Issue 4 C

NIl




Ask a CTBUH Expert: Richard A. Wilson, AlA, AICP

Why aren’t there more public spaces in tall buildings?

Tall buildings are often thought of as mini cities themselves. They are large, organized structures that
enable a wide range of economic activities by diverse populations. They house stacked “neighborhoods”
where access 1o (vertical) transportation, green space, sunlight and fresh air directhy impacts resident
guality-of-life, health and productivity. Recognizing this, why aren’t there more public spaces in tall
buildings?
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As with all buildings that get buikt, perceptions of “value”™ drive investment and design decisions. Ina
wearld focused on first costs, maximum efficiency and leasable space, communal space has long been
perceived as something to minimize. However, with today's changing marketplace and expectations for
collaborative workplace design, highly-amenitized residential products and competitive sale and leasing
environments, twentieth century definitions of value are being challenged to envision and deliver new,
twenty-first century products.

Public spaces in tall buildings typically take the form of highly-programmed lower-level or podium spaces,
and upper-level sky lobbies, sky gardens, amenity floors and cbservation experiences. However, these
spaces are usually semipublic in that they are limited to building occupants and paying ticketholders. As
city populations grow, it may become increasingly important to not only provide great public spaces
around buildings, but also in upper levels of tall buildings with public access and programming.

The provision of public spaces in tall buildings is also anticipated to grow in significance as a way 1o gain
wider community acceptance of what are often controversial development projects. Communities and
guthorities could be more willing to receive such developments when access is expanded to broader
populations. Howewver, care must be given to assure that such spaces are not isolated islands that are
difficult to access. Perhaps such concepts are most applicable to cities with significant grade differentials,
such as Hong Kong, and established cultures of multi-level access and building interconnectivity. Such
spaces could be used to receive people, link to public transportation, and provide one-of-a-kind
experiences that are unique to place and sources of civic pride.
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The mental and physical benefits of higher indoor environmental guality, access to open space and
human interaction are well documentad, particularly in the healthcare and education sectors. In the
workplace, access to open space has been demonstrated to increase employee performance while
reducing absentesism. Public spaces in tall buildings could contribute to the overall health, wellbeing

and productivity of their occupants.

Given the dramatic shifts in workplace design that are evolving to create environments where employees
are expected to be imaginative, in contrast to older models where employees were simply industrious,
public spaces that engender social exchange and nurture memntal and physical health are becoming
increasingly important. Such spaces could enhance collaboration and community Building within

organizations. It is reasonable to anticipate a market-supported shift in values for tall building public
space design.

Balance of cost and income for public space must be achieved for it to be viable. Except for observation
floors, public spaces have not yet generated continuous sources of income for owners and operators.
Since other types of public use are not yet standard at height in tall buildings there is an element of
untestad market demand.

In many instances, public spaces require large floor areas and higher floor-to-floor dimensions, which
challenge current definitions of efficiency. Creative solutions that locate public spaces in relationship to
mechanical floors and fresh air exchange systems that are activated with income-generating uses can
achieve multiple bensfits from the investment.

Security and liakility issues must also be addressad as the lines between the operation of public spaces
versus host building responsibilities can become blurred and difficult to define. Just like public spaces in
our cities, clear operational structures must be in place that regulate hours of operation, security

protocols and maintenance. )
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From a life-safety point of view, high occupancies assodiated with public spaces on higher floors of
tall structures have a significant impact on vertical transportation and exiting stairs dimensions and
guantities. This may be the primary reason that most public spaces have been located on lower floors
thus far.

Urban Habitat Focus

The thoughts shared above are intended to convey the essence of discussions we are having with
developers and municipalities around the world regarding the integration of public space into tall
buildings. Hopefully they raize questions and frame design and operational issues that can be addressad
collaboratively with particular focus on the Urban Habitat aspect of tall building environments.
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City Design Practice of Adrion Smith + Gordon Gill Architecture, Chicago, Ilinais.
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An Update from the Urban Habitat / Urban Design Working Committee Issue 4 October 2016

Philip Oldfield

Expat earRevewcommies aota - resens [, Phlip Olfeld is @ Senior Lecturer in the School of Architecture and Design Depariment of Buil
Environment, University of New South Wales (UNSW), Sydney. AtUNSW Philip coordinates the Architecture
Onivermpoffiow Swhiieiee and High Performance Technology stream in the Masters in Architecture course, while also running & graduate

g e studio exploring hyper-density and tall building design.
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There is growing concern the proliferation of skyscrapers will be to the detriment of cities
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& Emai The competition to be the city with Australia’s “tallest skyline” is in full
W Twiter 2 swing. But too many towers are rejecting local climate and context in an
I Facebook 103 attempt to dominate skylines.

In Linkedin 1M

5 As a high-rise apartment boom sweeps Australia, concern 1s growing that
Print

the proliferation of skyscrapers will be to the detriment of cities.

