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RECENT YEARS HAVE SEEN AN INCREASED LEVEL of
interest from the public in matters related to Singapore’s built environment.
Burt to whar extent can or does the general public have a say in the shape of
the places they inhabit? This issue’s ‘In Conversation’ feature explores the
increasingly prominent field of participatory design = the realities of delivering
this model of development, and the willingness with which ir is being explored.
Seah Chee Huang is a Director at DP Architects — a firm working on several
public-sector projects where participatory methods are given prominence in
the design process. Jan Lim and Mizah Rahman are the founders of Participate
in Design (P!D) — an organisation (founded in 2012) that has partered with
grassroots organisations, educational institutions and statutory boards to help
design community-owned spaces and solutions. They begin by reflecting on
when they last crossed paths.

Mizals Rafman (MR} Two vears ago we did a
research pmim.'l:. We wanted fo find out what
participatory design could mean for Singapore,
and how everyday people might be mare actively
involved in che -,1;§E§n process. We interviewed
several people, fram those in grassroots
arganisations o MPs ro practising architects o
wocial entreprenewrs. You were one of the people we
spoke vo, Chee Huang, because you were active on
the “Ohur Tampines Hub' project ar the time.
Seal Clvee ng (SCH) I'm surpr'.md thiar was
two vears ago. because I'm still working on the
project and is first phase just ropped wp recendy!
I'm quite exger w see how the rwo of vou have
hn:r.lghl whar vou were discove ring oo another level.
Bt Arse. 1'd really like to walk abour this noton
of participatory design. If I'm not wrong, the
concept emserged in the Scandinavian consexr in
the 19708 where it was rermed as conperative
design’ or ‘co~design. In the Seates, it was
renamed ‘participatery design’, and from there
the whale metion started 1o pick up and became
e widespread,
Whar is inserestirg about participatory design,
ar least from an architect’s perspective, Is that it
s already inherent in our practice. Whar differs
s the scale and exvers of in. The notion of design
frself, whether ic’s for a space, building or producr,
i always to begin by understanding e purpose,
the user, and the stabeholders - the ones wha asked
vou to design something and for whom you are
d..-iignin_n the :hing in the Rrst |.1|.1.1:. It becames a
choice of bringing them, in this case the commumiry,
actively into the discassion and design process, The
ultirnaze objective is 1o creare somiething tha is
[-‘T\Eh'il'.lui'\. ¢ and |_'||'.r|'-m.eﬁ.||. Im chat sense [ don s
paricipagory design a5 a separace exercise. It's about
the depth and intensity of it
MR We creaved Pardcipare in Diesign because we
Felt that within the current landscape af design,
there is o one orgatisation thar advocases such
a cawse, There was 3 gap we hoped o hll by
providing a platform for designers or students 1o be
exposed vo commurity-driven design
Jawe Lim (JL) It's abour thinking, “How should
1 somally design?™ ke in juse abour formulating a
d\'iiFl'. brief based oo sive research, sbiervations and
the paving dient’s nzeds? Or is there something
mwre 1o it = what abour the people who will be
affected by the project, and their needs, voices,
experbences and aspirations? Shouldn’t they have
a larger part so play wo, especially for public or
community spaces?
MR We've seen a lonof desire in people wanting o
do sockal-good projecs in the buil environment




goniext = 1o use cheir expertise as designers oo
conuribute to the langer communiey. You see a lot
of that overseas, bt not so much here. We saw the
epportunity to challengs the current way of doing
dﬂ.igﬂ in local spaces. We waned dn.".'¢|np a
much more scructured way of doing pamicipacery
dﬂi[m in Simgapore,

JE We've done quice 2 number of projects since
thie lasz time we spoke to you. One of the Arss was
in MacPherson, where we were warking with a
seniors home o ﬂmign; Pu]'n]in: space in an under-
wrilised area berween wome HDB blocks. That was
the Arst time we used the tools we developed 10 do
workshops and inverviews with the communicy
MR The local MP had '!1i||:i.:|]:.' mezch.-cd 15,

She could have adogeed a ovpical process - ger

an architect or landscape architect invalved to
design 4 playground or landscaping or a gathering
space based on 3 prederermined brief - bur she
didn’t want co just do char. She wanced o wse it

25 an apportunity to engage with the community
around it. (rne of our main questions was how

to demystify complex ssaes like design and
architecrure, and par chem in very simple forms
thar the average aunry and uncle can undersand.
L We had to unleamn cerain I:|:|i|11:¢.. I architecture
school we bearn industry fangon, b 2l of a sudden
you have o explain design conceprs 10 someone
from outside the indusiry and ger them excired.
Thi.n.gs like visuals h.r]P.

