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program Wi't_H'ai“_ least three different functions creating pretexts to cross public space — will probably remain
a good idea for the near future, even if one has to get his feet wet in doing so, or even more likely collide with
someone concentrating on his cell phone messages. |

The prevalence df cell phones in 21st-century life introduces another inexorable factor pecking at the future

of public space that may have even greater repercussions than climate change. Virtualism seems to be racing

faster than the rising tides to cover the spaces where people congregate. The current statistic of 96 cell phones
contracting per 100 people, versus that of 17 to 100 only 15 years ago tells the story evident to all: phones are
controlling us. Throughout the world public agencies and private businesses have proudly been cabling to
guarantee free Wi-Fi in public space, a service that has become more important than street cleaning, lighting,
police protection, and so on. More importantly, universal connection is exerting evolutionary consequences
on humanity. The digital invasion does not necessarily exclude people from public space, but rather subjects

them to despatialization, whether they are in public or not. One author, Julie Turkle, aptly calls this phenomenon

‘Alone Together” (2012). It is next to impossible to be in urban settings today without witnessing mass Wi-Fi ad-
diction, and with it the displacement of person to person social relations by virtual social media. Perhaps a desir-
able option for contemporary public space, would be to create sanctuary areas that are “Wi-Fi free” instead of
the "free Wi-Fi”, something like the designated smoking areas, which have become the most lively urban spaces.
During the 1980s it was quite evident that major political and financial interests, despite the lessons of Jane

Jacobs and others, intentionally attempted to reduce the use of public space, for questions of maintenance and
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security. A clear case IS the two-block Iandscaped plaza provided by Procter & Gamble Headquarters in down-
town Cmcmnatl (Kohﬂ Pedersen Fox, 1982-85). Despite its attractive campus-like appearance, wnth lovely pergo-
las and vines, it remains an excluswe private space, assiduously guarded by private police to keep all unwanted
users out. Such an anti-social effect can be provoked by design as well, seen in Aldo Rossi's Piazza del Bacio

in Perugia, a space planned in 1983 and realized in the 1990s on the site of the factory where Bacio Perugina

chocolates were once made. A though lt nas the shape, scale, and characteristics of a good Italian piazza, and its

- proximity to the central train station would seem a certain attraction, it is consistently empty — full of deep shad-
OWS _Iike'thﬁeGEQrg,iQ_d‘e Chirito pair‘itinags_admired by the architect. One thing that keeps people away is that

it is raiSed 2‘G7Stép"s" above grade which limits visual access; another is that none of the principal entries to the

ﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁ

on the western e'd*ge were tucked d-eep into the base of the building, nearly impossible to see, and they soon

; went out of bus ness. Such episodes belong to the ‘cities- -without-people” syndrome. Today this seems to be
occUrrlng by defaulf pa*rtiy due to |mpend ng enwronmentai changes but mostly because of the prevalence of
the digital mﬁltratmn of real space |

Despite such deten‘énts many people stlll desire to go into public space to see each other, to shop, to play, to

use their cell phones, amd when necessary to demonstrate. During the last 20 years cultural institutions, es-
pecially museums, ‘th%éia;tei:s,;aﬁd,Iibfar'ies,' have been the major protagonists in generating public spaces. One

thinks of the entry to Frénk@ehry's'Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao (1997), or the amphitheater-shaped piazza
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of Renzo Piano’s Parco della Musica for three concert‘ halls in Rome (2002), or the sublime deck of the National

Library of France in Paris (Dominique Perrault, 1994). But the public spaces of this generation, remain monofunc-
tional and marginal to daily life functions and seem more like spaces of momenta'r'y display or reception rather
than places to gather.

The advent of climate change may offer a compelling reason to rethink the function of public space in the

near future. There are clear signs that the world is getting ready: the UN’s COP21 statement compiled in Paris in

December 2015, and signed by 175 nations on Earth Day April 22, 2016, broadcasts the commitment to arrest

climate increase to below 2 degrees, specifically to 1.5 degrees centigrade, which by most accounts does not
seem feasible. The impact of CO, , carbonic acid and CH, methane gas during the past 2 centuries has irrevers-

ibly damaged the planet’s glaciers and polar icecaps which have receded by over one third. This has influenced

the rise in water levels and the increase of torrential rainfall, leading to already perceptible changes in shorelines.
The floods in Paris in June, 2016, seem to have echoed the concerns of COP21 and demonstrate how fragile
public space can be. "

Will public space in the partially submerged urban environment of the future be possible? The often cited
prediction that 70% of the planet’s population will be urban by 2050 does not seem to take into account this
hydraulic imbalance. Venice, where the water has risen 28 centimeters in less than a century and which experi-
ences regular inundations, resorts to a model of amphibious adaptation. During periods of acqua alta networks

of one-meter-high planks are stretched out over her major public spaces. In terms of long-term plan, the tradi-
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Water Mirror by Michel Corajoud, Pierre Gangnet, Bordeaux, 2006
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tional solution to flooding was to raise the embankments. Recently however, the wisdom of this tactic was chal-

lenged with the introduction of MOSE, a project for three gigantic adjustable dikes at the three mouths of the

lagoon. Construction began in 2003 but was interrupted two years ago by major corruption scandals in which

a billion euro of the 5.5 billion budget was siphoned off in political kickbacks. If and whe

n completed MOSE will

hold back a bit more than a one-meter change in sea levels, which will probably not be sufficient by the end

of the century. It seems unlikely that other cities will be able to afford such expensive sol

utions as MOSE, or its

model, the Thames Barrier in London (1984), both of which have exceptionally high operating and maintenance

costs. Furth-etmqre, in many countries, not just in Italy, the bigger the budget the more |i

kely there will be cor-

ruption. So perhaps the earlier manner of slow adaptation is more desirable: temporary flooding has its joys if

you are willing to risk getting a bit wet.

A better example of inspired adaptation, comes from Rotterdam, which since its origins has been on the aver-

age of 2 meters below sea level. Here we find the Europe’s largest port seriously planning for the dramatic

changes in sea levels. The Climate Adaptation Strategy during the past 5 years has begun to take effect. New

York City has ffﬁdeed hired planners from the Rotterdam Delta Cities program to anticipate that great city’s

aquatic dilemma. Among the design solutions, one design firm proposes public space as an urban sponge. The

Benthemplein Square (De Urbanisten, 2013), set in an urban quarter not far from the central station, has been

designed to catch run-off water in three different basins, steering the flood and delaying

a maximum of 36 hours. The local water is slowly released into the ground via infiltration

¥ iy
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o o

the storm water for

and the water from



