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“The object is make our city a place where 
people live because they want  to, not because 

they have  to”. 
�

�

�
©What Not To Grow (2005) 

�
�

 
Mayor Richard Daly (Chicago, Illinois) 

- speaking at the 2005 conference on developing 
sustainable communities hosted by the Deputy Prime 

Minister. 
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Who we are 
 
‘What Not To Grow’ was established in April 2003. It is a Northern Ireland based 
consultancy that's about: 

· Promoting the value of green spaces to people and communities, especially 
where space is contested;  

· Working with people to create softer, better planned neighbourhoods; 

· Recognising that the environment in which we live cannot be disaggregated 
from our health and well being, opportunities for education and play and 
relationships with people around us; 

· Finding solutions to deliver real change in disadvantaged communities; 

· Building active citizenship and community confidence. 

 
 
The rationale for this work 
�
There are huge benefits to be gained from the development of spaces that reconnect 
people with the places where they live, with their neighbours and with the natural 
world. There is a wealth of research on urban communities that demonstrates the 
benefits of ‘good’ living environments to relationships in communities, local 
economies, health and well being and levels of crime and anti-social behaviouri.  
 

Green spaces in neighbourhoods can:  

Create opportunities for people to work together; h elp to create a community image that is 
perceived as positive by both local residents and o utsiders; provide a more liveable 
environment by controlling physical factors such as  temperature, noise and pollution. 

  (Source: www.communitygarden.org ) 

 

We share the view that “public spaces are the ‘glue’ that holds society together, the 
places where we meet different people, share experiences, and learn to trust one 
another”ii. To be successful, programmes for regenerating neighbourhoods have to 
give careful consideration to the development of shared spaces and be responsive to 
a complex array of factors that contribute to deprivation in geographical 
communities. This requires:  

· resources, both public and private;  

· ownership;  

· and strategic vision. 

 
There have been a number of positive developments in Belfast, which have 
transformed areas of the city over a relatively short space of time and demonstrate the 
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successful interaction between these three components. Laganside’s regeneration of 
the river around the new weir, the Waterfront Hall, Odyssey Complex and plans for 
the Titanic Quarter, Connswater Community Greenway and the North Foreshore all 
show the progress that has been made through ‘Renaissance City’ and a host of other 
plans. The use of public art in open spaces, and events designed to attract people back 
to the city for recreation have also had considerable success.  
 
This ‘high level’ development is to be welcomed, but in local neighbourhoods there is 
much less evidence of positive improvement in the physical environment. The most 
recent analysisiii  of deprivation in Northern Ireland highlights the extent to which 
some neighbourhoods are still experiencing high levels of dereliction, graffiti and 
litter, with shared spaces that are unused or abused.  
 
There is a real sense of disaffection in some communities and a feeling that the ‘peace 
dividend’, which was to deliver improvements in the places where people live, has 
still not arrived. As the map below illustrates, this situation is further complicated in 
some places by the ‘best and the worst’ neighbourhoods sitting alongside each other.  
 
Super Output Areas in Belfast ranked by their scores on Noble’s (2005) Outdoor Physical 
Environment sub-domain. 

 
                                   Source: NINIS (2005) 

 
Levels of segregation and both inter and intra-community tensions, particularly in 
interface communities, further complicate the picture. There is a clear and ongoing 
need to address issues of relationships within and between communities, promote 
local participation in community development and create new opportunities for people 
to shape the places where they live. There is also a danger that a highly competitive 
funding environment and differing abilities of communities to be part of development 
opportunities could further disconnect neighbourhoods from each other and from the 
city as a whole. 
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The open spaces near our homes give us a valuable p lace to socialise with our neighbours, 
whether chatting over the garden fence or meeting i n the local park. Gardens and allotments, 
for example, can provide an especially good communi ty focus and an opportunity for small, 
personal interactions: in the West Midlands, allotm ents have been shown to encourage cross-
community and cross-cultural ties. On a larger scal e, community gardens and city farms bring 
people together from different ages and cultures, a nd thus help to create a real sense of 
neighbourhood.  
 