MR We had a pop-up session near the marker.

and ane of the questiors we asked was, “Whar

do vou hops 1o see in the space!” We had images
{!'I'-I'L'I.I'd.“'lrf Jl'ld ml’m':w. Hﬂl'd“'Jl'ﬂ WAk |hiﬂ$ﬁ

like swings, shelters and seating, Software was

: programmes. Thl::.' could E‘lid{ Lkl pmc'.-ol’
hardware and one picce of software, It was & way
1o ger the canversasion sarted with the residenes
in 2 very simple and fun way that anyone could be
invahved in.

After genting an initia] understanding of the
place, we weny on 1o do a design workshop, Thar
was more intimare and .n-dcp:h. We asked Pﬂrpl-r
to offer something positive — a possible ereative
solution. We asked for blue sky thinking' — no
conventional ideas, People asked, “Whar is a
conveniional idea” Sa we showed pin:l:unfs ofa
conventional playground. for example, as well as
moge innovative ones. After thar. the dynamics
changed and people started chinking abour whas
they really wanted o see that may be quite different
from what they would otherwise see In a yphaal
HDEB upgrading process,

JE The workshop can be quire 2 powerful roal for
changing people’s perceation. We really saw the

value in Bcilitating such a conversation.

SCH We won in the Tampines Town Hub project.
currently known as Ouir Tampines Hubs, in 2001,
It's 2 mulvi-zgency collshararion and thev decided
o d.l.:l o lhil lI'lE!a “'In“.'d. lh{' “'-.h'r cDmlTll.‘miT.\'
to participate in the design process. That eriggened
awhole array of relaved activities thar contribured
to the entire design process, The project, ar leass o
me, was then the first of its kind, in terms nr'l'u;'ing
a multi-szakeholder collaborative approach o a
]:q.l:ih.ii.u:g development. with an ENZGAREMENT exercise
that went o quite a huge extent and intensity.

MR Whas sor of extent are vou nalking about?
SCH Tamipines has abour 220,000 residens, The
vision was to make sure thar all 220,000 residents,
in one way or another, were made aware of the
piogedt. amd were cllgagcd and vn'l‘lpu.mtrv:d tor share
their poings of view and play a pan. Iy manifested
into a whole array of means of engagemient ar
different scales = from newsbeners vo social media
channels, roadihows, focus group discussions,
workshops, and even 1o block partics and floor
parties. Thar was quire refreshing. a5 chere is seldom
such a level of intensive engagemendt.

JE Was thae the Arie time you'd worked on a
community engagement project of thar scale?

SCH Yes. definirely. And che stakes were really

hi!||1 e make sure thar vhe d.:r:ln"umnr didn'
become a white dephant, but something
ml:iI'IiILEFI.IJ and ]Ijl{hl}' relevant for the communiey,
b chie commmuniny.
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JE In the lass fve vears or mone, we have seen a
bigzer push by povernment agencies in terms of
CIMEAREITHENL. F.n&sgmrtr in inself is ot new. In
1990 when Goh Chok Tong ceok over as Prime
Minister. he said the next era -nd-gmrm.mn:nl: would
be consultative. Thar was probably one of the first
timses it was formally broughe up.

Now we are secing different agencies saving.
“We need ro have some kind nFcng,as,emrm. We
don't really know what it is, but it needs v be more
than just a wnr_\'._ That's where we come ia. The
question we are really erving vo ask is: “Can an
evervday person be Involved in 2 way char is deeper
and more meaningful vhan juss relling me whar he
or l"ll'! WANDS [0 3¢ OF hmll Want o HE.:-

SCH Have all vour clients been from the

public secrar?

