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Cities are the framework of society. They are an expression of social justice and social needs within a fiscal and legal framework. In Europe about 90% of us live in cities - the command centres of our world. America on the other hand, with so much space at its disposal, can afford to waste land: indeed, it has the worst sustainability record in the western world. And that is basically because it refuses to plan cities. It also has the worst record of riots in the western world. That said, it is vastly encouraging to see the beginnings of planned cities and of a move back to city centres - reflecting a basic understanding of social needs and a desire to turn these into a physical manifestation.

In 1998 I was asked by the Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister - Tony Blair and John Prescott - to chair a government task force looking at the state of our cities and to make recommendations as to how to attract people back to inner-city areas. That is the mission statement I had to respond to. We worked for about a year and produced a very large report containing 105 recommendations, based on the principles of sustainable urban planning. 'Towards an Urban Renaissance', published in June 1999, prompted the government's Urban White Paper, published in November 2000, incorporating many of the recommendations. That of course is only a statement of intent - implementation is the key word, largely dependent on legal action and long-term fiscal commitment .

In the Renaissance, cities were conceived as meeting places for people - both strangers and friends - and for the exchange of ideas. Cities are a reflection of the culture of their times - ever since Hellenic times cities have been the command centres of our society. The Renaissance rediscovered the Helenic and Roman city - its structure, arts, political framework and social vision. The city combines education, health and justice. Today, cities are in conflict, their original remit inevitably challenged by changing requirements - during the Industrial Revolution of the 19th century people's life-expectation was appallingly low and those who could leave the pollution and degradation of city life fled to outlying suburbs served by the newly laid out railway lines. The demands of modern-day life have brought their own specific pressures and in many instances the existing urban fabric cannot take the strain. The greatest difficulty I have with the UK government is trying to persuade them that it is useless to invest in education - in a particular school - if the majority of the local community is so dispirited by their surroundings that they are desperately trying to leave. There are city areas in the UK where up to 80% of the population has left. My point is that cities must be an expression of all domestic issues and needs.

My lecture today is about the compact city - if you look at a typical example of a medieval lay-out, you can see that in essence the basic language of urban landscape has not altered so drastically - the central square, the church, the town hall, the market space, the network of roads - a highly legible, compact, mixed use organism of live, work and leisure - where people can easily connect.

Three drivers have changed, or are in the process of changing, our society. First of all, of course, the information age of which we are a part. The possibility of a global network raises the possibility of a non-polluting society - there is no real need nowadays to use polluting carbon fuels. Today, in our search to maximise the potential of clean energy, we are starting to plan for a sustainable society. Secondly, consciousness of our eco responsibilities: the information age signals the move from brawn and muscle to brain-power. The third driver is changing family patterns, especially the individualisation of the family - longevity, low birth rate, older parents, rising divorce rates and the growing requirement for life-long education and ecological issues.

The information net has facilitated global communications, allowing us all to connect. As chairman of the Urban Task Force I've visited hundreds of cities throughout Europe, and many in Holland. Holland has the closest geography to England, and very similar social problems, and offers an impressive number of successful case-studies. Of course it's also valuable to study examples that haven't worked.

A hundred years ago life expectancy in cities was about 40 years. Actually, a hundred and fifty years ago life expectancy in an industrial city such as Manchester was as little as seventeen years old. People were lucky if they managed to stay at school until the age of sixteen. Then they worked in the mines until they died. It was a totally circumscribed existence. You fought for your Sundays off to go to church. Education was very poor, leisure almost non-existent and there was practically no time for retirement. Today we are looking at a life expectancy of over eighty - Japanese women typically live until 83, the highest life expectancy in the world. Children born today can expect to live to a hundred. This changes the whole concept of what we do with our lives. We now have the possibility of education. From birth to death we are exposed to endless possibilities and opportunities which have the potential to greatly affect our home life, work and leisure. And of course retirement is a big issue - an increasingly significant period of our lives. How we tackle this new dimension will have huge impact on society as a whole. Personally, as I get older, I believe less and less that one should retire. My aspiration is that one might continue to work until one is eighty.

The concept of society making decisions about participating in cities, in life, is crucial. The Architecture Foundation, an architectural centre in London, ran a series of debates two or three years ago. We thought we might attract 200 people to each event - in reality three thousand people turned up - with that type of audience you can attract speakers of the highest calibre - from the Mayors of New York and Barcelona to major ministers. The key question is how does one involve the public on a political level? Today, fewer and fewer people are voting. How can we create a more engaged democratic society?

Public space is key as an invitation to people to participate in urban life. The Centre Pompidou, won in competition by myself with Renzo Piano, placed great importance on the vitality of public space - in this scheme this extends throughout the piazza and up the façade of the building. The whole essence of the scheme was based on a concept of vivid public involvement. Of course ecology is a key driver. We must harness clean energy, ensuring that the earth is a living organism, learning to look after and nurture our environment, rather than despoil it. We are responsible for it and, in sustainable terms, whatever action we take today has to be seen in the context of future effects. We can harness the wind, the sun, the rain, to give us the energy we need to drive us forward. And we must plan - what we do with waste, for instance, is a critical factor in terms of global economy.

