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Abstract | There are several spaces in cities that are never used, although citizens are allowed to be in them.
It seems that these spaces are invisible and do not exist. The existence of these spaces can be caused by various
factors, such as weakness in planning and design, or functional and physical limitations. By ignoring them,
social and safety issues will arise over time and also they can turn into a weakness for the city. This is despite the
fact that many of these spaces have the potential to turn into quality places. This article which is a type of field
research, describes the experience of Hamsaakht Urban Activists Society-NGO in revitalizing an urban void
adjacent to Sobhani Square in Shiraz, Iran to find how activists and non-governmental organizations can be
effective in revitalizing urban voids, with the participation of users, and what challenges do they face in this way?
And what effects will the revitalization of this urban void have on other similar spaces in the neighborhood?
The current research methodology involves field research using the observation technique of sample members.
Activists encourage residents to participate and develop a sensitivity towards the space, to improve their sense
of belonging. The aim is to determine whether meaningful physical changes will occur in this place compared
to other similar spaces in the Mabaas residential complex and what effects these changes will have on other
spaces. The research results indicate that despite the success of tactical urbanism methods, users were hesitant
to actively participate in costs and social capital was inadequate due to a lack of trust in city authorities and a
generalization to other urban activists. Additionally; a weak sense of belonging was observed due to rental and
instable accommodation. However, the project had a positive impact on the municipality and board members

of the Mabaas residential complex, and steps have been taken to revitalize similar urban voids.

Keywords |Urban void, Participatory urbanism, Urban activism, Tactical urbanism, Non-governmental

organizations.
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Introduction| Hamsaakht Urban Activists Society is a
non-governmental organization (NGO) with registration
number 4645 that has a primary core of urbanists and
architects who take steps towards making a better city.
Hamsaakht NGO has started its voluntary activities
with the goals of “enhancing civic awareness’, “criticism
of inefficient development policies” and “facilitating
between city actors” in Fars province, Iran since 2018.
This independent NGO also tries to highlight urban
issues from the perspective of citizens’ rights, take a step
towards a paradigm shift, and modify the current wrong
path of urban development in this country. Hamsaakht
to improve the quality of life in cities for all stakeholders
and assert the people’s right to the city has tried to modify
and update urban laws, take advantage of the citizens’
participation potential in increasing the quality of public
places and urban spaces through various methods
and tools based on the empowerment of citizens in a
participatory process, awareness of the urban affairs and
learning followers of Hamsaakht activities. Hamsaakht
always seeks to achieve the “the city we want” slogan.
Currently, the weakness of planning has led to the spread
of urban voids and meaningless spaces on different
scales over the city. Since these spaces are mostly not
noticed by the neighbors and are far from sight, these
have become a safe place for crime and eventually the
occurrence of social abnormalities. In addition, the lack
of citizens’ participation in the planning and designing
process of spaces in the existing urban planning methods,
causes the stakeholders to not feel a sense of belonging
to their surroundings and consequently, no sensitivity
towards urban voids and their revitalization. Therefore,
it seems necessary to inform citizens about urban voids
and encourage them to revive them. This report is an
experience of revitalizing an urban void in Shiraz based
on the literature of participatory urban planning and
design with the tactical urbanism approach.

Revitalizing urban voids can be achieved through various
methods, one of which is clarifying the problem and spatial
rearrangement, commonly used in tactical urbanism.
By making small and low-cost changes, attention can be
drawn to urban voids, and further measures can be taken
torevitalize them. A short-term shock to the space canlead
to its revitalization. This project focuses on a case study
located in the center of the Mabaas residential complex,
which has several similar spaces in the area. The project
aims to identify challenges and find out how activists and
non-governmental organizations affect the revitalization
of urban voids by involving residents, and what effect it
has on similar spaces. The results of this project will draw
attention to these spaces and change the way they are dealt
with in the neighborhood. It is important to research how
torevitalize this urban void as a model for revitalizing other

voids in the area. The purpose of this project is to bring
attention to the potential and capabilities of urban voids
and encourage popular institutions and city authorities
to revitalize them. The project has been ongoing for three
months and has been monitored and evaluated up until
now. In the following section, the literature on urban
voids, tactical urbanism, and participatory urbanism will
be briefly reviewed, and the research methodology and
project process will be discussed.

