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Abstract
Cities emerging from the pandemic increasingly recognize that public spaces are a critical
element of resilience, not merely recreational amenities. Future public spaces must be designed
to accommodate more diverse and distanced activities, and may even change function entirely
during public health emergencies. The need for informal public spaces has also become apparent,
and cities can benefit from identifying them as resources and integrating them into land-use
plans. Parks, sidewalks and cycling paths can be justified as investments in resilience and
survivability and quickly expanded. Their provision must be viewed through the lens of social and
spatial equity: in many cities, not every person or community has convenient access to these
critical public goods. Planners must go beyond metrics on the mere availability or density of
public spaces, and delve deeper to assess the quality of spaces, and the ability of different
demographic groups to reach them.
Historic neighbourhoods that developed organically offer useful inspiration when designing for
equitable access and daily convenience, and can also accommodate the dispersal of jobs away
from central business districts. Efforts to develop decentralised, “complete” neighbourhoods can
be a boon for adaptive reuse, public space provision, and greater variety of work settings, while
public areas of civic buildings can be re-imagined as nodes of collaboration in a knowledge-based
economy. Beyond building infrastructure, maintaining lively and welcoming public spaces requires
empathy, respect for the commons, and care for fellow human beings. Physical spaces in a city
can only be fully and genuinely “public” if they are safe, and open to everyone, regardless of age,
language, identity, sexual orientation or ability. As cities undertake revitalization efforts following
the pandemic, they must strive to ensure such places are available to all.
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With repeated lockdowns forcing the populace to sequester indoors, the global
COVID-19 pandemic has provoked a host of questions about public space. Around the
world, governments are re-examining land use policies, as they contend with the social
challenges and disparities revealed—and amplified—by orders to stay home for
extended periods.1 As cities emerge from the pandemic to explore a “new normal,”
they will inevitably adjust their visions of the urban future. This article offers
observations on the value, planning and function of public spaces during and after the
pandemic, drawing inspiration from several international examples, including the densely
settled city-state of Singapore.

“Public space” is a critical element of resilience, rather than an optional
recreational amenity
Planners have long extolled the salubrious effects of light, air, and open space, specified
in zoning ordinances and planning norms. Early thinking around parks considered them
recreational spaces (Bassett, 1938; Mason, 2006), offering benefits such as leisure,
commemorative value, and areas for games and sports (Taylor, 2009). As cities,
particularly in North America and Europe, developed more sophisticated
understandings of parks and public spaces, a much wider array of values were ascribed
to them, including social, economic and environmental goods, civic identity, and the
promotion of physical health and mental well-being (Design Council UK, 2003; Peiser and
Shwann, 1993; Maas et al., 2009; Henderson, 2012; Sturm and Cohen, 2014; Larson et.
Al, 2016; Lennon et al., 2017).
In Singapore, efforts to develop parks and enhance greenery after independence in 1965
were intended to raise “the morale of the people and [give] them pride in their
surroundings,” (Lee, 2000) and act as a “social leveller” across different socio-economic
groups (Er, 2018). A pioneering generation of leaders combined urban density with
greenery to give rise to today’s liveable context. From the early idea of a “Garden
City,” (National Library Board, 2020) to more recent calls to grow into a “City in
Nature,” (Khoo, 2017; National Parks Board, 2020) the island city-state has consistently
set aside land, planted trees and shrubs, and explored new ways to introduce vertical
and rooftop greenery into the urban landscape (Rowe and Lee, 2019; Centre for Liveable
Cities and National Park Board, 2015). The Singapore Botanical Gardens, which supplied
expertise and materiel for greening initiatives during the 1970s, was even inscribed on
the UNESCO World Heritage list in 2015 (UNESCO, 2015).
However, there are still cities in many parts of the world today where a significant
portion of the population does not have access to parks and open spaces. The COVID19 pandemic heightens the urgency of ensuring such basic amenities are available to all.
With people tethered to their homes for weeks or months, access to recreational
space close by is more important than ever. Parks with sufficient area to permit
movement and exercise are a public good with implications for system-level health.
As cities strive to become resilient, they must look beyond disaster response and
protections against sea-level rise, to recognize that public space provision is an essential
good. Resilience indices can be updated to reflect households’ access to public space,
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given stressors such as global pandemic. Safe public spaces in cities are not merely a
factor that boosts liveability, but a critical feature that ensures survivability.

