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ORIGINS 

The  original impetus for  this book came when I moved house in 1994. I found 
that I was  living, for the first time in  many  years,  in a local community - or 
rather a set of overlapping, interacting communities of varied  character, some 
small and very  local, others  extending across the whole town and its hinter- 
land. These cultural, social and  economic communities  all  have a strong sense 
of locale, of connection  to place and  the  people of the place. There are no 
fmed edges to this ‘neighbourhood’. It  is part of an urban-rural continuum, 
offering both a full range of local  facilities and open, biodiverse countryside 
within ten minutes walk.  Children  growing up in such a place  find the  oppor- 
tunity for an integrated social/school life where they are not dependent  on 
parental escort. Old people  and others who are home-based  can  find opportu- 
nities for local activities and a rich network of mutual  support. This place 
exhibits some of the characteristics of social sustainability, though it also  shows 
certain  signs of economic decline. It perhaps has the potential, with  rail station 
accessible,  safer streets  and retrofit of energy  and  water conservation, to  be 
more environmentally sustainable. 

My hope is that this book  encourages  deeper  understanding of the nature 
of local community, and  helps to revitalize and legitimize the principles of 
neighbourhood  planning as a means of achieving sustainable development. 

Hugh  Barton 



PREFACE AND GUIDE TO THE BOOK 

There is widespread acceptance of the principle of creating more sustainable 
communities, capable of providing for local needs locally, but much  woolly 
wishful-thinking about what this might mean in practice. Current reality is 
more  the  death of local neighbourhoods  than  their  creation, reflecting an 
increasingly  mobile,  privatized and commodified  society.  This  book  examines 
the practicality of reinventing neighbourhoods. It presents the findings of a 
world-wide review of eco-villages and sustainable neighbourhoods,  demon- 
strating what is possible.  Such projects, however, are rare, and the main part 
of the book is focused on the ordinary localities  in  which people live,  looking 
at the  changing nature and role of local  place communities, at the technolo- 
gies (of  energy, food, water,  movement)  which help close  local resource loops, 
at the potential for  subsidiarity  in  decision-making down  to  the local  level. It 
expounds  the ecosystem approach  to  neighbourhoods, linking this to 
questions of sustainable urban form, housing  need, greenfield and ‘brown- 
field’ development,  and working towards a theory of neighbourhood design. 

The  book tries to bridge the  gap  between  environmental  and social 
perspectives on locality  in the context of the national and  European commit- 
ment to sustainable development. It  is  evaluative and exploratory rather than 
prescriptive drawing extensively on both research and practice. It is cross- 
disciplinary, with  town  planners,  environmental scientists, social analysts, 
philosophers and  urban designers amongst  its authors. 

The intended readership is broad, and the style of presentation therefore 
accessible.  The hope is that the book will inform and motivate practitioners, 
theorists,  students, politicians and activists, so they can  observe  what is 
happening to our towns  and  communities with greater insight, and  develop 
strategies  in their own spheres for neighbourhood revival. 

The book is broadly structured around four themes: context, neighbour- 
hoods, communities, and resource management. 

Part I - Setting the Scene - identifies where  we  are;  the  problems  and  the 
conflicting interests. The opening chapter sets out the dichotomy  between the 
ever-hopeful eco-idealists and  the market  realists. It carefully defines the key 
terms of the  debate  and links the academic research agenda to  the policy 
agenda. In Chapter 2, Nigel  Taylor exposes the whole  concept of neighbour- 
hood to challenge, showing  how far short past attempts  at  neighbourhood 
have fallen and  doubting  whether local place communities still have major 
importance in people’s lives. Then in Chapter 3 Dominic  Stead  examines the 
unsustainability of current  development trends, drawing on current research 