Literature Review

* Urban void

Urban voids refer to spaces that are neglected and have no
clear function. These voids are typically located between
residential and commercial areas, and there is no clear
definition of them. Sometimes, these voids are created
unintentionallyduetothe construction of multiple projects.
It is important to manage urban voids and revive them by
reusing them to improve the quality of life, especially in
developing countries (Hashem et al., 2022, 2). Neglecting
urban voids can cause them to remain undeveloped
due to ownership issues, physical conditions, or a lack
of consideration in the planning process. As a result,
they easily become trapped in a vicious cycle of decline,
hindering the development of the area and causing it to
be further neglected (Hwang & Lee, 2020,7). Urban voids,
particularly in residential areas, have the potential to be
recycled, empowered, densified, modified, and integrated
with green technologies (Omar & Saeed, 2019, 585).
However, if left unattended, these spaces can lead to
economic, social, and environmental problems for the
city, it is crucial to address and repurpose these spaces to
prevent them from becoming a burden on the community
(Kasarabada, 2020, 25).

¢ Tactical urbanism background

The Tactical Urbanism (TU) movement is credited to Mike
Lydon, who led the Street Plan Collective. This movement
gave rise to small-scale projects that made urban areas
more livable for local people (Lydon et al., 2011).
Gradually, examples of tactical urbanism allowed people
to make changes to the urban environment without having
to go through the traditional channels of the planning
process. This was seen as a shift in power towards the
people (Mould, 2014). The tactical urbanism movement
has gained widespread attention in a short period of time.
For example, a group of artists and activists named Ribar
paid for a parking lot in the city center and transformed
it into a green space with grass, plants, and benches for
people to relax on (Merker, 2010). The equipment was
then removed after a specified time. This idea gave birth
to the world’s PARKING DAY, which is now celebrated in
America and beyond. Other cities have also encouraged
The

similar activities in their own communities.
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Philadelphia Department of Transportation and Public
Services has developed a parklet plan to guide people on
how to set up a parklet. Boston issued a call for parklet
designs in 2012, and San Diego launched pilot projects in
2013 (MOTU, 2013).

The study of the origin of tactical urbanism formation
is a new subject in the field of urbanism. However, the
difference in perspectives and approaches towards this
issue is noteworthy. It appears that in other countries,
municipalities and relevant institutions prioritize the
persuasion and encouragement of citizens and activists to
participate in tactical urbanism initiatives.

* Tactical urbanism

The trend of transforming streets into livable and
accessible spaces for people rather than cars is increasing.
This is mostly achieved through inventions such as tactical
urbanism, which involves reducing or preventing traffic
and making temporary changes to the rules, form, and use
of streets (Campisi et al., 2022, 78). “Tactical Urbanism”
is a broad term that encompasses a wide variety of
inventions in urbanism that occur on different scales and
are adaptable to different qualities (Marshall et al., 2016).
By introducing the tactical urbanism concept as a tool for
creating temporary, short-term, and inexpensive changes
in urban spaces, this interest increased in the scientific
field and shifted from discussing the acceptability of this
concept to examining the characteristics, mechanisms,
and
(Bustamante et al., 2022, 12). Tactical approaches create
new values that are often far from being systematic and
evaluating. They prioritize the conflict between the short-
term nature of interventions and the need for radical,
feasible, challenging, and stimulating measures. Tactical
urbanism was born as an independent and bottom-up
approach that encourages public and collective use to
avoid typical administrative bureaucracy. This approach
also protects local communities from the economic
difficulties created by the global financial crisis and other
critical institutional measures (Cariello et al., 2021, 2).
“Tactical Urbanism” refers to a variety of actions taken by
citizens when public institutions fail to respond to their
needs. This includes concentration on self-organized
spatial and social initiatives that are not adequately
addressed by the government or market. It also involves a
politicalaspectwherebynew formsofsocialactionin public
spaces are created (Lydon & Garcia 2015; Devlin, 2018).

¢ Participatory urban planning

Citizens can directly help authorities by discussing ideas,
developing solutions, and presenting various options
(Klamert & Miinster, 2017, 5). The word “participatory”
refers to a two-way relationship between people and
authorities to change the approach from up-bottom to
bottom-up. The main core of the participation concept is

effectiveness of the use of tactical urbanism
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based on empowering citizens and their greater influence on
urban plans. Participation (in terms of times and costs) of
residents in local events is considered a tool to preserve the
unity and well-being of society (Nop & Thornton, 2020, 7).
Encouraging people’s active participation in managing their
neighborhoods can help decrease the lack of responsibility
of local authorities and positively impact the implementation
of plans. When citizens evaluate their local environment and
contribute their ideas, measures can be taken to support their
implementation. Research findings emphasize the positive
results of such projects and highlight the importance of actively
working towards citizen participation in planning processes
(Reiersglmoen et al., 2017, 3).