JE o we'we abso had privare clients, Wi are
currently warking with one in che wesr. The
I'Esidl'!'lll d’i Pri'l-'ﬂ.'le CEAIC Want o create a
community-buaile playground.

MR We are abso currently working with a VW0
[voluneary welfare anganisation] on serting up a
community kitchen in Yishun by closely :im'nh'in@
senior citizens in the design process. 5o wed love
1o hear abowt che kichen project thar DT has

just complered,

SCH Tharis a very nw:.ningFM communicy
project, "Goodlifel Makan'. which we completed
recently with our client Montbore Care. The
process was a bess in-deprh form of participatery
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“THERE IS DEFINITELY A
DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
DESIGNING FOR PEOPLE
AND WITH PEOPLE. HOW
CAN WE ENABLE PEOPLE
TO DESIGN WITH US AND
WITH ONE ANOTHER?"

- hiran Ramuaw

design, a5 the main users are say-alone eldecly,
and it is more challenging o engage them through
rypical methods. The client, a progressive social
welfare organisation, was looking ar aleernarive
ways of addressing the social and psychological
needs of this group of stav-alone seniors. Inscesd
of bringing healtheare and food 1o thelr doorsteps.
the iniriative by Montfort Care aims mo bring
the seniors and communiry closer by having a
comemmunity space for greacer interaction. Being
very Singzpnrun. foad is the way Lo our hexres
= the experience of coming together 1o prepare
their meals allows the seniors to mingle and
interact, We worked closely with Montfors Care,
stakeholders and the :.u\_.'-:l-m'l.r seniors that were
mare open o partake. This prooos required us o
observe the way things are done, such as the food
preparation — from gering the ingredients ready
1o cooking by stay-alone seniors.
MR For you, whar makes a participarory design
process then, and when does it tip fram research
and ohservation inte engagement?
SCH Thar's a pond question. For our design, we
rallc abour the 3Es engagement {when Vil SEAFT
to have a dialogue), entichment (to allow people
to learn and understand other aspeces of chings
they may have raken for granted), and empowering
{when you can ssart to invalve the users and allow
them to influence the process of design and even,
to a certain extent, the design ourcomel.
MR There is definioely 2 difference beoween
drsi.gnin.g_ﬁlr penph: and meinly pcup]t. How can
we enable people to design with us and with one
anacher? I3 about capacity building = how do we
impart knowledge and informasion co peaple so
thew can mzke an informed decision? Ln any kind
of participarory design process, informarion is key
Irs arder for anyone o make an informed decision,
they need eo be equipped with proper knowledge 10
facilitate thar decision-making process.
JE Ar vhe end of the day, we are outsiders; we w ill
leave the community. They are the ones who will
live with whar we creace, It is abour empowering
them 1o ke ownership of the spaces.
MR We see designers also as community arganksers,
How can we mobilise communkties? Thar is an
extra gkill we were mot taughe in school,
SCH Thar's an interesting poing about communicy
organising. You cam bring people together. you
can ralk, but how do vou connect and ouch their
heares? | think it is semething quite fundamental
and forms the core of the whole progess,
MR It's abour Rnding our whar the motivasions
of the nessnn are. You can't force ganticination on
people. If people don't wane 1o, vou have to lex

