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Quality thought for the day

Michael Crilly

“Quality is the response of an or-
ganism 1o its environment”, wrote
Robert Pirsig. “People differ about
quality, not because quality is dif-
ferent. but because people are dif-
ferent in terms of experience.”

Cuality is indefinable; it doesnt
existwithin objects themselves, but
not only as a feeling or an experi-
ence of someone sensing the ob
ject. In the same way, the physical
enviranment does nol possess
quality per se, but it can engender
il as an emotion in an individual's
environmental perception.

The nature and subjectivity of
qualily was the theme chosen for
investigation as Hazel McKay made
her first presidential visitto the Royal
Town Planning Institute East of
England branch in Cambridge re-
cently. In prometing the notion of
people-friendly planning, she chal
lenged professionalstotake afresh
look at how others perceive their
envirgnment,

Telling us of her childhood recol-
lections of long walks in the Peak
District, sheillustrated how her par-
ents’ percaption of a magnificent
vantage point over the hills was to
her the sight of a high stone wall
blocking her view. This is reminis-
cent of Pirsig’s motorcycle journey
across America with his son - what
to the author was a sense of axpo-
sure and oneness with the imme-
diate environment was to his son
the view of the back of his head.

MckKay believes that our experi-
ence of the environment is more
acute when younger. Therefore, as
environmental professionals, we
need a revival of visionary zeal,
similar in response to the strength
of reaction in a child's view. Recent
experience has taught her that
children have a very forceful and
often disturbing view of the world
argund tham.

Using this as a prompt, she
adopted an interesting approach,
taking us on a methodical journey
past the purely visual through our
range of senses into our feelings
and emotions - each changing our
nofionof environmental perception.
We should “sense our surround-
ings” and be ready lo take a fresh
look - though not necessarily go
back to basics - at our under-
standing of environmental percep-
tion and appreciation,

We should even be ableto sense
our surroundings on planning ap-
plications, assessing whether a
place is people-friendly by walking
around the plans, experiencing the
microclimate, the enclosure, the
building massing and the areas of

pedestrian conflict,

We also need to change our
jargonistic language to explain how
people experience their surrcund-
ings and how they value those ex-
periences - presenting to them a
child’s non-technical view of the
environment. “Anyone who will not
raceive the kingdom of God like a
little child will never anter it.”

Fellow speaker and past presi-
dent Peter Fidler began his pres-
entation with the assumption that
sustainability is synonymous with
quality. In the new plan-led system,
environmental appraisal is about
making better-quality plans and
policies. This is the goal of the
recent Depanment of the Envirgn-
ment good practice quide | Planning
1047}, with its methodology in-
tended to help overcome inertia,

The key reason for appraising
plans is to move towards sustain-
able development, because mak-
ing good-quality plans and policias
is all about saving the planet. An
appraisal will make environmental
considerations comprehensive,
justifications explicit and systematic
and thus harder to produce “sloppy
policies”.

Architectand planner Viren Sahai
attempted to set out his under-
standing of the long-lost art of
townscape and how it can contrib-
ute to the "memorability” of places
and spaces. Tohim, physical quality
is a defined or enclosed space to
which human beings can ralate, in
which buildings are mare than

tunctional monuments and de-

signers actually consider the con-
text in which they are building.

The result of his investigations is
not so much a checklist of physical
quality, as he suggested, but the
illustration of eccentricities and
eclectic views which become part
ol a palette of technigues and ele-
ments 1o be used sensitively by
designers in individual situations.

You cannot be too prescriptive
and broad-brush about the mean-
ing of physical quality, without
considering the social context within
which people experience theirlocal
places and spaces. The problem
with a generalised list of what
contributes 1o a "sense of place” is
that it assumes that most people
will experience the environmeant in
a similar way. Quality is always in
the eye - or other senses - of the
beholder.

David Wright, director of Com-
missions East, picked up this in-
herent contradiction in defining
quality as he gave us an entertain-
ing presentation on art in the envi-
ronment. Elements of art in a
scheme can contribute to an ex-
pression of quality.

Similarly, involving an artist in

the whole design process, rather
than as an afterthought, can provide
another vision o the project team -
an understanding of materials and
a sensilivity to both people and
location. This need not be expen-
sive, and it can have enormous
paybacks and benefits. On the is-
sue of quality, Wright felt that peo-
ple are often frightened of ex-
pressing what is good and bad art;
thus it can all be valuable in helping
to maintain our “critical faculty”.

The role of planners and local
authorities is crucial in persuasion -
forexample, through promating the
Arts Council's percentage for an
scheme - and, perhaps more im-
portantly, in creating a corporale
model for others to follow. Public art
is an embodiment of environmental
quality, and needs to be seen and
promoted as much maore than or-
namentation - Morman Foster's
“lipstick on the gorilla®,

The final offering for the day was
on the more down-to-earth subject
of achieving environmental quality
in mineral working and resforation.
Planning consultant Terry Betts set
the contaxt for the complementary
factors of self-regulation within the
minerals industry and good deci-
sions and enforcement by planning
autharities.

Betts saw a continuing role for
planners in “building in guality”,
netwithstanding advances in envi-
ronmental management by miner-
als operators. Of specialinterest, in
this respect, are the findings of the
Groundwork’s Greensitestudy. This
uncovered the poor image of the
minerals industry as a “necessary
evil™, and tried to address this public
relations problem.

People's pérception of quality in
relation to minerals sites is heavily
dependent upon day-to-day work-
ingand management, more so than
any potential restoration and after-
use. Many of the procedural rec-
ommendations from the Study -
such as voluntary codes of practice,
environmental audit and manage-
ment systems, and “quality front-
ages” - have been picked up by
some of the larger operators.

Staff training and site monitoring
and enforcement are areas which
are lacking and which will need o
be addressed by the planning pro-
fessions and the institute it we are
to achieve this elusive element of
quality. Betts did not pass over the
opportunity 1o lobby the current in-
stitute president on this very point,

The conference, held towards the
end of March, was part of the Royal
Town Planning Institute East of
England Branch series on Plan-
ning at the Crossroads.
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