The design of buildings is now being profoundly influenced by such concerns. Our recent scheme for a court building in Bordeaux embraces many of these ecological concerns. For instance, the organic shapes of the court-room 'pods' are designed to encourage natural air circulation. There is a pool in front and water cools the building in summer and warms it in winter. The seven courts are in fact wind-driven, very much like some farm buildings, so as to minimise the amount of energy use and aim towards zero CO2 emission.

The new building for the National Assembly for Wales challenges the whole question of what defines a public building. Commanding a key position on Cardiff Bay, the building capitalises on the wind coming in from the Atlantic across the bay, using both sea and sun as sources of energy. The brief called for a building that would be transparent and we have designed an essentially democratic building standing on a slate plinth that appears to rise up out of the sea. The great glass curtain wall reinforces the idea of a building where politicians' actions are immediately visible. This is in dramatic contrast with Renaissance or Victorian 'public' buildings which were designed as bastions of power, secretive, guarded and surrounded by security. Here in Cardiff, the whole decision-making process of government is laid bare.

In England, the art of urban planning has reached crisis point. Decades of under-investment have resulted in a serious lack of skills, particularly at local level. Masterplanners and architects can only respond to a given brief - if the brief is poor, there is little hope for the suggested solution. Without an accurate diagnosis there is little hope for the patient. In England there is a tradition of teaching planners to work only in two dimensions, instead of encouraging the exploration of 3-dimensional spatial masterplans. Similarly, there is a reluctance to include social issues within the architectural syllabus. As a result, architects have a certain way of approaching things, concentrating on vision and images, whilst planners have tremendous arguments about the mathematics of density without understanding the £-D implications. There is a need for a national design framework. We need to increase density - England has the lowest density development in Western Europe and yet is the world's third densest country after Bangladesh and The Netherlands. Therefore we have to care for the land, planning every inch of it in terms of preserving and conserving this invaluable resource. The line between built and green is vital. It is non-sustainable to sprawl at low densities. Creating compact, well-designed neighbourhoods, districts and cities is critical to the conservation of our society.

Barcelona is an excellent example of a compact, dense and well-designed city - the jewel in the urban regeneration field. It has taken a tremendous step forward both in social and physical terms - but it should be noted that such a transformation cannot happen overnight - Barcelona took 15 years to turn around. It is interesting to note that the city now attracts 9 million tourists per annum - only 2 million less than Venice. More important as a statistic is the reduction in court cases which supports the theory that well designed urban environment breeds social cohesion and inclusion. Pride in terms of electoral voters is far higher than in most European cities: Barcelona is a city that, quite simply, works. Why? Because it has had the benefit of three visionary mayors who all recognised the importance of the spatial city and the social city and saw a way of marrying these two concepts.

A good example of successful urban density is the early Victorian development in Notting Hill, London, one of the city's most dynamic and ethnically mixed neighbourhoods. Predominantly terraced housing is arranged around public gardens so that all households have access to green space. The area is extremely popular and nowadays house prices are high - testament to the long-term benefits of good design. This of course is a major stumbling block - good design has a price tag and most developers are not prepared to stomach it. Good design is about sustainable development - long life, loose fit, low energy. Not about quickly thrown up hermetically sealed boxes. Late Georgian/early Victorian development achieved far higher densities than we in England build to now. Georgian architecture aimed at c. 100 dwellings per hectare, whereas today we tend to build at about 30 dwellings per hectare. And yet no-one could claim that Georgian housing is in any sense crammed. In Holland you are far more successful in achieving compact low-rise housing - I have been immensely impressed by what I have seen in The Hague. On my last visit I walked around with local politicians and the calibre of public and private housing was such that it was impossible to distinguish between them. This is a great achievement - in England most social housing is arranged in ghettos, clearly identifiable from a long way off.

Good urban planning has an inherent value in terms of real estate - the value of houses in San Francisco where there is less traffic is much higher than that of identical houses constructed on busier streets. Equally, people tend to stay longer in houses in more agreeable areas. My point is that people will always opt to create communities in pleasant surroundings - they do not want to live in unplanned areas. No wonder that those living in 'hostile' environments take refuge in the car. Cars are basically fortresses on wheels. They are a highly effective way of stopping people from engaging in communication, apart from road rage!