Public spaces are not only for socialising; they are also places of transit,
distance, and solitude
The mental image of the social urban park is likely to transform, as plazas, central
greens, and public squares evolve from focal points for mass gatherings, demonstrations,
and inter-personal exchange, into places for separation and dispersal (Johnson, 2002;
Lee, 2009; Parkinson, 2012; Gul et al., 2014; Hammond, 2019; Kwok and Chan, 2020).
Humans are social creatures, so William Whyte’s seminal observation about New
York’s public spaces -“what attracts people most, it would appear, is other people”
(Whyte, 1980) -remains valid. At the same time, parks will have to serve multiple
functions - not only as places for people to “mix, relax and meet in the city,”(Low et al.,
2005) but also as places that can accommodate diverse, safely-distanced activities. In
more extreme cases, parks may even be converted to temporary field hospitals,
quarantine centres, or dormitories during a health emergency.

Figure 1. “Human parking spaces” in Mission Dolores Park in San Francisco, May 2020.
Photo by Natasha Chu.

Future architects and urban planners will wrestle with balancing the role of parks as
places for physical distancing vs. sites of community-building that strengthen social
bonds (Peters et al., 2009). Discussion of the dichotomous nature of parks—passive or
active, regulated or unregulated, competitive or non-competitive—may well resurface
(Harnik, 2012). When seeking planning inspiration, designers can draw from other
cultural traditions that view public space as spiritual retreat, source of solitude, or
refuge (Thralls, 2018; Hammitt, 2002; Beatley, 2017; Goto, 2003).
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The value of informal spaces becomes apparent when these spaces disappear
With the partial shutdown of many businesses, a city’s informal gathering places—sites
not necessarily marked as parks on a land-use document (Rupprecht and Byrne, 2014;
Lutzoni, 2016)—have also been deeply impacted. In Singapore, for example, residents
frequently gather in the local coffee shop or kopitiam, in hawker centres that serve
meals, and in ground-floor “void decks” of public housing flats. Due to the pandemic,
many of these places were closed, eliminating their normal civic function (Butler, 2016).
Singapore has also designated a network of green corridors, utilising land alongside
drainage canals and road reserves to link parks, nature areas, and other open spaces.
This Park Connector Network (PCN) allows people to exercise, cycle and commute.
While some informal social spaces were closed, the PCN remained open and
consequently witnessed greater numbers of users than before.

Figure 2. Seating has been carefully marked in public areas to promote safe distancing in Singapore.
Photo by Emeric Lau.
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Figure 3. Unofficial public spaces accommodate many activities,
such as pre-pandemic weekend social gatherings in Hong Kong. Photo by Kevin Hsu.

