatives of various agencies. These were videoed and thoroughly 
analysed using word counts and topic counts. The themes which emerged were then 
represented in an interactive piece – the ‘vox pop’ - which allowed the viewer to do 
three things:  
 

 
Fig 23 – Video Vox Pop 



 
First, they could listen to individual interviews through clicking on a photographic icon 
of the interviewee, secondly, they could click on a particular theme title on a scroll 
down menu which highlighted the ‘icons’ of all those who felt that issue to be 
important, and thirdly, they could listen to a compilation of interview excerpts, which 
illustrated and gave depth to the themes uncovered.   
 
A number of smaller projects were run simultaneously with young people and local 
artists whilst we organised collage and scenario planning workshops with the whole 
project team (developer, land owners and professionals) to better define the 
character of the proposals both as static elements and in use. Again the exercise 
aimed to demystify the design process and to build synergy between all those 
present. Interestingly the developers often seemed better able to engage with 
scenario play as a means of testing propositions than some of the designers. Was 
this because they implicitly understood the development as a living entity that had to 
be managed, rather than as a set of discrete architectural objects? Though one can 
only speculate as to the answer, we can be sure that the series of scenario planning 
workshops helped to develop considerations for a much more informed and nuanced 
set of design propositions. 
 

 
Fig 24 – KXC Statement of Community Involvement documents 1 - 3 
 



 
Fig 25 – Analytical Responses Map 
 



 
Fig 26 – Analytical ‘Bubble Diagram’ 
 
At the end of the pre planning application consultation process we carried out 
extensive analysis and interpretation of the feedback received via the web site, the 
tear-off questionnaires from the framework document, the consultation workshops 
and canvass cards, the route mapping exercises, the vox pop interactive piece, the 
interviews with experts and local representatives, and the findings of a dedicated 
consultation exercise with young people. The analyses allowed us to map critical 
areas, to locate desires for change, to get direct feedback on the design proposals 
on an area-by-area basis, and to draw up recommendations for tuning the framework 
plan, all of which was represented in the published Statement of Community 
Involvement.  
 

 
Fig 27 – Gasholders image 



 
Fig 28 – Gasholder design options 
 
One example of the impact of consultation can be given through the ‘discovery’ of the 
intense feelings attached to a cluster of gas holders that had stood on the site since 
the 1870’s, but which had been removed to make way for the Channel Tunnel Rail 
Link. In response to this discovery the developers appointed a range of architects to 
propose options for the retention of the Holders. These resulted in schemes which 
proposed housing, office space, a combined heat and power plant, a car park and an 
arboretum in the form of a ‘Jurassic Park’, all contained within the reassembled and 
re-sited cluster of cast iron holders. Further consultation selected ‘housing’ as the 
preferred option. Of all the issues on site, the ‘retention’ of the gas holders registered 
most strongly. It was a plea for the memory and identity of the place that would 
normally have remained hidden, and unaddressed.      
 
Notes on Methodology 
 
Though of a widely differing nature and scale of complexity the consultation 
approach in each project has a number of similarities. First, sustained efforts are 
made to describe the site both from the perspective of everyday users and their 
experiences while research is carried out to identify and represent changes and 
projects which are already proposed or in process. Secondly, a range of hands-on 
and direct consultation tools, such as questionnaires or route mapping exercises are 
complimented by digital methods and more sophisticated forms of engagement, such 
as interactive websites and canvass cards which prompt a reflexive (and creative) 
set of responses. Thirdly, the consultation processes are highly focused on local 
areas often using unusual or of-the-beaten-track venues, as these often represent 
the very values local people wish to protect and project. Fourthly, outreach exercises 
are used to reach young people, hard-to-reach groups, ethnic minority groups or 
those with mobility problems. Fifthly, the consultation strategy is developed in clear 
stages moving from initial consultation through to engagement and finally to co-
design or project partnering reflecting both the stages of a project’s development and 
the growing relationship between user groups and professionals, ultimately aiming to 
blur the boundaries. Where possible we try to identify ‘project champions’ drawn from 



the public and local authorities or other agencies, to provide continuity and retain 
momentum. The Gateway Project’s strong association with the Chief Executive of the 
Cricket Club and the NDC’s local community panel (some of whom since became 
members of the board which manage the building) greatly accelerated the uptake 
and support of the project. The contractor’s Chairman was also a member of the 
Local Skills Council and an ex-chairman of the local football team. He not only built 
the project, but actively campaigned to build up its credibility and reach. The 
importance of such local actors and actor networks cannot be over-emphasised. We 
would go so far as to suggest that they are critical to the success and sustainability of 
regeneration projects. 
 
There are further similarities:  
 
In all cases a public domain account of the consultation process and its outcomes 
needs to be produced and circulated as widely as possible. The results must be 
robust and transparent. If they are dishonest or manipulative, local support will 
wither.  
 
It is becoming increasingly usual to engage not only end users but also local officials, 
agencies and, depending on the scale of the project, government offices or 
departments. In this way, all are seen to contribute to the process and ownership, 
and responsibility is built up accordingly. This approach can help to mesh ‘top down’ 
strategic objectives with ‘bottom up’ concerns and desires. The two can and very 
often do inform one-another. Without consultation the opportunity for such 
intermarriage disappears, or is at least diminished, representing a loss of real value. 
 
All aspects of communication are important irrespective of the scale of the project. It 
is for this reason that we produce simple graphic representations of emerging ideas 
and/or projects, reducing the need for long textual descriptions and either the strain 
on those for whom English is not their first language, or on translators. In London 
around 200 languages are widely spoken, so the matter is of considerable 
importance to us.  
 
