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Reading Oscar Newman is an exercise in tolerance. One must tolerate his individualistic approach and writing style to reach the substance of what is being said. In some ways, reading Creating Defensible Space (April, 1996) is an interesting study into the personality of Oscar Newman. On one hand, for those unfamiliar with his original 1972 book Defensible Space, his latest book is an excellent summary of the principles and tactics of an idea he created 24 years ago. Newman provides three engaging examples of how he has applied the concept in the field. These examples are useful to those interested in planning and development, as they articulate important principles with which all design professionals should be familiar. They should also be required reading in schools of architecture, landscape architecture, urban design and planning. From this perspective, Creating Defensible Space is a necessary addition to any planning and 

development library.

Newman uses the following thirteen specific design strategies on three projects to create the “defensible space” described in this book. 

1. 
designing out nebulous public grounds so that gangs cannot congregate; 

2. 
defining semi-private property by means of territorial markings, garden areas and landscaping;

3. 
careful resident selection and training procedures in public housing; 

4. 
ensuring that older people and children seldom mix in public housing sites; 

5. 
proper maintenance of all public areas; 

6. 
creating areas to reduce conflicts among different user groups (e.g., by dividing urban parks into sections for older people, youth, and adolescents); 

7. 
street closures to create hammer-head cul-de-sacs; 

8. 
clustering of buildings into mini-neighbourhoods; 

9. 
establishing a minimum of 40 per cent of permanent homeowners in a neighbourhood to enhance local ownership of territory; 

10. 
need for quality schools and local institutions in mini-neighbourhoods; 

11. 
enhanced streetscaping, such as decorative lighting fixtures and benches, in semi-public areas of row housing to introduce a positive milieu; 

12. 
reassigning public grounds in public housing to adjacent single-family properties to encourage residents to maintain these areas; and

13. 
scattering 200 public housing units over 7 sites, rather than concentrating them together.


Without question, all of these approaches are helpful for the designer or planner wishing to create defensible space. There is nothing particularly new about these strategies. Most have become common-place in jurisdictions where Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) is incorporated into the planning process, such as in Florida, British Columbia, Canada, and the Netherlands. However, in many places CPTED is still not an accepted part of planning. Thus, Newman's book provides a good introduction to the defensible space component of the CPTED model (actually, Newman considers CPTED to be a component of the defensible space model, but one gets the impression that this is merely academic semantics).

On the other hand, Newman falls into many of the same traps that he did in his original work -- physical determinism, working in isolation from criminological research, and occasionally in isolation from some of the community residents he is attempting to help. His latest work reads as though he has never even glimpsed some of the latest research in the very field he helped create, although he claims he has. Thus, the early sections of the book appear to be more of a response to his critics as the articulation than anything really new. On page 3 he complains, 


Many social science professionals are quick to label my ideas physical determinism without having taken the time to think the matter through or to familiarize themselves with the origin of the term.… I am troubled by my failure to communicate my ideas clearly. 

The consequence of this failure, he argues, has been that “a whole cult has sprung up around these misunderstandings, with its own pseudo language, misbegotten concepts, and rituals.” The reader is left wondering who constitutes this “cult” and what these rituals are all about? One suspects he is referring to those (other than Newman himself) who have actually practiced and researched contemporary CPTED over the past decade. This leads to some vexing problems. 

It is undoubtedly true some critics have misunderstood defensible space. But Newman doesn't make it easy for himself. He continually asserts that defensible space is simply about reassigning space so it is clearly demarcated as belonging to legitimate users. Here he lapses into determinism. One example is on page 25, where he claims that,

The influence of building height and number of units per entry ... predict[ed] the crime rate. Regardless of the social characteristics of inhabitants, the influence of building height and number of units per entry physical form of housing was shown to play an important role in reducing crimes and in assisting residents in controlling behavior in their housing environments.

This statement raised two issues. First, current research demonstrates that the influence of building height and units per entry DOES NOT always predict the crime rate. In some cases, such as in Vancouver research in building size and crime (Bernard-Butcher, 1991), the opposite was found to be true. Second, if the physical form of housing DOES play an important role in reducing crime, then this IS a form of physical determinism. Which brings us back to two interesting questions about Newman himself. Why does he not include alternative perspectives from the field? and Why is he loathe to call his work deterministic if, in fact, that is precisely what it is? 


These concerns aside, Creating Defensible Space is a good read. It is well written, there are plenty of examples and good illustrations. But nagging problems persist. One is obsolete data, such as the crime rate correlates on page 23, from a project over 20 years ago. There have been many changes to social structures and many new discoveries in CPTED theory and practice in the past few decades. Some examples are work on crime displacement (Clarke, 1994), broken windows theory (Wilson and Kelling, 1982), and neighbourhood tipping points (Saville, 1993). 