As cities look to the future, planners can strive to identify informal spaces, inventory
them as municipal and national assets, and include them in the city’s land use plans.
Observing and engaging with the public in the places where they spend their daily lives
would allow planners to better understand citizens’ values and preferences. As the old
adage goes, “We measure what we care about.” Land use planning benefits from placing
informal public spaces into dialogue with typologies of parks, park connectors, and
greenery. Traditional parks are still needed, but informal spaces bring social value to
households that should not be underestimated (Teo, 1997).
Assessing, responding to, and incorporating public sentiment about public spaces can
also be strengthened (Hee and Ooi, 2003; Hee, 2017). The National Parks Board has
begun more extensive citizen consultation for the design of upcoming park facilities (The
Straits Times, 2020), and the non-profit organization Participate in Design incorporates
walking tours, mobile stations for community input, and other engagement strategies in
its work on public amenities with town councils. The incoming generation of
Singapore’s national leaders has suggested such efforts at co-creation are desirable
(Prime Minister’s Office, 2019). After the pandemic, government planners will have the
opportunity to reacquaint themselves with the value of what Ray Oldenburg calls “third
places,” or “informal public gathering places” outside of home and work that form “the
heart of a community's social vitality,” (Oldenburg, 2002; Oldenburg, 1999) and
continue expanding the role of public input.
Even without the pandemic, the need for genuinely public spaces pervades many cities in
Asia. Observing the situation in Thailand, Malaysia, and other nearby countries,
Douglass et al. consider shopping malls in Southeast Asia as “privately owned spaces
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seeking to maximise consumption while limiting all other forms of lifeworld expression”
(Douglass et al., 2008; Pomeroy, 2011). Setha Low has warned about the privatisation of
public space in New York and elsewhere, captured by developers and retailers that prey
on consumer spending (Low, 2008).
However, alternatives to consumption-based malls have experienced a rise in popularity
and may command greater priority in future land-use planning. Hong Kong’s malls
operated through the pandemic, yet the city has witnessed many more people visiting
“country parks” where they can safely distance, rather than typical retail haunts. Their
preference for natural landscapes proves the point of Hong Kong’s urban researchers
and activists (Liber Research), who have consistently resisted proposals to open up
cherished nature areas to real estate development (Agence-France Presse, 2018). Cities
would do well to ask themselves: do they really need another shopping mall? Or are
there public alternatives, such as parks, hiking trails and accessible waterfronts, that
would better serve residents in good times and bad?

Cities can accelerate the creation of cycling paths and sidewalks by
conceiving of them as alternative public spaces that contribute to resilience,
not just enablers of transportation
The pandemic has clarified the need for expanding public spaces, which are no longer
solely about leisure, but also justified in terms of safety and survivability. The
recalculation of cost-benefit analyses to include resilience considerations can break the
logjam on long-awaited projects such as walking trails, cycling paths, and even sidewalks.
In many Southeast Asian cities, sidewalks—taken for granted in the West—do not exist.
Pedestrians walk in the road, braving the rush of buses, cars, and motorbikes. While
Singapore does have an extensive network of sidewalks, planners often think of them in
functional terms—running parallel to stormwater drains, thoroughfares for households
to reach bus stops and MRT stations—not as goods in and of themselves.
Yet by widening and upgrading sidewalks, cities can provide more space for human
beings to safely enjoy the outdoors. By 2018, the Land Transport Authority had
upgraded 200 kilometres of walkways by erecting shelters to protect pedestrians from
rain and sun (Land Transport Authority, 2018). Are there further ways to make city
pathways pleasurable amenities? Could streets become world-famous destinations, such
as the Champs-Elysees in Paris or Las Ramblas in Barcelona?
Incidentally, if sidewalks are reframed as recreational spaces that permit safe yet
enjoyable distancing, then keeping them clear and accessible to residents of all ages and
physical abilities would become a priority. The popularity of Singapore’s Park
Connector Network during the pandemic also speaks to the need for accelerating their
expansion and ensuring full connectivity, both for enabling non-vehicle mode share, but
also as resilient public goods.
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Figure 4. Keeping sidewalks accessible for pedestrians of all physical abilities, including along this lane in
Geylang, Singapore, will be increasingly important. Photo by Kevin Hsu.

