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Preface

August, 17th of 2020, 10:32 a.m, Villeurbanne

As I was laying a stencil on the roadway, with a spray in 
my hand, I turned round to see if all was normal and if I 
had the right to do this in the public space. If not, where 
could I do it? With the collective Pourquoi Pas!?, we 
needed to attract passers-by to the site. At that moment, 
I realized that I was not really comfortable with the 
fact I was about to mark the floor, the pavement, and 
that somebody might see me doing this. However, this 
space is the public space that is to say everyone’s space. 
A temporary message made with a spray-painted sten-
cil will fade with the next rain and represents no obsta-
cle for the other users of the street. Finally, I did it: I put 
pink and blue arrows everywhere, toward the entrance 
of the site. After my first hesitation, I was rather proud 
to participate in the signage of the temporary occupa-
tion of the construction site.

With hindsight, if, as a designer, as an intern in a col-
lective of architects, as a «professional», I don’t feel 
able to occupy the public space, what about the inhabi-
tants? How can they feel concerned and involved in the 
making of the city which is their territory? I’m not sur-
prised city-dwellers are said to be individualistic when 
they do not know that they have a common space.
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Introduction

The public space seems to be no longer considered as 
a common space. For some, this space is supposed to 
be managed by the town hall or public authorities, for 
others, it may even represent a financial windfall, but 
generally the notion of public space tends to disappear. 
As we become more and more urban, it seems essential 
to preserve such as places of sociability and sharing.

The Bon-Pasteur vacant lot located on the Pentes de 
la Croix-Rousse in Lyon represents a green lung in the 
middle of a densely-populated neighborhood. With a 
strong past and a lot of involvement for its preserva-
tion on citizens’ part, this space, removed from public 
life, has represented a resource of vegetalization for 25 
years. As the district’s authorities wish to involve the 
inhabitants in the future of the public space, a consul-
tation is conducted. Inhabitants are determined and 
committed to protecting this space from privatization. 
The future of this public space may be a turning point 
to have public spaces considered as a common good. 
While struggles, hacking, civic appropriation have 
already been tried, the institutional intervention raises 
many questions about the possibility of decision-ma-
king and governance of the place by its inhabitants.

Whereas surveying the population takes long, could the 
environmental designer become a facilitator for the crea-
tion of a territorial common good? With mediation and 
communication skills, is there not some room for an in-
termediary between the inhabitants and their territory, 
and between the inhabitants and decision makers?
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Part 1

Is public space 
an essential 
spacial 
resource?
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Stone-walled enclosures close to Gordale Scar. The result of a mo-
vement ending common goods in England. © Wikipédia Commons

1.1 What are commons?

The concept of commons is linked with different aspects 
and principles which may by summed up as follows: a 
common good is composed of a resource – fundamen-
tal to survive on the planet – a group or a community who 
manages this resource and is linked with self-governance. 
This concept is explained with empiric experiences in the 
major book Governing the Commons: The Evolution of 
Institutions for Collective Action written by Elinor Ostrom. 
Different principles help create a common.

Elinor Ostrom's 8 Principles for Managing Commons1

1. Commons need to have clearly defined boundaries.
2. Rules should fit local circumstances.
3. Participatory decision-making is vital.
4. Commons must be monitored.
5. Sanctions for those who abuse the commons should 
be graduated.
6. Conflict resolution should be easily accessible.
7. Commons need the right to organise.
8. Commons work best when nested within larger networks.

Those principles highlight several problems to be 
adressed in order to help a community constitute a du-
rable common. Therefore the environmental designer 
with an accurate approach about space, uses and users 
could have a facilitating role in the process. 

1 ∙ OSTROM Elinor. Governing the commons : The Evolotution of  Institutions for 
Collective Action. 1990.

Is public space an essential spacial resource?
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1.2 Could the public space be trans-
formed into a common good?

