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Could London Benefit from DIY Urban Pl ¢
how

By Timo Hamalainen

London and Helsinki d o n 6 t seem |like cities that have a | ot
global command center for flows of people and finance while the other is a peripheral capital that
often gets shrugged off in favour of its bigger neighbours Stockholm and St. Petersburg.

More than anything, the cities are incomparable in size. There are about 10 times more Londoners
than there are residents in the Helsinki urban area.

But if you focus on problems that both cities are preoccupied with solving, similarities are not that

hard to find. Surely everyoneobds aware of the ho
inaccessible to a growing number of people. A condition powered by a rising population, capital

inflows and a shift in lifestyle preferences, pulling hordes to enjoy the urban amenities and job
opportunities of the bustling capital, and sustained by an incapability of finding ways to extend the

supply of apartments. The severe shortage of affordable apartments is a worry shared in both

cities.

The obvious remedy would be to intensify already built-up areas near the core as well as in well-
serviced transit nodes outside of it.

Practice has however shown that placing such ideas in plans and getting on-the-ground results is

no walk in the park. The modernism-embraci ng pl anning system doesnbot
especially when the focus is on intensifying the existing urban fabric. Endless bureaucracy, shallow

public participation processes, and a regulatory framework that effectively blocks most attempts for
developing human-scale density, all sum to lengthy, expensive and unpleasing planning projects.

Londoners, if this sounds like something you can relate with, we feel for you in Helsinki.

And when | ocal authorities donoét seem to have an
certainly doesndt seem therebdés a | ot that can be
embrace better ways of planning.

But that 6s n oue. | avasmipvbhed énl cpmpléting a project in Helsinki which
demonstrates that do-it-yourself urban planning can have a real impact on the way we discuss
urban development and established planning concepts. Our project helped to create momentum
for pushing things in the right direction.

Pro Helsinki 2.0 17 The urbanist vision for making Helsinki denser and more diverse
Pro Helsinki 2.0 is an unofficial comprehensive city plan for Helsinki, which illustrates how the city
could intensify to accommodate half a million new residents close to transit connections, jobs and

services T without needing to sacrifice green areas. It was designed by a voluntary working group
called Urban Helsinki and completely in a DIY fashion. Our team represents a new type of
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community involvement powered by the rapid rise of the internet, social media, and, above all, the
growth of a DIY culture among younger citizens.

PRO E3
HELSINKIS

Fig i - the Pro Helsinki 2.0 city plan. The new development we propose is marked with orange. Map
byUbanHe |l si nki . View thhbherefull &ézoomabl ed map

The idea to create Pro Helsinki 2.0 sparked from a need to give Helsinkiers an opportunity to
compare and contrast alternative pathways as city officials are in the process of drafting a new

strategicplant o gui de the citybds growth wuntil 2050. Once
tremendous impact on what Helsinki will be like 35 years from now i for better or for worse. To
help make sure it wondédt be the | atter, we decided

We named the project Pro Helsinki 2.0 as a tribute to Eliel Saarinen, who published a plan called

Pro Helsingfors in 1918 to guide how Helsinki could grow into a world city. In his time, Saarinen
envisioned a model for Hel sinki s outward expans
connections. Sadly, hardly any of his ideas ev er materialised. Now a ¢
envisioned a plan to turn Helsinki into a world city by drafting a model for growing inwards.

Here are a few key principles our work is grounded on:
Future growth will be accommodated by making the inner city larger as well as creating new and

strong urban nodes not too far from the old urban core. This will create critical masses to introduce
and upkeep a good choice of services also outside of the city center, give more people the
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possibility to walk to their everyday destinations, and allow the city to develop a comprehensive
public transport network. Concentrating more people closer together also leads to more jobs. And
finally, dense neighbourhoods mitigate the nee

Fig ii - land-use patterns in comparison. Two very different ways of making homes for 300 people.
Image by Antti Auvinen

Much of the new development will be built 1) along highways by retrofitting them into urban
boulevards; 2) in previously strictly-for-business areas by retrofitting them into mixed-use
neighbourhoods; 3) on railway yards and other land-consuming functions that are hogging up
valuable land in the middle of the city; 4) and between existing neighbourhoods to connect them
with each other.

A precondition for our plan to be successful is that Helsinki needs to learn how to make urban
blocks, streets and public spaces again. Density is only attractive if coupled with the qualities
associated with urban neighbourhoods. Focus needs to be put on diverse streetscapes, buildings
facing the street, shops and other businesses, and putting pedestrians first. Essentially, planning
should be done from the perspective of pedestrians.
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Fig iiii - a future street in Helsinki, we hope. Image by Niilo Tenkanen

Another precondition is that to build those urban neighbourhoods, we need to evaluate our existing
zoning and building codes critically. At the moment it would be illegal to build anything comparable
to Helsinkids mo shourhoodg i soundsviwaitrous, But theeiricanvenient truth is
that there are many regulations in place that effectively block all chances of applying time-tested
concepts of good city-building. These have been summoned by authorities from various
departments who all mean well, but concentrate on observing the world solely through their line of
work. In the city-making business, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. We need to put
places first.

The motivation

So why do this? Well, besides the fact that we really love Helsinki and want to see it prosper, we
wanted to give citizens the opportunity to compare and contrast alternatives once the City Planning
Department had released the official draft plan. Urban planning is a complex topic to discuss and
also plans at all scales are often very complex documents to grasp. This makes it extremely
difficult for even professionals to give insightful feedback just based on a single vision.

Al so, Hel si nki hasnoét buil t anapcharater since theg1930®an
40s. On the very contrary, Helsinki has evolved into one of the most sprawled out city regions in
Europe. In just over half a century, while the population of the metropolitan area considered to be
Helsinki has grown five-fol d t o wel | over a million, the <c
nearly a hundred times.
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Figiv-Finni sh sprawl in Helsinkids suburbs. I n our
blocks

Hel si nki 6s expansi on swduseth sorae verypseriowsnegatizetimpacts.nAndh a
these will keep on getting worse if nothing is done. For instance, for many people and for most

trips, driving is by far the most convenient way of getting around. Structuring life around walking is
apriviege for those lucky few who |ive in the inner
system is of very good quality in terms of trustworthiness and infrastructure, too often travel times

between destinations are considerably longer than if you just got behind the wheel.

I 6m not going to walk you through all of sprawl s
them. But | want to emphasize one equally important reason | and my colleagues have spent hours

after hours to draft this plan in our free time: the need to offer people more choices. And especially

for urbanites like us.

You dondt need to be a rocket scientist to note t
dense urban fabric Helsinki can offer to those seeking urban lifestyles. The story is that throughout
the cityods significant gr owt h"gemuryiaodcearld 20Y égemugy, t h e
Hel sinki6s inner city has pretty much stayed t
municipalities focused on building multiple suburban neighbourhoods believing that this is what all
people want. Of course that never was the case, but mainstream urban policy had just one goal in
mi nd. Eventually, webve <collectively manawgityd t o
housing options for only about 17% of the Capital

the entire City Region.
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