Ease of transport is a basic ingredient of successful urban planning. In Holland, public transport services are excellent and cycling is encouraged - the terrain lends itself to this but town planners also deliberately support this ecologically 'sound' mode of transport. In England, the majority avoid cycling because of its inherent dangers. As a result we have the lowest number of cyclists in Europe. In 1971 nearly all seven and eight year olds walked or were walked to school. By 1993 practically nobody walked to school - the majority going by car and a few using public transport. This is a direct reflection of the steady disintegration of the social fabric and carries a cost - hugely wasteful in terms of energy and a source of significant inner-city congestion and pollution. As a child I was a terrible student and the best part of my day was that spent walking to and from school, kicking a ball around with my friends. This level of social interaction is lost once the need for a car becomes paramount, and all sense of community is sacrificed in the process.

Another nail in the coffin of inner city life is the out of town development and especially the shopping mall. These are no longer built in Holland where it has long been recognised that they are immensely destructive in terms of urban/social fabric. In England we have been far less perceptive and many of our cities, like those in America, are now paying the price. A case in point is Yale in New Haven where I was a student 40 years ago. Four massive shopping centres outside the town have now turned it into a living hell: drug barons have taken over with an encampment of students at the centre in a beautiful gothic cage.

In England we managed to stave off the worst of this planning blight until 1985 when Margaret Thatcher lifted out of town planning regulations. As a result, it soared, turning almost all our historic cities into doughnut cities, i.e. inside out, due to rapid expansion and total lack of planning. At long last, I'm glad to say, there is a discernible shift back to more centralised cities in the UK, but a vast amount of damage has been done.

Reduction of car use is a key factor in recreating a dynamic and vibrant urban fabric. Predictably, the American city model is the most gasoline/petrol greedy. Houston, Phoenix and Detroit all create alarming levels of pollution. The typical Eurpoean city is, in contrast, far more energy efficient. The least aggressive in terms of car-usage are, at the moment, cities in the Far East such as Hong Kong and Singapore, although there are clear indications that governments in this part of the world have every intention of placing ever more importance on the car. My point is that the spread-out city is most energy consuming, whereas increased density encourages significant energy conservation.

So ingrained is the car as an acceptable part of the general social structure that car-related death tolls are seemingly viewed as a 'natural' part of modern life. There are 26,000 road deaths in England every year, to say nothing of annual car-related injuries totalling over 300,000. Although these figures far outweigh annual deaths due to more sensational plane/train accidents, these appallingly high figures seem to go unnoticed. If we valued human life more acutely, there are many ways in which we could reduce the number of accidents. Of course speed restraints would alter these figures dramatically: there is a real need for home zones - areas around schools and housing where cars may not travel faster than 20 mph.

The current crisis facing England is the need for an additional 4 million households over the next 20 years. Of that 4 million, 80% are required for single-person households which is indicative of huge social changes. People now marry far later, have children later, the rate of divorce is far higher, retired people live for longer and need different types of dwellings - society as a whole is changing fast and all of these changes can easily be accommodated within denser urban planning. There is huge potential for a more vibrant urban fabric if only we choose to go down that route.

The city is very much like a body. You can identify its component parts - communities, neighbourhoods, districts and so on. A neighbourhood should have at least 5,000 people all of whom should be able to walk to key focal areas/transport hubs. High density areas support public transport systems which are the life-blood of the city, in turn supporting neighbourhood facilities such as corner shops, crèches, nurseries, schools and so on. A number of neighbourhoods make up a district, a number of districts create a city centre.

My practice recently made a study of East Manchester, a city which had been one of the great industrial power-centres of the 19th century. In this part of the city the population has dropped from about 80,000 immediately after the second world war to only 18,000. Four out of five houses are boarded up, most urban entrepreneurs are leaving, indeed anyone who can get out does so, hopping over the green belt areas and moving into the suburbs. The result is an inner city area rapidly transformed into a ghost town, deprived of facilities. Other cities such as Birmingham, Leeds and Newcastle face similar crises. Gradually there is a shift in perception and people are beginning to see the advantages of living in the heart of their cities, but local governments face a huge task if they are to successfully regenerate their city centres and draw people back in significant numbers. The ideal is a mix of live-work-leisure all within bicycling and walking distances, knitted together with large green public space.

A well-designed sustainable city will attract people back into its centre. I believe city living lies at the heart of our society, for cities are conceived as meeting places for people - friends or strangers. People make cities and cities make citizens. A sustainable city is compact, polycentric, ecologically aware and based on walking. There should be diverse activities: live, work, leisure. Its people are easily connected. It is well-designed, economically strong and well governed. Above all, it promotes social inclusion. With better education and fiscal and legal commitment, all this can be ours. This is no utopian vision: cities that are beautiful, safe and equitable are within our grasp.

Lord Richard Rogers does not only build in large cities (amongst others Centre Pompidou in Paris and Lloyds in London) but he also regularly writes about them (amongst others Cities for a Small Planet). In mid 1999 Rogers was asked by Prime Minister Blair to lead an 'Urban Task Force' who have formulated recommendations for the future spatial and urban policy of the United Kingdom.


