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Foreword 

Making Urban Design Relevant

A few years ago, one of the PhD themes I 
mentored was trying to prove that urban 
design is a false profession that piggybacks 
on architectural and planning concepts. The 
successful completion of the research would 
make me, an urban designer, irrelevant, and I 
would have dug my own grave. However, I did 
agree to mentor. It was not for any noetic thrill 
or a reckless act. There were signi昀椀cant 
reasons. Before explaining my choice and its 
connection with the NATCON 25 theme, let me 
expand on the doubts.

Requiems for urban design, harsh criticisms of 
its failures, and questions on its relevance 
have regularly surfaced in the past 69 years 
of its existence (that is if you consider that 
urban design was started as a formal 
discipline by Josep Lluis Sert in 1956 at 
Harvard). Until recently, It was a struggle in 
India to issue an urban design graduate 
degree. Educational regulations did not 
recognise urban design discipline as 
independent but as a sub-theme in 
architecture or planning streams. All these 
sow doubts in Indian students and make it 
dif昀椀cult for young professionals eagerly 
looking to practice urban design. The feeling is 
similar to seeing an empty platform when you 
arrive at the station – not because you are 
late to the train, but because there was no 
train in the 昀椀rst place. 

Of the two ways to settle these doubts—
theory and practice—examining the practice 
of city building can help immediately and 
effectively. Urban planning and architecture 
have played a signi昀椀cant role in transforming 
Indian cities. They have led to higher 

development, increased land value, optimised 
land utilisation, improved access, secured 
transactions, provided better utilities and a 
few more. However, most of these gains have 
accrued to private properties rather than the 
public realm. There has not been a 
commensurate addition of open spaces and 
walkable streets. There is a loss in the quality 
of existing spaces, an impoverished aesthetic 
environment, and decreased access to public 
areas. 

We need a discipline that recovers urban 
spaces for people, creates streetscapes with a 
vibrant and diverse life at the ground level, 
attends to the aesthetic crisis of public spaces, 
brings cities and their assets, such as 
waterfronts, together, and nourishes unique 
visual identities of historic quarters. This is urban 
design's role. Questions about whether urban 
design is important are moot. The more useful 
enquiry is to 昀椀nd ways to further its relevance. 

The NATCON 25 theme of inclusive urban 
design re昀氀ects on the principle of urban 
design, not in self-doubt, but to strengthen the 
profession. How can the discipline be 
upgraded and upskilled in the face of new 
challenges and perspectives? To answer this, 
the conference focuses on three themes: 
making urban spaces accessible, resilient and 
inclusive. There are reasons to pick these issues. 

Designing better functioning urban blocks, 
promoting mixed-use, enabling compact and 
dense urban form and improving the visual 
experience of the built environment remain 
the main focus of urban design. By default, it 
assumes and serves only the able-bodied 

person and overlooks vulnerable populations, 
including the aged, children and people with 
special needs. It remains less sensitive to 
gender issues. These assumptions and status 
quo need urgent rethinking. 

Urban design practice has deftly used 
technological solutions to ensure 
engineering sustainability. Can it show equal 
adeptness in creating environmentally 
sustainable solutions and places? This is the 
next critical area to enquire. 

How does the discipline engage with emerging 
challenges such as urban 昀氀ooding or heat 
stress? Can it contribute to biodiversity? Market 
forces and private developers drive large 
urban developments. How can design and 
discipline work to preserve public interest in this 
context? Can it in昀氀uence public policy to meet 
public objectives? Earnest and creative 
answers to these questions will determine the 
future of urban design.

Successful examples in Indonesia and 
Vietnam show that design can engage with 
emerging challenges. For instance, projects 
in low-income areas in Vi Thanh, a city in 
Vietnam, have made spaces age-friendly, 
serve multigenerational needs, and are 
universally accessible and safe. Many more 
successful projects have shown that 
improving traf昀椀c calming measures and 
walkability improves public health. To urban 
designers, mitigation of urban heat stress, 
improving water harvesting and reducing 
surface runoffs have become imperative. 
They are working to make design adaptive to 
uncertainties. 

Indian urban designers are increasingly and 
convincingly demonstrating their 
contributions to urban transformations. 
Streets in Pune and other cities are 
redesigned to make them universally 
accessible. The redevelopment of Lal Chowk 
in Srinagar shows that urban spaces can be 
successfully regenerated through 
community engagement. As they advance, 
can they scale up without losing core 
concerns? Are urban designers upskilled to 
meet new challenges? 

NATCON 25, in certain ways, is a stock-taking 
moment. Deliberations and exchanges, 
shared experiences, and discussions would 
examine the ef昀椀cacy of implemented 
interventions. They will lay bare the 
assumptions of professionals and 
researchers. We would know whether urban 
design has taken an ecological turn. Have 
ideas such as `biophilia’ been added to its 
repertoire? Is the practice conscious of 
market uncertainties and how they affect 
design conception and implementation? 
Deliberations in this conference and many 
more to follow must help sustain the 
strategic role of urban design in the building. 
The articles in this souvenir are but a few 
examples of the possibilities. 

Professor A. Srivatsan
Founding Member, Editor, IUDI
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