Spatial equity and socio-economic inequality have come into stark relief, and
cities must address these disparities
A city’s neighbourhoods are marked by distinct physical, cultural, and demographic
characteristics. Building features that improve quality of life under a pandemic, such as
balconies or common walkways, may grace some neighbourhoods but not others. They
are also differentiated by residents’ ability to access public spaces, whether local,
regional or national-level sites. Districts where residents can step outside and easily
reach a major park are greatly favoured under a pandemic; places farther from such
amenities, and without local substitutes, are at a severe disadvantage.
Studies in the United States have found that access to greenery, community recreation
facilities, amenities and programs may differ by income or race (McKenzie et al., 2013;
Nexbitt et al., 2019). The availability of ostensibly public resources is unequal, and
cannot be taken for granted—a phenomenon even more acutely felt in the current
crisis. A possible inspiration lies in historic Savannah, Georgia, which offers the
meticulous presence of public squares in each ward, within easy walking distance for
residents.
Another dimension requiring scrutiny is the use of “privately-owned, public open
spaces” as places for the public to rest and recreate (SPUR, 2013; Reeves et al., 2020).
The concept was popularised in cities such as New York and San Francisco, where
developers opened up certain portions of the building in exchange for city incentives.
However, some community members have lodged complaints of gate-keeping and
intentional inaccessibility of POPOS.
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When the economy shuts in a pandemic, building owners may also choose to close
their doors to the public. Rooftop and indoor POPOS could very well be restricted,
depriving downtown residents of supposedly public spaces (Hsu, 2018). To resolve this
dilemma, cities may need to implement regulatory fixes or engage in negotiations with
property managers.
Ultimately, traditional ideas of “accessibility” are due for a rethink, emphasizing quality,
not merely presence. There are vast differences among a tiny pocket park, a “privatelyowned, publicly-accessible” open space that can be chained shut by a company, and a
large public commons that actually supports physical activity.
To promote spatial equity, and ensure fair and optimal distribution of services and
amenities, planners can regularly measure equal/unequal access across the city’s
neighbourhoods, taking into account demographic factors such as income, race and
ethnicity, native language, physical ability, gender and age, to ensure that all populations
are appropriately served by the prevailing planning regime—and to identify areas for
improvement.

Many urban agglomerations grew out of towns and villages, now
amalgamated into metro areas. Older patterns of living, exemplified by
historic districts, may enjoy a renaissance
The pandemic has revealed the disadvantage of residential-only estates, whereas
neighbourhoods that contain a full family of amenities—sometimes called “complete
communities” or “complete neighbourhoods”—are getting a second look (City of
Portland, 2012; University of Delaware, 2013; Price, 2018). For example, real estate
developers in China regularly build isolated housing projects, which sometimes have a
few shops at the margins, but mostly lack the range of services required for everyday
life. In contrast, historic neighbourhoods that developed organically over time, such as
Laoximen in Shanghai or Dashilar in Beijing, are much likelier to feature a broad set of
community-serving establishments.
In Singapore, a number of national-level cultural, entertainment, and leisure destinations
are located in or near the downtown core.1 Well-loved regional parks are spread out
more widely, serving nearby residents, but also attracting users from across the island.
Local offerings are diffused across neighbourhoods. Under normal circumstances,
residential areas are linked to major attractions by a heavily utilised public
transportation system, and the idea of a “45-minute city” bound together by trips via
bus and rail has been touted as a goal (Singapore Ministry of Transport, 2019) but this
concept is challenged during a pandemic, when residents are less willing to take public
transit to far-away locations. Options close to home gain added importance (Ministry of
Environment and Water Resources, 2015), yet at present, local amenities do not fully
substitute for regional and national-level attractions in terms of quality, level of service,
and size.
In a post-COVID world, cities’ planning norms are likely to re-prioritise local options,
rather than assuming residents will freely travel to national and regional destinations. A
1

