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2008 will go down in history as a turning point.  Unexpected new events and ideas surfaced, 

changing the way we will lead our daily lives in the future. Financial turmoil abruptly altered the 

economic picture, forcing people to shift their thinking about everything from the household 

budget to global interconnectedness. 

Add to this the new face of leadership in Washington, D.C. Barack Obama’s resume as a 

community organizer on the South Side of Chicago was ridiculed by some as inadequate 

preparation for guiding Americans through the perilous times ahead. Yet, in reality, his 

background gives him an advantage in understanding the issues of the day and how they affect 

average citizens. Consider also that Obama has already organized the American electorate with 

an indisputable successful outcome – that of his own election. 

 

Community organizing will no doubt enjoy a renaissance in the years to come. Obama excited 

many people who had given up on the possibilities of ever seeing things change.  The world at 

large welcomes his problem-solving approach, which involves discussion and policies crafted 

collaboratively, rather than a command-and-control process run from the top. 

In our view, this is the way forward in an era of budgetary constraints. A bottom-up method of 

decision making offers effective and cost-efficient solutions to the economic, environmental and 

social problems around us. For Project for Public Spaces, this is more than a fashionable theory 

du jour—it’s based on three decades of experience building and repairing communities around 

the world using an approach we call Placemaking. 



Placemaking is central to many of the powerful trends shaping the world today.  The stumbling 

global economy, a vulnerable energy supply, and loss of confidence in far-flung markets are 

balanced by an upsurge of interest in things local: producing local food; promoting local 

businesses; preserving local character; protecting local open space and public places; finding 

meaningful ways to belong to a local community. For an in-depth examination of these trends, 

see Steve Davies’s report, “Think Global, Buy Local” 

New economic theories point out that our city and regional economies may no longer function as 

they once did, but have been turned upside-down. This research suggests that human and 

creative capital of our communities are now the catalysts of economic growth rather than mere 

results of that growth. 

According to Soji Adelaja, Director of the Land Policy Institute (LPI) at Michigan State University, 

keeping and attracting people is the most important strategy in this new economic landscape. 

Services, which are inherently local and include everything from doctors’ visits to construction 

projects, now account for a larger share of the economy than goods. A Land Policy Institute study 

shows that half of total economic losses stemming from drops in population are caused by a loss 

of service jobs and income. That means when people move they take a piece of the economy 

with them.1 

This represents a vast change that cities, towns and regions need to recognize.  In the past, a 

vital local economy was based on attracting large companies by offering inexpensive locations 

and a cheap labor force.  The qualities of a particular place mattered little, and people migrated to 

where the jobs were. Moreover, much of that economic growth was based on cheap oil, which 

encouraged people’s work, homes and shopping destinations to be spread far apart.  That’s all 

changed, and now communities with lively destinations that are easily reached by walking and 

transit gain distinct advantages (for more on transit, see “A Smart Investment in Our Future”. 

 

Light rail in Portland, Oregon brought new life to the downtown area. 



We are seeing the emergence of Quality of Life as a key economic driver – factors ranging from 

good health care facilities to cultural institutions, vibrant public spaces to nature recreation 

opportunities – all crucial in attracting a skilled labor force and desirable employers. Our article, 

“Placemaking Pays Off,” focuses on two recent success stories in Detroit and Houston that detail 

how this can work. 

In a sense, Adelaja and other researchers, from German sociologist Gerhard Schulze’s (The 

Experience Society) to University of Toronto business professor Richard Florida ( The Creative 

Class), follow a long tradition, which included Jane Jacobs, in defending vibrant city and town 

centers as the single most efficient conveyor of ideas and innovation.2 

As Richard Florida states in his new book, Who’s Your City?, “Despite all the hype over 

globalization and the ‘flat world,’ place is actually more important to the global economy than ever 

before.”3 It has been widely assumed that the internet and globalization have leveled everything 

into a flat condition where location no longer matters. Florida counters that the world is actually 

“spikey”, with the highest spikes being creative cities that attract a larger and larger share of 

economic advantages. The valleys, meanwhile, are regions that have languished for years and 

cannot nurture or attract the innovative businesses and workers to improve their situation.  In fact, 

according to Michael Porter of the Harvard Business School, “the more things are mobile, the 

more decisive location becomes.”4 

 

Parks and People, a Baltimore based nonprofit, coordinated with almost every agency in the city 

to turn this barren plaza into an attractive park for one day 



How to Succeed in Today’s Business Climate 

Adelaja notes that regions that will prosper are those with strategies that make the most of their 

assets.  His definition of Placemaking is “the use of strategic assets, talent attractors and 

sustainable growth levers to create attractive and sustainable high energy, high amenity, high 

impact, high income communities that can succeed in the New Economy.”5 

Cities and regions that thrive in the 21st Century will be differentiated by their lively 

neighborhoods and business districts, cultural and recreational attractions, great sense of place, 

protected natural areas, and deep pride in local character, products and foods.  They will achieve 

this through and open collaborative process with their citizens. 