To overcome this, we need to move away from thinking about the
skyscraper as an “icon”. Instead, we should be asking how the tall building
— which will always “stand out” — can also “fit in” to cities.

Towering trends

Australia is home to around 325 towers of 100 metres or taller in height
(approximately 30 storeys and above). Most are located in Sydney or

Melbourne.

Around 272 additional towers are either under construction or proposed
in Australia. Melbourne, in particular, seems to be embracing the

skyscraper. It has 111 new towers in the pipeline, more than double that of

Sydney.
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Such numbers may seem dramatic. But they reflect a greater
international trend in high-rise construction.

In the 20th century, 1,062 towers of 150 metres or taller were completed
globally. Yet it took just eight yvears of the 21st century for this figure to
double. Between 2000 and 2015 2,445 skyscrapers taller than 150 metres

were built. A further 1,793 are under construction or proposed.

China 1s without doubt the centre of this construction boom. Research
suggests it will build between 20,000 and 50,000 skyscrapers over the
next 20 years to accommodate 350 million new urban dwellers. Shanghai

already has 1,510 towers taller than 30 storeys — almost five times as

many as Australia.

Few places are escaping this trend. London has 175 skyscrapers of 30

storeys or taller in the pipeline. This has led some to worry the city will

turn into “a bad version of Dubai or Shanghai”

Switzerland — known better for its timber chalets than crystalline towers

— intends to build between 140 and 160 new high-rises.
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Economics certainly plays a role in driving this trend. The skyscraper has
long been known as the “machine that makes the land pay”. With the

increasing cost of inner-city land, building up is a sure-fire way to

increase developers’ potential profits.

Then there is the huge level of urbanisation in the developing world.
Rural-to-urban migration is driving a huge demand for new housing.
Add to this the growing popularity of city-centre living. The suburbs are
failing to compete with the vibrancy and culture the city has to offer.

Finally, towers are being used as part of global or regional competitions

to demonstrate a city's or company s identity and success. As far back as
the 12th century, rich families in Bologna built increasingly tall towers as
status symbols for their wealth and power, displaying their dominance

over their rivals.

Little has changed. Rival casinos plan competing towers either side of
Sydney’s Darling Harbour, acting as urban “trophies” at a city scale. But

surely our towers should be more than just trophies?
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The generous skyscraper?

One of the main challenges that separates low-rise from high-rise
buildings is the scale of their impact on the city.

Shorter buildings will often only have an impact on their immediate

surroundings, perhaps a few hundred metres beyvond their boundaries at

a maximum. A skyscraper, however, will likely be experienced both
visually and environmentally across a city for several kilometres. A

tower’s shadow can stretch for hectares.

Historic city views and panoramas can be altered forever. Reports of

hundreds of new skyscrapers bring to mind canyonesque streets,
hemmed in by concrete blocks that plunge parks and public realm into

darkness. However, this doesn’t have to be the case.

Rather than using dramatic shape and form in skyscraper design to
create icons, Chicago architect Jeanne Gang's Solar Carve Tower in New

York, for example, 1s carved and chamfered to allow light to penetrate
onto the public High Line below. A similar generosity of design would

not go amiss in most new towers.
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Beyond transparency

Too many of Australia’s tallest towers say very little about the context
within which they sit or the climate in which they perform. This is not

unique to Australia.

The rise of generic glass towers on skylines globally has led to concern

that cities are becoming homogenised by cookie-cutter tower blocks. In

doing so, they are losing some of the qualities that make these cityscapes

unique.

Worse still, the use of seemingly never-ending glazing on tower blocks is
environmentally criminal in most Australian climates.

There's little point in building up if we don’t celebrate the million-dollar
view height provides. But does this really mean wrapping every inch of
towers in floor-to-ceiling glass?

A more contextual response would be to learn to balance view with
appropriate shade and solidity in tall building facades, developing
designs that respond to local climate and sunpath. Such an approach

could breed a new generation of sustainable Australian towers, uniquely
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While skylines get all the headlines, it 1s at the ground level where

skyscraper design perhaps needs greatest improvement.

Residential towers can offer little more than gleaming glass real estate in
the sky, most of which is inaccessible (literally and often financially) to
many city residents. Given that upper floors are out of bounds, the
ground floor becomes the key place where the public can interact with
the building.

The problem is the ground-floor realm often only accommodates access
for parking and private lobby space. Since most residential towers are
single-function, they lack the vibrancy and activities that mixed-use
buildings with cafes, restaurants and work spaces offer. This means any
public spaces that are created can be empty during the day when
residents are at work.

But it doesn’t have to be this way. Building up and creating higher
densities can (in theory at least) free up greater space for the public at
ground. What's more, it can free up higher spaces, more dramatic and

exciting spaces that would be unviable in low-rise schemes.
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