There are, of-course, differences too.  
 
Hackney Town Hall Square suffered from not having a consistent ‘project champion’, 
and foundered when problems with funding were encountered. This in turn raised the 
spectre of the consultation programme having falsely ‘raised expectations’. Though 
the consultation programme was, in itself, good and a range of different tools were 
used to ensure a breadth of engagement in a stimulating and thought-provoking 
manner, no risk assessment was carried out as to the projects viability, and this 
should be considered for each and every project consulted on. For Hackney, there 
was not the time or scope for participants to review the brief we assembled on their 
behalf. Nor was there the opportunity to carry out options appraisals, that would have 
helped to identify more clearly what the most important aspects of the brief and its 
resulting project might have been. The use of the Marquee successfully 
communicated the ‘forum’, but possibly focused all minds on the square itself, 
whereas the surrounding spaces and buildings were of equal importance.  
 
The Gateway project, in moving from projected realities into concrete projects raised 
other issues. For all the consultation carried out through visits to similar buildings, for 
all the workshops on materials and colours, and for all the wider engagement there 
had been on the surrounding masterplan, it was not until the project started coming 
out of the earth that local people could finally grasp how they would use the project 
on a day-to-day basis. At first sight this may seem curious, as the renderings have an 



almost absolute likeness, and the model gave a very accurate representation of the 
generative ideas and the final product. However, on reflection we did not have the 
time to represent scenarios of the building in use, at different times, as we would 
normally do, due to the pressure to complete to programme. The issue raised here is 
principally one of speed. Where there is time to engage local communities, all well 
and good. But the speed that has to be maintained if a project such as the Gateway 
is to keep to programme is far in excess of the speed with which the community can 
effectively respond. This suggests that participatory projects should adopt contracts 
that are able to make adjustments and to ensure a degree of flexibility once on site, if 
they really are to respond to local needs.  
 
For Kings Cross Central there was a very different context. The developers had set 
up a company with the landowners as major shareholders, with the objective of 
managing the site long term. This continuity was central to the project, and to the 
high levels of dialogue, and then trust built up between local people and the 
developer. The problems were rather more to do with the scale of the site, its ‘hidden’ 
nature, and the multiplicity of different neighbourhoods which stood around its 
margins. The arrangement of open days on the site and its canals, the targeting of 
prearranged social events in various neighbourhoods, and the drawing together of 
different communities at larger scale workshops all proved a very effective way of 
getting to understand and share problems. Here the difficulties were more to do with 
dealing with the multiplicities of voices, of overcoming consultation fatigue (as the 
site had been the subject of prior, failed attempts at regeneration, which had drawn 
heavily on people’s free time), and of clearly communicating a large and complex 
scheme in an area that was and still is undergoing wider changes20. The use of 
websites and widely circulated documents proved an effective means of overcoming 
the fatigue whilst a multiplicity of drawing types, from cartoons to watercolours 
helped ensure a good level of understanding of the framework proposals. For all the 
multiplicity of voices, our analysis revealed a lot of common territory in terms of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the scheme as perceived locally, and the desires for 
change. Very often the desires were expressed in relation to reducing crime rates or 
improving the cleanliness of the area, again revealing the importance ‘management’ 
now has at the urban scale. A successful chunk of city has to perform in many ways. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
All of the projects we have discussed have built in a substantial amount of ‘action 
research’ and ‘on-the-ground’ consultation to collectively guard against over 
abstraction and to help test and shape theory in a manner that addresses specific 
social and physical contexts. The process is about tapping into pools of tacit 
knowledge represented by local memories, ideas and impulses, and of representing 
this knowledge to build up a picture of life as lived in an area as a first, critical step in 
defining the regeneration masterplan. The process continues as a form of reflective 
and reflexive design, in which design professionals and local people come together 
to trade knowledge and ideas and build what could be considered a joint project. 
Reflective design, in the sense of Schön’s ‘reflective practitioner’, requires a 
reassessment of the role and input of the designer in relation to the user. It suggests 
the presence of a ‘Heisenbergian contract’ in the design process, where observation 
begins to change things, but in a two-way trade: We observe/change the community 
and it observes/changes us. We seek to extend this exchange in an iterative 
expression of the evolving relationship between design and community, 
                                                
20 The Channel Tunnel Rail Link and major station extensions and alterations to both of the main 
stations for instance alongside a contiguous development (The P&O owned ‘Regents Quarter’). 



approximating an accelerated version of Churchill’s observation that ‘we shape our 
buildings, then they shape us’. In this, the social and the cultural have as much 
weight as the spatial and the physical. 
 
In considering the value of a design process in a social context with the continual 
changes of focus and impetus implied, and the inevitable attack on the symbols of 
authority, the arcane practices, shibboleths and certainties of orthodox practice, it is 
becoming clear that radically different design approaches are needed. A reflexive 
process would, in complimenting reflective practice, promote a ‘real time’ and active 
play of parts, ideas, concepts and their interaction in a manner that would refocus 
‘design’ to meld the social and the spatial, the cultural and the economic, the local 
and the global. Reflexive, socially based design could build on local ownership and 
co-authorship to offer an approach that exchanges the possibility of alienation, as a 
consequence of top-down planning, for the potential of active citizenship, It would 
seek to trade abstractions for real possibilities and empty signs for collective action. 
This wider approach could give us the means of successfully grounding and tuning 
that by-product, which is design.  
 
 
 
 
Steve McAdam 
London 
May, 2005.  
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