In a down economy, it is tempting to cut back on these planning ideas, thinking that they are 

frivolous.  But disregarding these principles in the name of saving money can create a downward 

spiral that causes a local economy to lose its competitive edge. 

In the last few years, during which PPS’ work has been put in the context of experts on the New 

Economy, many people have forgotten that the best Placemaking occurs on a rootsy and 

incremental basis, with the hard work of local people and the pooling of resources.  PPS seeks to 

create a climate where community-initiated plans are fundamental to the agencies responsible for 

implementing millions of dollars of improvements every year, and where a positive working 

relationship is developed between these agencies and the people they serve. Therefore, our goal 

is to empower citizens, elected officials, communities and professionals to use Placemaking in 

their planning, design, and operation of public streets and transit facilities. 

 

An equality street fair in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Whatever economic restructuring may be in our near future, it is likely to only strengthen people’s 

interest in valuing the local assets and places that are precious to them.  We may soon look back 



on the land-gobbling development craze of the last two decades as an embarrassing excess.  

And in this new reality, we could do well by revisiting some old principles: 

•  We are defined by our homegrown culture and character. To thrive in the coming 

years we have to do a better job of protecting local resources. People naturally take pride in 

their local food, places, history, landscape, and businesses. It is time to make sure to give 

these local assets as much support, if not more, as we do chain stores, multinational 

corporations and outside culture.This affects not just the spirit of our hometowns but the fate 

of our planet; going local is the only way we can avoid the looming problems of energy use 

spiraling upward and carbon emissions worsening global warming. Placemaking strategies 

address both of these concerns by focusing development in the center of towns and cities, 

reducing sprawl and the demand for more fossil fuels. An added benefit to investing in the 

revitalization of our core communities is that people’s quality of life and quality of place will 

rise even if the national economy continues to fall. 

•  Bigger is not better. Large-scale projects can sometimes make a contribution to the 

local economy, but more often their negative impacts outnumber positive ones. Oversized 

development can crush the fine-grained urban fabric that makes communities attractive in 

the first place, especially when scores of small, historic buildings affordable to local 

businesses and residents are replaced by hulking structures that reduce the economic 

potential of that place. On the outskirts of town, farmland or forest is eaten up by sprawling 

malls and speculative development in the name of economic growth, but at what cost?  In 

sacrificing the scenic and natural quality of these places, we weaken our ability to attract 

new people to the region. When we lose our local food production capacity, we lose our self-

sufficiency and ability to build a strong, locally-based, and sustainable economy. 

•  Community partnerships offer the best way forward. To succeed, any project must 

become a working partnership with the people of a community. Creating a community 

consensus around economic development will ultimately speed up action and attract more 

partners, funders, and the help of countless individuals who want to be part of the plan. Too 

often citizens are treated as the enemy.  If we are to improve our cities and towns as places 

to live, then we need to build upon a shared vision for the future! 

•  A plan can never substitute for a vision. The current slowdown in development offers 

the perfect occasion to revisit your community’s values, and do some visionary thinking 

about where you want to go in the future. Take a close look at your community’s assets and 

resources and carefully consider what you want your city or town to be known for in the 

future. Then prepare a vision statement and development regulations that will help you 

accomplish that vision when the next growth cycle comes around. This approach allows your 



community to set its own course for the future instead of being swallowed by outside 

development forces. For a description of how PPS can help facilitate this process, click here. 

•  Take over the streets. Streets are the most prominent and prevalent public space in any 

town, and making them more pedestrian-friendly is the closest thing you have to a silver 

bullet for improving your community.  A walkable downtown or neighborhood shopping 

district quickly becomes a magnet for both public life and economic expansion, thus 

enriching your community in several ways at the same time. Transportation budgets are the 

biggest tool most communities have for making positive change, which thankfully has 

become easier now that most state DOTs and the federal government understand that street 

projects have to benefit people as much as automobiles. PPS can be a voice helping you to 

send that message to your state DOT. 

•  Finally, keep in mind that a return to the roaring economic growth of recent decades is 

not in our best interest. To make the planet healthier for us and all the species with which we 

share it, we can no longer define success in terms of ever expanding GDP. Instead, we must 

learn to live better with less, by focusing on creating great communities and emphasizing 

quality over quantity – quality of life, place, environment, and society. 

When resources are tight, we must be clear about our priorities. That means drawing upon the 

wisdom of the community as a whole to set those goals, making the most of your best assets and 

developing partnerships to get things done. This is how you can ensure that your community will 

thrive even in these uncertain times. 
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