Further, Newman does not clarify what he means by “crime”, other than broad statements about “robbery rates” and “felony crimes”. There is now a vast body of research about the impact of different crime types on physical opportunities for them. Examples include environmental criminology (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1991) and situational crime prevention (Clarke and Mayhew, 1980; Clarke and Hope, 1984; Clarke, 1992). All of this research is directly related to contemporary defensible space, none of which is cited by Newman. Perhaps they are part of Newman’s “cult”? In any event, these oversights suggest a rather damning indictment of Newman’s current work, an indictment echoed a few decades ago: These questions persist: What types of crime do defensible space really work to prevent? Are there other approaches that can be combined to enhance this strategy? What about crime that is displaced from these sites? 

The answer for Newman is to provide three case studies of his work: the Five Oaks community project on a two-family home subdivision in Dayton, Ohio (in 1991); the Clason Point, New York project on public row housing in the  South Bronx (in the early 1970s); and the Yonkers, New York project on a dispersed, high-density public housing project (late 1980s). Each project used a unique set of design tactics to create defensible space. Together they do, in fact, provide some compelling evidence supporting the defensible space strategy. 

In the Five Oaks project, street closings were used, among other strategies, to create hammerhead cul-de-sacs. In the Yonkers project, 200 units of high-density public housing were interspersed into more typical single-family suburbs by breaking the units into smaller groupings. In Clason Point, design modifications of semi-public sitting, gardening, and play areas helped turn public space over to residents to care for (and ultimately to defend). 

All three projects saw reductions in crime and social problems, though it wasn't entirely clear what the long-term effects were. Newman’s “evaluation” of the Yonkers project (page 101) amounts to a discussion with the police chief and the housing director. Even in the outdated Clason Point example, more recent data were not included. This makes the reader wonder whether Newman bothers at all with post-occupancy evaluations, as suggested by Marcus and Sarkissian (1986). This is unfortunate! It leaves the reader with unanswered questions.

With reference to the Yonkers project, Newman  suggests that breaking down social housing into groups of less than 25 units, and then dispersing them throughout other housing types, can break up the crime impact. In recent years this phenomenon has been well documented as the tipping point, also called neighbourhood threshold, density problems, or potentiation (Saville and Wong, 1994; Rossmo and Fisher, 1993). It is unfortunate that these issues could not have been assessed in conjunction with Newman's work. Perhaps it was not his intent to do so, but it might have provided designers with more up-to-date strategies. 

Newman also explains how he collects data on each site, including interviews, traffic and crime studies, site visits, and public meetings. However, these are described in a rather haphazard fashion: the reader gets the impression that there is no systematic procedure that can be used to assess risk. The risk assessment procedure is, in fact, a systematic procedure that has been identified in recent years. Again, Newman does not cite any of these findings. In fact, he seems oblivious to how they could be used to enhance the implementation of defensible space. Again, a missed opportunity. 

Compounding these issues are questions that arise regarding implementation problems emerging on some of these projects. Are they problems of style or substance? For example, Newman reports that during public meetings in the Yonkers project, opposition to his recommendations was so controversial that “the vociferous elements in the city made it a practice to come and disrupt every such community meeting. In some instances, the police had to escort me out for my own protection. I stopped holding them.” As most planners are aware, adversarial groups frequently emerge in large planning projects. But a wide range of participatory planning and design strategies has emerged to help. Newman discusses none of these strategies, such as search conferences (see Emery, 1997; Emery and Purser, 1996; Emery, ed., 1993). Obviously community building has much more to it than physical design modifications. This has long been documented in the planning literature on action research. Other practitioners have had great success with these strategies (Sarkissian and Walsh, eds., 1994; Sarkissian et al., 1997; Sarkissian et al., 1994; Saville, 1995). Unfortunately, Newman does not cite any of this literature. It is perhaps not surprising that Newman himself became a potential target for the very violence he was attempting to prevent.

Sadly, Newman offers the reader little advice on how to prepare for collaborative efforts, how systematically to use risk assessment, how to measure potential displacement, and how to identify tipping points over which neighborhood disarray will grow. They are mentioned, but they only as an aside, with no reference to other projects that have used them successfully. 

Creating Defensible Space is a restatement of Newman's 1972 book with three case studies. It is well written, at times very interesting, but sadly outdated. It stands alone as a summary of Newman's personal work and should be read as such. That it stands alone is unfortunate. Despite his calls for resident cooperation and collaboration, Newman fails to practice what he preaches. His book is a product more of his highly individual style than of substance or research.  

* * *

Newman, Oscar (1996). Creating Defensible Space. Washington, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy Development and Research, April. 
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