it pass. The way we do it is to open up muliple
opportunities along the way, through workshops,
POp-ups, ot octerd, where they are invited to come,
SCH Our of curiosicy, do vou think of
}mlmh'ﬂ asa ﬂ:sign spudlio o a p.l.r:i-cip:mr}'
consubancy? Where dees your work stop?
MR We think of PIDY 3 3 neowork of design-trained
commanicy anganisers.
JL For some projects, we do design and overses the
creation of the design. For athers, we work with
an existing architecture or design consulrant and
develop the design brief for them based on the
communinys inpurs. We are non-profit and nearral.
Something we're focus ng on this year is advacacy.
We want to champion this and push things along.
and allow more designars, young people or anyone
else who is ineresced in this idea of engagement
and p;.rl:in:i.[umr_r dc:i;,n. £ COME 10 S and B
the resources.
MR To put it sinply, we are a design stedio who
can engage communiics as well.
AL 1t's hard 1o canegorise us.
MBWe are plaving on our strengths as
architecturally wrained designers and wsing that as a
basis oo get communities tegether - using design as
a medium o do s,
SCH To an archivect, | see that pare of the beneht
af a participatory design process is really allowing
archivecmure 1o be mors inclusive and accessible. [
do think ir is an exciting time where there is this
eneTgy and mevement emenging within rhe social
fabric and the pavche of sur communiny here in
Slﬂppﬁm. ﬂbﬂﬂ[ g{ﬂ:ﬂrins a Emﬂﬂr AWArETHEES
of how thie buile environment influences or shapes
the way we think. The :.Frn{in are mpc-nding
appropriately to this growing conscicusness with
a more conversational and consulmarive kind of
process, There are a bo: more channels for exchange
made available now. | am quite optimistic abowr
the way forward.
JL The thing about participarion is thas it is such a
long and rigorous process. Because of conssraines,
the question is, where do vou stop! Where do vou
say this is when smkebolders have wo take on the
rest of the responsibilities?
MR Afver people have participared. they often
want 1o know whar hsppened to cheir ideas and
their inpurt.
SCH Than follow up is importane. 1 would sy thar
the inceresting part. like Jan mentioned. is where
is the cut off! The chalenge with the parriciparory
process is the notion of dime. In some projects or
exercises, time is 3 huocary.
FL The srakeholders o- the dient groups have o
e very invested in the whole thing, and nat just
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paying lip service o valdate certain notions.

SCH For DT, most profects incorporating
p.:rli..'i_.'mmr:\. progeises have so far been pu,;bli.;
secvar-relared. In the prvace secror, its nac
u:t:rnrl:hing that is oo evident ver.

JL Da you think that the government should sep
i and create pﬂlil.'ivrw thar P ibpE, I.l.lr 'r.'\-d1l'l|.'l|t- Ay
.,1:-.'¢In!1rr'.-¢n| [+ inx'a-ll.'-;-;nmm-,lmr!. :ny@a{m;n;?
SCH That's interesting, Personally, ['ve always felr
that such initiatives should be self-motivared and
battom-up, rather than archestrated top-down. The
top-down pant should be about providing support
and infrastrucmure. insresd |'-r'n'_|.l:-.|'.g PrOCEsses ang
matters mandavory. There is also the dimension of
education - generating vwarencss of the benehits of
this process,

MR Chee E1:|.1:15. as A [rJ..\'liring archivecr, do vou
think archirects are open o pamicipation?

JL Da you think there’s a future for panicipacory
design in the indusery?

SCH Why not? There ave alresdy signs of a growing
awareness of the benehin of such 2 process. [r

ultimately contributes to the purpase of why the
praject starbed in the fint place. In public-sector
community projects, the purpose is often clearer
and maore sacially inclined. The inceresting pars will
be when the commercial element comes in. And
how do vou balance the commercial pressure to not
compromise the social goals® To And thae balance is
where vou And the possibiline of invegrating such a
process inte the entire ecosyscem.

Archicects can become 2 ‘vehicle” for translating
wisions and aspirations. Ultimavely you still need a
‘driver’ = the end wsers, whether its the stakeholder
ar mn'u,-rhing bomom-wa, Once thar kind of
awareness ard conscioumess is presenc, | think
participatory design wil. naturally be a pare
of things.

MR Do vou think there is 3 danger thar this kind
of process could be looked ar cynically the mare
its adapred?

SCH Yes, It can't be used as an excuse for an
outcome, Have vou come acnoss architects who
don’t beligve in this process:

MR Yes we have.

SCH As | mentioned, it is important that we be
clear about the true pursose though. It should
nat be pam x:ipzrinn for pzr::ciparinns sake, Ir':\.nu
use it a5 2 means of justifving cemain decisions or
actions. then it misses the point. Its ultimarely
abour empathy — the humanistic aspects of design,
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