The Singapore Urban Redevelopment Authority’s (URA) Digital Planning Lab has developed some useful
experimental analyses looking at the availability, accessibility, and diversity of various amenities.
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more decentralised model of integrated, full-service neighbourhoods might feature
community facilities, a generous selection of dining options, ample offices for workers,
places of worship, and greater availability of recreational options and diverse, locallyaccessed public spaces that permit distancing—all to serve distinct human needs. The
Mayor of Paris, Anne Hidalgo, has floated the concept of a “fifteen-minute city” where
housing, work, provisions, healthcare, education, and leisure should all be accessible to
households on foot or by bicycle, without having to use cars or mass transit (Bloomberg,
2020).
One can look to existing developments built by the Housing & Development Board
(HDB) in Singapore as an example, with vibrant town centres and distributed
neighbourhood centres offering a wide range of amenities within walking distance of all
residents. New residential estates such as Punggol, Bidadari and Tengah are also
incorporating neighbourhood centres and expanding parks and cycling paths for
residents to enjoy (Housing and Development Board, 2020; Land Transport Authority, 2020).
Finally, walkability and distance play some role in the fluid conception of neighbourhood
identity and can enhance sense of place (Ewing and Handy, 2009; Zukin, 2012; Arup,
2016; Zavattro, 2019). Post-pandemic planning can take advantage of older forms that
connect design, amenities, and local identity. Looking ahead, more people may seek out
the “kampong” or “village” feel, and pandemic measures that restricted citizens to their
neighbourhoods may end up strengthening attachment to place—or increase the desire
to live in such places.
Jobs can thrive in decentralised or historic neighbourhoods, but cities and
employers must be open to re-imagining workplaces and facilities
Employment opportunities may migrate outside the Central Business District—
traditionally congested in daytime, but empty at night—shifting the location and physical
backdrop of workplaces. Working from home has proven feasible, and is likely to
remain popular. Individual entrepreneurs, creative professionals, and employees of small
firms looking to stay closer to home can utilize co-working spaces or start-up garages
dispersed across a city’s neighbourhoods. When remote teams from larger companies
choose to gather for collaborative sessions, flexible meeting spaces spread out among
regional nodes could be a convenient option. New businesses serving the immediate
community could also arise, reducing the need to travel to the city centre and closing
the distance between live-work-play.
To accommodate these shifts, planning paradigms would need to evolve, to allow a
greater variety of dynamic and mixed land uses. Neighbourhood niches would be filled
over time by diverse companies well-suited to that community. Adaptive reuse projects
could also end up substituting for premium office space downtown: according to
surveys by the National Trust for Historic Preservation in the United States, millennials
value social spaces, authenticity, and cultural heritage (National Trust for Historic
Preservation, 2017). They would likely appreciate the opportunity to live and work in
revitalized, historic neighbourhoods.
Public libraries in Singapore are instructive: today, they function not only as storehouses
of reading material, but also as informal workplaces, where freelancers engage in
creative projects and conduct business meetings. As the strictures of permanent
employment relax due to shifting hiring patterns and generational preferences, freelance
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work is likely to grow (The Straits Times, 2020). Could similar public spaces allow
freelance knowledge workers a place to congregate? In the National Library, the existing
seating plans already accommodate the 1-metre of physical distancing required by the
government, allowing them to continue operations in the early phase of COVID-19.
When pondering the future of public spaces, aside from more parks, cities can also
consider building covered, air-conditioned spaces with Wi-Fi connectivity and outlets.

Figure 5. Libraries serve as community gathering places, and even as workplaces for enterprising
freelances. Library@Orchard in Singapore. Photo by Kevin Hsu.

The common areas of libraries, museums and other civic buildings could be valued as
centres of economic productivity, not written off as crowd-pleasing—but not incomegenerating—social welfare amenities. As an added bonus, people working closer to
home could facilitate more frequent interaction among neighbours and strengthen
community bonds.
Street closures and placemaking measures that return streets and parking
spaces to pedestrians could proliferate after the pandemic
As of May 2020, more than 50 cities worldwide—including Boston, Cologne,
Philadelphia, London, Vancouver, and Washington D.C.—had closed at least one street
or lane to motor vehicles, for some duration of the pandemic, to allow residents more
space to exercise at a safe distance from others (Hsu, 2020). Cities have been able to
take advantage of the low-traffic period to test out road closures and to complete bike
infrastructure, without incurring significant economic impacts.
Even before the pandemic, the Urban Redevelopment Authority of Singapore closed
certain streets to vehicle traffic during festivals and celebrations, creating walk-only
zones as part of its “place management” strategy. Such place-making approaches could
inform immediate and long-term responses to post-pandemic planning, as COVID-19
case counts taper off and cities aim to restore economic vitality by increasing visitor
foot traffic.
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Installing more “parklets” to replace roadside parking spaces with public seating—a
concept born in San Francisco that mushroomed into a global movement—and
converting more roads into outdoor café seating could encourage patrons to return to
retail areas (The Guardian, 2016; The Washington Post, 2020). Giving streets back to the
people during the pandemic may have initially been motivated by public health, but these
efforts may be maintained if they turn out to be economically useful, and sufficiently
enjoyable to the public (Hass-Klau, 1993; Lung, 2002).