The main characteristic of Participatory Urban Planning is
that it originates from a bottom-up process. Tactical urbanism,
on the other hand, can be seen as a response to the current
bureaucratic and rigid spatial planning and urban design that
is based on strict guidelines (Silva, 2016, 7). This approach
involves informal Guerrilla urbanism, which operates
without permission the landowners and outside the control
of the government (Stevens & Dovey, 2022, 1). Profits of
tactical urbanism consist of urban compaction, community
participatory, innovation, resilience, and place identity.
-Urban Compaction: Temporary and tactical urbanism can
lead to an increase in the number and diversity of users in open
spaces. Tactical urbanism introduces new users and creates
new forms of public life in existing public spaces and makes
them more vibrant. Areas that are usually empty or abandoned
have the potential to be adapted for exploratory, experimental,
and alternative activities that may be excluded from official
public spaces. Participatory urban planning that expands
the range of public space functions can address more diverse
demands from citizens and promote greater social equality
(ibid., 35 & 36).

-Community Participation: Tactical urbanism can lead to
high levels of community participation. Engagement is a
broad term that encompasses a wide range of people’s roles
in leading, facilitating, shaping, and experiencing tactical
projects. Actors involved in tactical urbanism projects include
community groups, active artists and designers, landowners,
entrepreneurs, and various government sub-categories
(Haydn & Temel, 2006; Lydon & Garcia 2015; SenStadt, 2007).
Engagement in the practice of participatory urban planning
involves the inclusion of a diverse group of people who
may have little or no prior experience in urban open space
development and management. This approach also creates
opportunities for interaction among immigrants and
marginalized members of society who may not have a clear
place in their original community. The second characteristic
of interaction is that these diverse actors bring new ideas,
entrepreneurial skills, social networks, and resources to
social engagement processes. The third distinctive feature
of community engagement with tactical projects is that
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it changes the relationship between production and
consumption. At different levels, the projects encourage
the ordinary citizens who visit them, to turn into
“buyers” who actively participate in the production and
management of the space, introduce it to other potential
users, and take advantage of their performance while
using the space (Toffler, 1980; Richards & Wilson, 2006).
-Innovation: Large-scale permanent urban design
projects  are time-consuming and  expensive,
meaning that innovation is both risky and very slow
(Dotson, 2016). Participatory urbanism accelerates
creativity and innovation in urban development by
reducing risk and cost (Bishop & Williams, 2012) and time
duration. It is generally low-cost and low-tech, operating
on a small scale with simple construction methods and
movable elements. Creative open space ideas can therefore
be easily developed, tested, and revised both by designers
and through co-design involving end users. This city
becomes a laboratory for urban experiments. Design
creativity is stimulated by focusing on underutilized,
degraded, and problematic urban sites where there is less
risk of damage (Angst et al., 2009).

-Resilience: The diversity of actors and places shows
the potential of tactical urbanism to quickly and flexibly
adapt spaces to unforeseen changes, opportunities,
and local challenges. These factors increase
urban resilience in the face of an uncertain future
(Lydon & Garcia, 2015; Greco, 2012). Temporary plans do
not require major investments in large, permanent projects
that can cause inertia. Temporary and flexible forms allow
for easy reconfiguration and redeployment as conditions
change. Technologies and their indicators allow for
proliferation and ready adaptation to new locations and
changing social, economic, and environmental contexts.
Flexible systems are distributed over networks rather
than being completely hierarchical. Unlike the inflexible
hierarchy of top-down planning and management, tactical
urbanism involves a wider distribution of knowledge,
social connections, and resources for urban place-making
(Radywyl & Biggs, 2013).

-Place Identity: participatory urban planning has
a transformative capacity to transform the image
of public spaces and abandoned neighborhoods
(Nemeth & Longhorst, 2014). The production of
place identity through urbanism is generally emergent
rather than imposed. It often means vibrant, resistance,
and change that are introduced through social and
political differences (Sandercock, 2003). Studies of
place identity and urban character show that concepts
of place range from a relatively closed, stable, and deep
to a more open and dynamic sense of place, where a
diverse mix is essential to its character (Dovey, 2013).
Participatory Urban Planning shifts the balance towards

more open, multiple, and dynamic concepts of place.
The temporary and ephemeral nature of participatory
urban planning can pose a challenge to the preservation
of place identity over time. Temporary projects have the
potential to impugn, re-evaluate, and enrich local identity
(Stevens & Dovey, 2022, 43).