Source: The Value of Public Space (CABE)  
 

Connecting People and Place 
 
There is a clear policy basis for work that makes connections between people and 
places, framed by several key initiatives including ‘Capital City’, the Neighbourhood 
Renewal programme, BMAP, the arterial routes programme and the development of 
Strategic Development Frameworks across Belfast. Policies such as ‘A Shared Future’ 
also provide a clear context for developing positive relationships in local communities 
and promoting active citizenship. Despite this policy environment, we see limited 
evidence of these policies being properly supported as groupings such as 
Neighbourhood Renewal Partnerships struggle to match aspiration with reality. 
 
We believe that we can provide practical responses to circumstances that have left 
people unconnected, isolated from the city as a whole and detached from policies and 
programmes that are trying to build cohesive communities and create a more 
attractive urban environment.  
�
Key elements  
  
In individual target neighbourhoods, a range of options can be provided to transform 
both people and spaces. These can be delivered as ‘stand alone’ elements or be part of 
a more lengthy process combining several elements. It is anticipated that the type of 
intervention being offered will be particularly appropriate for communities that 
experience high levels of deprivation and community tension.    
 
“The creation of common ground in Northern Ireland is often viewed as a utopian goal that is 
rarely achieved. That is often the case, however it  is more likely that common ground can be 
achieved if there is an honest recognition of the p roblems, divisions, fears and difficulties at the 
outset”. 
 

                                Source: A positive approach to segregated space VALUE & ACTION  
                                                       (Groundwork NI and the Community Relations Coun cil) �

 
�
The options 
 
    1.  Working with a community to develop practical solutions for an   
            underused or derelict open space in their neighbourhood using the 

      following process.  
 

· Undertake local research and consultation with participants to: 
o Describe the local context and concerns; 
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o Identify particular issues relating to the derelict sites and their 
impact on the community; 

o Facilitate a local debate using examples of solutions elsewhere to 
both explore and understand the options; 

· Identify and engage new participants in the neighbourhood with the 
interest and skills to support the development of the project;  

· Promote involvement and ownership of the site; 
· Identify potential resources to secure delivery and provide advice on these; 
· Prepare and agree a plan for the site; 
· Develop a comprehensive action plan and put the structure in place to 

deliver if required. 
 

2.  Provide a package of tailored training for participants which assumes 
 their interest in developing and sustaining the project in the  
 neighbourhood; 
 
· Establish with participants the type of training required for project 

implementation; 
· Provide a range of accessible training options including bespoke training if 

required; 
· Develop and deliver a training plan with accreditation where appropriate; 
· Ensure appropriate links with key support organisations to create 

sustainability. 
 

3. Offer an alternative approach to promoting health and well being in  
communities; 
 
· Present and consult on examples of successful projects that link health to 

the physical environment; 
· Test feasibility of local delivery – according to the scale and nature of 

open space available; 
· Identify resources required; 
· Engage key stakeholders; 
· Facilitate dialogue and agreement; 
· Establish a baseline for participant’s mental health. 

 
 

4. Team Building 
 
· Could be targeted at youth groups, organisational teams, local 

partnerships, management committees or community forums; 
· Focussed on a team task – applying team skills to improving a physical 

space in the neighbourhood; 
· Develop a project/event plan and outline cost; 
· Sourcing the materials and delivery. 

 
For all of the options above, we consider that it is critical to evaluate the programme 
and process. We would encourage groups to include this in their planning with a view 
to measuring the perceived impact on the place (e.g. score original site and result) and 
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the people (e.g. changes in attitude). From this, we plan to identify lessons for policy 
and practice and build the project.  
 