Figure 6. Streets in the Kampong Glam historic district of Singapore were closed to vehicle traffic, and the
URA Place Management Department arranged for rugs, seating, live music, and performances during a
community event in November 2018. Photo by Kevin Hsu.

Functioning public spaces require empathy, collective responsibility, and
mutual respect
The pandemic renews the debate about what makes for public space. Beyond the
provision of physical infrastructure, cities must re-examine the people, activities, and
norms that define these spaces. Public perceptions—and citizen behaviour in response
to those perceptions—are crucial ingredients that allow spaces to succeed, or to
collapse into dysfunction (Center for Active Design, 2018). Ultimately, public space exists
where there is public spiritedness. In such places, people feel a sense of welcome; they are
able to safely traverse, engage in activities of their choosing, and co-exist alongside
others.
Civic pride and empathy for others are key ingredients in a public space ethos. People
inculcated with appropriate habits and pro-social mindsets are less likely to litter or
vandalise, and to contribute to making spaces safe for all—including minorities and the
elderly. Under COVID-19, mask-wearing has emerged as a sign of public spiritedness. In
places like Taiwan, Vietnam and Hong Kong, where there has been high compliance
with mask-wearing, life remains closer to normal, even with prevention measures. In
contrast, intense partisan combat over masks in the United States—interpreted by
some groups as an infringement on constitutional rights, but as a reasonable and
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obvious public health policy by most others—has made a return to public activity far
more difficult.
Following the pandemic, one hopes members of the public venturing outdoors will feel
not only great relief from confinement, but also a resurgent sense of ownership and
pride over public spaces. Ideally, they would cherish these spaces, seeing the commons
as a place all citizens have the responsibility to maintain—and the opportunity to curate.
Ensuring public spaces for all
As cities emerge from the pandemic, the lessons learned about our public spaces can
positively influence the future management and planning of cities. Cities must now
consider public spaces a critical element of resilience, not only recreational amenities.
These public spaces must accommodate more diverse (and distanced) activities, and be
prepared to alter their function in public health emergencies.
Informal public spaces, sidewalks, and cycling paths are excellent public goods that cities
can quickly expand. With some imagination, these can transcend mere mobility to
enhance quality of life and survivability. However, all of these amenities must be viewed
through a lens of social and spatial equity: not every resident has easy access to the
same public goods. A more nuanced stock-taking of the range, quality, and availability of
public spaces will help in this effort.
Fortunately, traditional neighbourhoods that developed organically over time offer
design inspirations to promote equitable access and daily convenience, and can
accommodate the dispersal of jobs. The possible rise of decentralised, “complete”
neighbourhoods may turn out to be a boon for local public spaces, with civic buildings
re-imagined as nodes of collaboration and knowledge-based economic activity. In taking
a reference from placemaking, cities that prioritise streets for pedestrians and cyclists
can help attract foot traffic and restore economic vitality, though these measures must
be balanced with public health concerns over crowding. Ultimately, maintaining lively
and welcoming public spaces requires empathy, respect for the commons, and care for
others, manifested in health-promoting behaviours such as wearing masks.
Physical spaces in a city can only be fully and genuinely “public” if they are open to all—
regardless of age, language, sexual orientation, cultural identity, or ability. Achieving this
aspiration post-pandemic requires making spaces safe, secure, and broadly accessible. At
the same time, cities will lift restrictions and restore creative freedoms to rejuvenate
public places. Striking the right balance between these priorities requires citizens and
government to partner for the common good.
Under normal conditions, city residents and planners may overlook and undervalue
public spaces. The global pandemic has given humanity a long moment of pause,
reminding governments and publics of the fundamental need for social connection and
association. Humans need civic places where we co-exist with others, and where we
feel a sense of connection to the larger community. In the process of rebuilding and
recovery, cities must strive to ensure such places are available to all.
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