First of all, the resource which is at the heart of the 
question here is the public space. It is different from 
natural resources like water or the atmosphere but it is 
part of the territorial common good, like the landscape 
or hydraulic system. The public space can be conside-
red like a endangered resource by several phenomena 
which are changing towns. Surveillance, gentrification, 
privatization are already changing our relation with 
the public space, everybody’s space, a space of commu-
nication, where different ideas and points of view are 
exchanged. Those menaces provide some people with 
a feeling of security, control or attractiveness but it also 
implies exclusion and a limit to social diversity for a large 
number of citizens. What becomes of the space of ideas 
and debate? Actually, during the first lockdown, pu-
blic spaces were inaccessible and city dwellers became 
aware of the importance of public spaces as everyday 
life spaces, as much as their homes. Also, this space 
is the only free space where some people can live. If it 
were private, where would they live?

The Bon-Pasteur vacant lot is not only a public space, 
it is also a reserve of biodiversity in a very urbanized 
neighborhood. That way, it constitutes a resource of life, 
biodiversity, tranquility and also an oasis of freshness. 
All these aspects have to be considered for the future of 
this space. The notion of Public space raises the ques-
tion of property, and more exactly the binary relation 
between public property and private property. Nowa-
days, the vacant lot is enclosed but remains a public 
property. The status of this place has to be interrogated 

Is public space an essential spacial resource?

to think a common good with a community of inhabi-
tants and a self-governance. But what is the place of a 
common good in a metropolis? Are politicians able to 
think a new way of managing the public space? •

Inside the Bon Pasteur vacant lot in Lyon. © Laurie Beauvilain
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In the early morning of April 1, 2016, the Nuit debout movement 
brought together hundreds of opponents of the law project, Place 
de la République. © MaxPPP/EPA/Ian Langson

Civil disobedience movement against advertisement.

The movement Picnic The Streets, in Place de la Bourse in Bruxelles. 
Citizens appropriating urban space. 
© Belga Photo Nicolas  Maeterlinck.



10,8%

89,2%

Do you have an outdoor space?

yes
no

What is the most important during this lockdown?

having an 
outdoor area

having 
a garden

being in 
a natural 

environment

being out of 
touch with 

everyday life

being in an 
urban aera
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Public space: a resource?
Survey published online during the first lockdown. 140 answers.

- 20 ans
20 à 29 ans
30 à 60 ans
+ 60 ans

15,8%
47,5%

32,4%

24,5%

40,6%

57,4%

14,5%

21,6%

16,5% 10,8%

9,4%

10,8%
12,4%

32,2%

32,6%

17,8%
89,2%

20,1%
37,4%

43,9%

How old are you? Where your lockdown place is situated?

urban area
peri-urban aera
rural aera

1
2
3
4
5
6
7+

How many rooms are your 
lockdown place made up of? 
(excluding bathrooms)

Do you share your lockdown place 
with other people ?

yes
no

1
2
3
4
5
6+

If yes, how many are you?

What was the primary selection 
criteria for your lockdown place? 

the size of the place
being with your close family
the light
food self-sufficiency

If yes, it is...

a balcony
a terrace
a garden
a shared garden
farmlands
a large garden
a forest
a plot of 2 hectares
a parking
a courtyard
a field
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1.3 To create a new relation between 
public sphere and commons.

Who should the designer target to turn the public space 
into a common good? If the public space is a shared 
space, everybody’s space, it remains nevertheless ar-
ranged, designed and managed by public authorities, 
at different levels: national, regional and local. For exa-
mple, the management and maintenance of roads in 
Lyon is the responsibility of the Metropolis, while the 
maintenance of green spaces is the city’s responsibi-
lity. If initiatives to build a common good are tolerated, 
what are the realities of transforming a public space into 
an urban common, self-governed by its inhabitants?

In order to integrate and interact with the inhabitants 
concerned by a project, the use of participation is now 
a central tool for public action. There is a kind of parti-
cipatory requirement resulting from a crisis of political 
representation. But many examples of consultation 
show the difference between the intentions displayed 
and the reality: the outcome of the participation of the 
inhabitants and stakeholders is generally not satisfac-
tory. The implementation of participatory democracy 
by institutions can sometimes be illusory, as it never 
really lets the inhabitants control the process.