Research methodology

The current research is a type of field research in which
the data collection method is generally qualitative, but
in some cases, it can be quantitative. For example, a
quantitative questionnaire was used in the work process
to choose an urban void between other options, prioritize
issues, and choose the optimal plan. In this method, all
interviews and observations were noted and analyzed in
several steps. Although this method faces disadvantages
such as being expensive and time-consuming—even in
small samples such as the current project—the inability
of the research to generalize the findings and also
the difficulty of repeating it can serve as an overview
(successful or unsuccessful experience) of future activities
and studies in the context of revitalizing urban void. Field
research is determined in terms of methods, which range
from direct observation (no researcher intervention in
the behavior and situation) to studying the sample fellows
(the researcher intervenes in the behavior of the sample
and controls their behavior). In this research, both of
these methods were used. In the first step, through direct
observation, the urban void and users of the space were
known, and in the second step, by holding collaborative
events and meetings, we tried to create a sense of
belonging and social capital in the users. The purpose was
to see the effects of space revitalization on other similar
spaces in the Mabaas residential complex. It should be
noted that the decisions taken in the project process track
consensus between urban activists and space users. The
project process is shown in Figure No. 1 and explained in
detail in the next section.

Steps of the Project

* Selecting urban void

Each volunteer member of Hamshaakht presented the
urban voids they knew in their neighborhood and a total
of 28 spaces were identified along with their strengths and
weaknesses. The initial evaluation of the options was done
by considering the four criteria of “Possibility of Social
Participation,” “Response to Social Issues,”
Scale of the Space,” and “Physical-Spatial Potentials,”
and five spaces were selected as priority options. After
discussing opinions, the space adjacent to Sobhani Square
was chosen as the final urban void for action. This space is
located in the center of an unenclosed residential complex
and is the consequence of the abandoned space between

Functional
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two building blocks. The overall process of the project is
shown in Fig. 1.

* Recognizing the urban void

Since Sobhani Square operates at both the city and local
scales, potential participants have been divided into three
groups: residents, businesses, and visitors. Fig. 2 shows
various areas of the Mabaas residential complex. The
orange color represents the gathering place for elderly
people, while the red color indicates where children
and young people hang out. The yellow color shows the
location of small businesses, cafes, and the Amiriyeh
commercial complex that operate on an urban scale. The
blue color highlights the behavior settings of residents.
The project’s network of relationships was divided into
three categories as shown in Fig. 3: users, governmental

M. Ansari et al.

organizations, and Hamsaakht. The internal structure
of each category was analyzed to optimize planning and
performance.

Before conducting resident interviews, Hamsaakht
volunteers made an effort to familiarize themselves with
the environment by visiting the space at various times of
the day. They created maps to identify different aspects
of the space to use during the interviews and engaged
in a brainstorming process to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the environment. In this phase, the team
recognized the components of security, environmental
comfort, urban furniture, and behavioral patterns
separately as illustrated in Fig. 4.

To engage local residents and users in discussions
about their surroundings and the urban void, a poster
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Fig. 2. Behavior settings of users in revitalizing urban void project. Source: Authors.
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was created and displayed in various locations near
the void (Fig. 5). In addition, Hamsaakht volunteers
conducted interviews with 30 residents and users at
different times of the day (Fig. 6). The results of these
interviews showed that the residents were annoyed by
the car demonstrations taking place in Sobhani Square
and the loud noise that often accompanies these events,
particularly late at night. The main issue with the void is
the lack of lighting, which makes it an attractive spot for
young people to use drugs and cigarettes.

In the primary steps of entering the urban void,
volunteers realized that Sobhani Square had turned
into a place for some youths to drift with their cars at
late night. The opinions of Hamsaakht volunteers were
diverse about this founding; some believed that it was
an interesting matter, but others believed that it was
much more dangerous. In consequence, car drivers
were identified as one of the target groups along with
the residents, businesses, frequent users, and children

.

who played football there every evening. The interviews
and field observations show that the main challenge of
residents and other users of the neighborhood is a car
drifting at late night; so they had not seen any other
space around the square.

Upon entering the urban void, the Hamsaakht volunteers
discovered that Sobhani Square had become a spot for
youths to drift with their cars late at night. The volunteers
had mixed opinions about this finding; some found it
interesting while others considered it to be a dangerous
activity. Consequently, the volunteers identified car
drivers as one of the target groups along with the
residents, businesses, frequent users, and children who
played football there every evening. Interviews and field
observations revealed that the primary challenge faced
by the residents and other users of the neighborhood
was the car drifting that occurred late at night, as they
had not seen any other space around the square.

