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Talking of housing
1. Housing types and urban patterns. what is new?

1.1 Spread of resdentsin the metropolitan areais a common phenomenon throughout the world,
athough with different characters. In most countries (not in dl) we notice amove from the
compact city towards the surrounding aress, what goes together with a switch in building types,
from condominiums to single houses, resulting in wide changesin land use, from productive to
resdential. Lack of services, poor relationship with urban facilities and socid isolation are often
trandated into “no city”. Around this modd, a number of new activities are actualy born,
invading alandscape once totally devoted to agriculture and pasture: highways, commercia
centres, office parks, sport centres, technologica parks, etc. Private car explosion is obvioudy at
the roots of such developments, but it is difficult to deny that the desire for more suitable housing
typesisamain factor in such change.

1.2. The monoculture of sub urbanization, especidly evident in the United States, is producing
some kind of reaction. The so caled “New Urbanism” ideology, rapidly spreading in North
America and now in some European countries, istrying to recal traditiona urban charactersinto
the new developmerts, in order to overcome the typica anonymity of contemporary settlements.
Such characters consa st basicdly in the emphass on density (of people and of activities), on socid
services as dements of collective identity (centra places, public buildings), on public transport as
an dternative to private car monoculture, on genera design rules. If this can become aredl
dternative to suburban culture remains to be demonstrated, since “new urbanism” too gppliesto
gpecific, middle-high income sodid groups: segregation is il the main eement making the
suburb successful as well as different from the “traditiona” city (whatever thet is). Moreover, al
this seems to deny the redlity of a post-modern city where co-existence of different life syles,
emphasis on information flows, obsolescence of hierarchica order go dong with the an economy
based on knowledge and communication more than production. It is hard to think that the new
city isnot but areplica of the old one.

1.3. Housing typologies change dower than cars (which change dower than aircréfts): there is some
recognised vaue in the permanence of the same schemes. Socid models, even when actualy
obsolete, seem to guide the design of resdentid buildings: family shelter, children paradise,
bourgeois order characterize most new projects. It is a striking misunderstanding, when compared
with the range of new behaviours, consume models, values characterizing contemporary,
globdisad society, together with dl its new conflicts. Life syles, family compostion, incomes
have changed: culturd confrontation, value homogenisation, socid competition express
themsalvesin and out the family walls. All thisis being reflected in the shapeless urban
landscape, more than within the house. Housing does not seem to be able to accept the chalenge.



2. Private versus public housing: which one givestheline?

2.1. Public housing was a leader, in the past 100 years, in residentia design. Reformers, planners,
architects, administrators engaged themsalves in the hard work of making the industrid city host
to an ever increasng number of low-income people. In doing o, they explored the requirements
and the characters of the new city, investigated the relationship between housing and land use,
housing and public trangport, housing and land vaue. Thinking of housing meant thinking the
city: no wonder that it was around this topic that many planning instruments devel oped,
including building and environmenta regulations and lega procedures. The role of public
adminidration was d <0 in the agenda of public housing: what should be itsrole in dedling with
urban growth and its influence on land values? Is the growth of land values a positive output or
an obgtacle to a better spatia organization? How could the administration act in order to favour
the development of a housing sector ble to low income people?

2.2. Locdlization choices of public housing did influence urban policies: trangportation, facilities,
public services were designing the new planned city, were arational approach was producing a
city which supposedly worked better than the one dependent from the market. Even building
typologies were under thorough investigation within public housing policies. High rise
gpartment buildings fredy scattered in the open space, Sngle family houses organised in garden
cities, gpartment blocks forming city neighbourhoods, were al consdered as possible models
for the new city. The discussion that developed took into consideration economic aspects,
environmenta issues, lifestyles and mora issues. Adminigtrators and scholars had not doubt
that planned, public housing offered the most substantia way to ded with the basic issues
regarding city government.

2.3. However, while housing reformers seemed acting as leadersin the field, the real estate sector
was actudly responding to the housing needs of the greatest mgority of the urban population.
Twentieth century cities, with the exception of those in the socidist field during the second half
of the century, were mostly built through the private sector; this one took also great advantage
from the growth of land vaues, unlike public housing, dways looking for low cost building
land. The private sector, driven by market demand, was able to respond to private customers
wishes, more than to genera urban needs. It dso tried (rather successtully) to trandate it into an
actud modd of urban morphology, where public facilities were coming after private ones.
Private car infrastructures overcame public facilities, bullding land cancelled public open space,
income segregation characterized the modern city more than it did in the past. Itsimpact was
such as to make the inhabitants of public housing schemes aware of an inferiority satus, what
resulted into poor maintenance, vandaism, escape.

3. Historic centresand the post-modern urbanization

3.1.The contemporary city is not made up of resdents only: lots of people, the city users, come
everyday for business, leisure, services. This meansthat the city has to adapt itsdlf to the needs
of avast population over which it haslittle control: congestion is induced by the outsders more
than by theloca people. However, the relationship between the city and its resdents remains
essential under many aspects. Thefirgt oneis probably land vaue: dthough it can be higher ina
business centre than in aresdentid areg, it isthe surrounding people that make it interesting to
investors and users. The other oneis vitdity: an arealooks vita throughout the day when it is



used by the people without specific time limitations. Public safety is aso connected to people
occupying urban space: empty places are notorioudy unsafe in most cities.

3.2.In the last decade Europe is experiencing a drive that is common sincelong inthe U.SA.: the
move of commercid activities from the centra city to the countryside. The growth of shopping
centres, shopping mals, etc. tends to happen at the expenses of the commercid street, leaving it
with few customers, less and less attracted by poor products and outdated services. Such trend is
especidly visble in many higoric centres of the new EU countries, where rising incomes are
pushing the residents towards more shining shopping establishments. Higher income means
more cars, and with it the need for parking space. Centrd cities are structuraly cut out from this
kind of competition: streets become empty, people are not attracted to walk in and security
problems arise. At this point the decline of red estate vauesis not but the mirror of a negative
demographic trend: housing there has lost any interest, and people leave for safer and better
sarviced aress. The decline of centra citiesis gtrictly connected to the sort of the commercia
structure.

3.3.Thereis however another threat over historic centres and their housing stock. It comes from the
uneven development of tourist activity. Tourigt industry can be very tough in transforming old
centres into thematic parks. Everything turnsto “antique’: Sgns, products, souvenirs, services.
A generd fagfication process invests whatever lies within the boundaries of the historic centre
(and even outside). Residents are a nuisance: businessmen, shopkeepers and office employees
are the only people waking around during the day, while the nights are filled by vigtors looking
for fun. The building stock, being turned into a resource for direct economic activities, is both
heavily transformed and taken away from resdentia use.
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