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a provocation paper 

It is a truism that in the rapidly changing economic, social and policy context, we will require a different set 
of mechanisms and pathways to unlock the investment streams required to re-think places. And if it is still 
true that ‘form follows finance’, this inevitably implies a different place-making mode. The financial logic 
underlying the Urban Renaissance has collapsed – so what will replace it?  

The answer to this question is a contested terrain. We can, however, identify multiple emergent practices, 
some of which have been with us for some time now whereas others are more incipient. It is possible to 
outline some of the characteristic dynamics of these new practices. In particular we suggest three main 
parameters of change: 

 

crowdsourcing finance  

The absence of ‘big’ project finance is leading to a diversification of project funding for new initiatives – 
whether regeneration projects, new institutions or other ventures. For example, the HUB social pioneers’ 
space in King’s Cross was co-financed through micro-bonds sourced in a network of people bound together 
by a strong ethos. And already under the previous Government, the Community Shares project created 
new pathways for local people to invest in local community enterprises, from seaside piers and football 
clubs to groceries and childcare facilities. Newly mooted ideas by the Coalition Government around 
regional, or even local stock exchanges, could further extend this approach and embed it as a way of 
doing: the citizen, instead of a consumer of services, places and goods, becomes investor. However, a 
crucial characteristic for these crowdsourcing approaches is that they depend on socialisation: finance 
follows conversations. The challenge is to generate the platforms that can generate the growing of trust and 
maintaining of accountability – indeed the same principles underlying international stock markets – and in 
practice this is a key challenge. If Kickstarter.com is one of the most successful new marketplaces for 
investment (in creative ventures), how can we create thousands of local Kickstarters to invest in 
sustainable urbanism? 

 

market-making 

In many town centres and housing areas, the collapse of market values as we knew them has led to an 
increasing need for the creation and curation of different market seeding processes. These in themselves 
have opened up interesting possibilities for a more open-ended, indeterminate practice of urbanism. 
Partially, these principles have long been understood and practiced by organisations like Urban Space 
Management (see, literally, the ‘making’ of Spitalfields market in its current re-incarnation) but we are 
seeing how these ideas are being applied by new types of actors. SpaceMakers Agency curated a process 
to re-make another market in Brixton, whilst plot-wise development for housing is becoming recognised not 
just as a means to avoid housebuilder-led uniformity but also as a viable means to test – and create – the 



market for sites, seeding a culture and allowing a value uplift process to take place. The French Quarter in 
Tübingen, Germany, was once an undesirable part of town – now it is a flagship neighbourhood offering a 
genuinely different quality of life. It is in this context that the new trend in meanwhile licences should be 
interpreted: by using a different set of protocols, it is possible to unlock use and through use, value. Could 
the possible introduction of Tax Increment Financing apply this logic? 

 

use as service   

The next big thing in IT, so we are told, is cloud computing – the move from proprietary hard- and software 
to shared, web-based services that are provided on demand. A similar logic can be observed across a wide 
range of domains: energy (now that energy companies recognise that not the throughput of heat and 
power, but the fulfilment of client needs are key – so that energy efficiency becomes their business, too), 
cars and bikes (why own if you can share a serviced resource, as and when), workspace (the wide range of 
space/time arrangements   that lead to ‘the city = the office’ as a tangible possibility) and indeed possibly 
even schools (scale-free schools: the town = the school). For housing, this perspective may be further away 
– ‘my home is my castle’ still presumes an asset, not a service; and despite the rise in what some hoped 
would become a ‘continental style’ private rental market, an ‘exchange value’ attitude that privileges 
housing as financial instrument still reigns supreme (ironically, buy-to-let even intensified its pre-eminence). 
Conversely, Community Land Trusts and other emerging local alternatives for housing provision often 
effectively depend on taking the rent-seeking out of the housing equation through restrictions on onward 
selling – proposing homes to live in, not to retire on; use as service. The ownership of the housing asset 
automatically becomes an investment in the long-term quality of that service, something that those 
landowner-developers who have an interest beyond the quick buck have always understood. But across 
these domains, from the bike to the home, the challenge is to create ever more sophisticated sharing 
softwares that allow the reorganisation of assets, the creation of new interfaces between user and service, 
and the continuous re-investment in quality. 

 

In sum, we see age-old principles regain prominence, and new modes of organisation take centre stage. As 
it is increasingly clear that the long-term resilience of our society depends on a wiser utilisation of the 
resources we have – whether human capabilities, land or buildings and infrastructure – new ways of 
investing in places will need to match this challenge and create pathways for radically re-operationalising 
assets. Some of the new pathways will be intensely everyday (the meanwhile licence for the empty shop or 
the temporary street allotment...) whilst others require a more fundamental rethinking of our infrastructures 
(fuel! waste! housing!). Across these, the fundamental trend could well be an active democratising of 
finance and investment instead of the centralising of means that we have seen in the recent decades. The 
challenge will be to ensure that this democratising happens in ways that are both equitable and efficient, in 
order to provide the foundations of a sustainable urbanism. 

Leaves us with the question, to what extent we should be concerned at all about what physical form this 
may take...  

 

Joost Beunderman, 23 September 2010 
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