During interviews with users of the space, problems were
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Fig. 5. The step of displaying posters to attract residents and users about their surroundings. Source: Authors.

identified and suggestions for improving the area were
gathered, as shown in Fig. 7. The suggestions were classified
into five categories: “enclosing the space;” “holding local
events,” “creating a playground for children;” “adding green vae [T 20
space;” and “creating a leisure area for residents” A report of

these suggestions and activities was created in the form of a 2
video and shared with residents via social media. Residents

were then asked to prioritize the suggested solutions for

intervention, and the results of the survey are shown in Fig. testens
8. The top three suggested solutions were “creating a leisure _ :

area for residents,” “adding green space and a garden,” and ST .
“enclosing the space” (Fig. 9).

¢ Suggested alternative preparation according to
residents’ prioritization .
Considering the priority of the residents and based on the

potentials and limitations obtained from the studies of other

urban systems, the volunteers of Hamsaakht decided to present W Age Froquency

Female 10

351045 yeus old [N n

cthan 45 | 9

the proposed design based on all three priority fields. To ideate  Fig. 6. Project participants' gender and age frequency. Source: Authors.
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and design the space, a one-day workshop was prepared in the
presence of the project members (Fig. 10). At the beginning of
the workshop, the general design principles and criteria were
reviewed by all members, and then they started designing the
space two by two. In the next step, each of the groups presented
their design, and finally, the last design was prepared by
examining the strengths and weaknesses of each design, which
is shown in Fig. 11.

* Presenting the plan to residents

The initial Hamsaakht plan for the urban void in Sobhani

Square, derived from residents recommendations,
125%
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Fig. 8. Participants’demographic characteristics. Source: Authors.

was presented to the residential complex’s board and a
group of residents at the project site. The proposed plan
was developed based on the characteristics of tactical
urbanism to meet affordability and feasibility. By doing
S0, it was possible to modify it as a result of short-term
feedback. According to the proposed plan, an attempt was
made to enclose the space effectively, provide access for
residents of the two adjacent blocks, improve the lighting
of the space, and ensure that lighting does not lead to the
creation of an urban defenseless space.

At the meeting, which included over ten residents out
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of adjacent blocks, residents discussed space issues and
problems first. Following that, Hamsaakht representatives
introduced themselves and discussed the urban void
project, its objectives, and the process from cognition

- m ‘ No. 67 ‘Summer2024

to designing the initial plan. They shared pictures and
animations of the initial plan prepared in two alternatives
(Fig. 12). After that, residents and board members
expressed their opinions and ideas regarding the plan.
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Meanwhile, Hamsaakht representatives took notes on
the conversations and answered their questions, which
were recorded on a board (Fig. 13). Ultimately, after
reviewing these notes and adding others, residents
voted to agree/disagree with the alternatives to reach a
unanimous decision. At the end of the meeting, residents
stayed at the site for several more hours, having intimate
conversations with Hamsaakht representatives regarding

the space, Sobhani Square, suitable materials, and past
experiences with similar spaces and projects.

Following a minor revision of the plan in response
to residents’ feedback, an initial cost estimate for its
implementation was prepared and presented to the
residential complex’s board. As a result of the ‘boards’
agreement to fund the project implementation and
determine the range of costs they can provide ,

Fig. 13. Presenting proposed plans to residents and obtaining feedback. Source: Authors.
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Hamsaakht volunteers obtained a prepayment invoice
to purchase the necessary materials, which were
handed over to them. However, it was expected that
the financial budget for the project would be provided
by the volunteer members of Hamsaakht. Even though
the project was under the framework of tactical
urbanism and had minimal costs, it indicated a lack
of realized social capital to bring about change in the
space. One of the most significant reasons for this could
be the individual impact on collaborative decisions.
Therefore, the prepared plan was presented to them, and
Hamsaakht expressed willingness to collaborate on its
implementation. Throughout this project, Hamsaakht
merely assisted residents in modifying the space
according to their wishes, not to decide on their behalf.

Conclusion

One of the main challenges that non-governmental
organizations and urban activists face, as is visible in
this project, is the difficulty in forming and gaining
the trust of space users and urban management. The
interviews show that building trust in urban NGOs,
activists, and volunteers working in the field of current
urban management has exacerbated the pessimism
among residents. It is a challenging task, and a proper
understanding in this regard requires a significant
amount of time and energy. Furthermore, such actions
are often perceived as driven by individual profit-
seeking motives, underscoring the importance of prior
knowledge about them.

Another challenge related to the effectiveness of
urban activists in revitalizing urban voids is the time-
consuming and slow nature of such efforts. At the time
of writing this article, two years have passed since the
establishment of Hamsakht Urban Activists Society.
The activities and initiatives in the urban voids of the
Maba’as residential complex are still being monitored,
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