The project team 
�
‘What Not To Grow’ was established by Maggie Andrews and Julie Harrison. Both 
have qualifications in Horticulture and a strong track record in regeneration, 
community education, research, evaluation, facilitation and programme management. 
�
Maggie Andrews has more than twenty five years experience of community 
development work and for the last four years has managed the regeneration agenda of 
East Belfast Partnership. This has included the development and support of initiatives 
relating to Health, Education, Employability, Physical and Economic Regeneration, 
Youth and Arts & Culture. Prior to this, as Director of East Belfast Community 
Development Agency, she was responsible for setting strategic direction, managing a 
range of programmes including a £250k Capacity Building Programme and 
developing support for 150 member groups.  
�
�
Julie Harrison has been working in policy development, project assessment, research 
and evaluation for fourteen years. She has worked in the public sector for Making 
Belfast Work and as Policy Officer for the National Lottery Charities Board. In recent 
years, she has undertaken projects on behalf of a range of organisations, including: 
Belfast Regeneration Office, BLSP, Community Foundation for NI, Community 
Fund, DCAL, BBC NI, Belfast City Council, Community Relations Council, local 
partnerships and South and East Belfast HSST. 
 
‘What Not To Grow’ can also provide and co-ordinate additional specialist expertise 
in landscape architecture and training. This technical input will ensure that each local 
project contributes high-quality work and sustainable benefit to the local community 
in each of the target neighbourhoods. Training provision will ensure that participants 
have the opportunity to engage in high quality, accredited training with routes for 
progression and further learning. Additionally, any associated staff will have 
experience of work with community organisations in local neighbourhoods and 
individual credibility, adding value to the project. 
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Appendix One – Potential projects 
 
 

 
©What Not To Grow (2005) 
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The following descriptions are based on actual projects in order to provide some ideas 
for work that could be undertaken: 

1. A Community Garden and health development project 

USED TO BE… 
A neglected and littered area of land in a housing estate. 

NOW A… 
Well-used community space and thriving garden. It includes wildflower and 
woodland areas and spaces to sit and relax. 

The garden offers individuals and groups an opportunity to learn basic gardening 
skills. Raised beds and containers provide defined areas and also enable everyone - 
from small children to people with disabilities to get involved. Residents are 
encouraged to sample the fresh fruit, vegetables and flowers the garden provides. The 
project promotes a positive health message, creating a safe environment for people to 
exercise - without exercising in the traditional sense of the word. Every opportunity to 
promote healthy choices is taken - exercise, healthy eating and in the summer months 
awareness of the risks of overexposure to sunlight.  

 
2. A community garden and community safety project 
 
USED TO BE… 
A rubbish dump, which attracted criminals and was avoided by 1200 local residents 
who felt unsafe. 
 
NOW A… 
Community garden which has led to greater contact between people, increasing 
‘natural surveillance’ and a 30% drop in crime over the following summer. The 
garden brought other benefits too, including greater interaction between different 
ethnic groups within the community. 

 

3. Community Allotments 

USED TO BE… 
An overgrown wasteland owned by the Local Council. 

NOW A… 
Community allotment scheme. The project was set up to encourage local people to get 
involved in growing their own organic food, and learn about organic growing 
methods, permaculture and the benefits of eating healthily.  

One standard plot has been split into 8 smaller plots, with the land to the side intended 
to be a Forest School area for children of volunteers, young parents etc. Volunteers 
have planted fruit trees and put up a living willow fence. Regular meetings and 
workdays are held, including a range of workshops such as: Food and Mood; Health 
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Foundation Course; Herbal Spring Walk; Herbal Preparation; Introduction to 
Permaculture; Willow weaving; HDRA Mentoring; Forest Schools Initiative. 
�

4. Team Building exercise  
 
THE PARTICIPANTS…  
Are staff and volunteers from a community organisation working on local issues. 
 
THE PROCESS… 
Involves assessment of individual and team skills to complete a range of tasks in an 
overgrown and neglected garden which surrounds the premises. During the event, 
each team works on a particular project to enhance the garden, providing places for 
people to sit and relax, a wildlife area and an outdoor classroom for group work. 
 
 
 
At Clifton Backies in suburban York there is a 12ha  stretch of scrubby woodland with clearings 
which contains a diversity of flowers (such as beto ny, pepper saxifrage and great burnet), 
birds and other wildlife. This green urban fragment  is so highly valued by the community that, 
when bulldozers arrived to obliterate it, local peo ple stood – literally – in their path and saved 
it.  
 

Source: The Value of Public Space (CABE)  
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