However, a tool allows to assess the level of participation 
of inhabitants in a project. The ladder of citizen partici-
pation was invented by the sociologist Sherry Arnstein 
in 1969. It measures the degree of citizen participation 
and assesses the degree of involvement. As part of the 
survey initiated by the town hall of the first district, to 
define the future of the vacant lot of Bon-Pasteur, this 

Is public space an essential spacial resource?

assessment tool allows to measure the inhabitants’ par-
ticipation. The first stage is at level 5, with the possibility 
for the inhabitants to give their opinion. In the context 
of the creation of a common good, the level to be achie-
ved is level 8. During the consultation, such a tool eva-
luates the implementation of participation of the local 
elected members but also follows the involvement, 
whether it is rising or not, of the inhabitants.

Participatory design is a strategy which allows to engage 
inhabitants or elected members in the project. It’s a way 
of testing, confirming or eliminating some ideas but it 
may also highlight uses, conflicts or new ideas. In the 
context of the consultation started on the vacant lot, as a 
mediator, the designer is able to influence public policies, 
but he can also get the inhabitants to change their mind.

This reflection about the link between public sphere 
and commons is part of an ongoing process with a new 
generation of design agencies like La 27ème Région, a 
laboratory of public policies, or Vraiment Vraiment, de-
fined as a general interest design agency. Those new de-
sign practices are linked with  questions about  the place 
of the designer and a specific attention to more desirable 
public policies by introducing design directly in the pro-
cess of public institutions because they have the power of 
decisions more than a community of inhabitants.

Public space can be considered as a common good. In-
habitants-citizens might take more decisions for their 
public space, like the Bon Pasteur vacant lot, but this 
approach raises some questions of self-management. 
How the designer contribute to the creation of a com-
mon good ? What are the specific skills of the environ-
mental designer?
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La carte du Bien Commun, Coloco. To create a commun knowledge 
of the territory. Study realized in 2014 in Bègles. © Nicolas Brousse

The ladder of citizen participation of Sherry Arnstein illustrated 
by Association ICI ©Association ICI. 
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An example of success of the implementation of a common good in 
Belgium : citizens mark the common path after the work of the farmer.

Inhabitatns-citizens of the first district of Lyon are concerned 
by the spatial and territorial resources of the neighborhood. 
© Laurie Beauvilain
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Part 2

The activation 
of a territorial 
common good.
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The meaning of this project is not to set up a com-
mon good immediately but to question its potential, 
so that the inhabitants become aware of the essen-
tial quality of this vacant lot and see the future as a 
common good or not.

2.1 Starting thinking about the com-
mon good: projections and proposals.

Questioning limits

The question of the boundary is an entry in the project 
that allows us to begin the reflection, and raise, without 
the inhabitants realizing it, numbers of questions that 
are essential to deal with before establishing a common 
good. It is also the first principle to design a common 
good according to Elinor Ostrom. Boundaries take part 
in the consideration of a space as a public space, it in-
terrogates its entrance, its surroundings, with a more 
or less marked fence. The intervention of the environ-
mental designer allows to raise these questions from a 
concrete and practical angle. With his or her competences, 
the environmental designer will treat the colors, the mate-
rials, the proportions but also the lighting of this limit, all 
kinds of elements that a group of inhabitants will not first 
focus on, while these spatial markers will influence the 
rules of the common good and its success.

This way, the identification of the Bon Pasteur vacant 
lot as a common good lies within its limits, that distin-
guish it from the rest of the public space. This is exem-
plified in Christiania, a self-managed neighborhood 
in Copenhagen. Limits are also a way questioning the 
status of this vacant lot: is it a public park, managed by 
the town hall and a supervisor, a shared garden with an 
association, or an open space without supervision, wit-
hout fence? Who has the key? This question is essential 
to consider a sustainable management of a resource. If 
the limits are essential for the establishment of a com-
mon good, the reflection engaged in this way makes it 
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possible to initiate quickly and simultaneously the uses 
and the rules to be introduced.

Uses and rules 

Managing together and determining some uses and 
rules may be seductive for some but may frighten others 
who do not wish to lose "their" trees. The designer should 
not draw a project that makes the right compromise, ta-
king into account the divergent opinions of each. The 
notion of care, as an orientation of the project, includes 
decisions that respect both the users and the place itself. 
Moreover, as the vacant lot is described in this text, it is 
essential to question the sustainability of this resource, 
for the current inhabitants but also for the future ones. 
The project and the proposals of the environmental de-
signer are not insignificant, if they allow the inhabi-
tants to get involved, to express contrasted opinions 
or to contribute actively. It is also a way of influencing 
the imaginary and the future decisions. With a gesture, 
forms and fiction, through scenarios referring to the 
reality of the territory, with a bit of dream and utopia, 
with rules and uses, the designer questions new modes 
of citizen organization while contributing to the pre-
servation of a resource.

If the designer knows how to communicate a project 
to his sponsor by using different means such as plans, 
sectional views, photo-realistic views, models, etc, he 
must also be able, with a social approach, to turn towar-
ds the inhabitants from all walks of life and to adapt his 
communication and his proposals, which are meant to 
be discussed and debated with them. Getting the inha-
bitants to actively participate is therefore part and par-
cel of the environmental designer’s approach. •

The activation of a territorial common good.

Researches about limits and uses extracted from the diploma project.
© Laurie Beauvilain
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Entrance of the neighborhood Christiania in Copenhagen. 
© JJF Arquitectos

Boundaries of the neighborhood. © Mari Hald

Et si la friche ouvrait dans un futur proche, qui serait en charge
de la gestion de ce nouvel espace public ? 

La mairie, 
avec un gardien ?

Une association ?

Un voisin de la friche, 
responsable désigné ?

Pas de clotûre ?

Flyer designed for a meeting with inhabitants questionning the ma-
nagement of the Bon Pasteur vacant lot. © Laurie Beauvilain
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The mobile stand used during a metting with inhabitants next to the 
Bon Pasteur vacant lot. © Laurie Beauvilain

2.2 A pluralist role for the environ-
mental designer.

Mediation and communication: an important part of 
the process. 

In this type of project, the environmental designer, as a 
mediator, goes a little beyond his field of competence, in 
dealing not only with space but also with product and 
graphic design. Is this not the role of a designer with 
hybrid skills to use all his know-how so as to coordinate 
a coherent social and ethical project? The vacant lot, as 
well as the concept of the common good, has a political 
and social entity. The neutral position of the designer, 
without any political bias, allows for a relationship of 
trust with the inhabitants. The establishment of virtual 
communication networks is essential to give substance 
to these emerging relationships. As Elinor Ostrom points 
out from her studies, a common good can be built in 1, 
10, 50 years or never reach a finalized state. Such tem-
porality requires a strong and long-term commitment 
on the part of the group. Should the designer be part of 
this group for a defined period or should he ensure a 
follow-up, which can last a lifetime?

Working in the public space: devices, experiments and 
meetings.

By establishing itself directly in the site to interact with 
the inhabitants, the designer creates a clear and  direct 
link between the questions asked, the proposed visuals, 
and the site. It is easier for a majority of people to pro-
ject themselves by having a direct relationship. It allows 
fluid exchanges with the designer, who will find a lot of 
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information that he could not have alone. How many 
people can participate simultaneously? If the size of 
the group is decisive for the good management of the 
common good, the participation of the inhabitants in 
these moments of consultation is also important. Al-
though the share of participants is reduced compared 
to the number of people in the neighborhood, the fact 
remains that if the designer is interested and shows 
honesty and transparency, people make the effort to 
come and take time to respond.

The environmental designer creates a micro-space in 
public space, with physical means such as signage, a 
mark on the ground or a device showing visual elements. 
It may be more or less formalized, temporary or over a 
longer period of time but it brings out the beginning of 
a group or the consideration of a common good. It is in 
this sense that the capacity of space to influence the in-
habitants can be used to engage a collective action. The 
skills of the designer beyond his initial field of action 
make him a hybrid designer who adapts to the place 
and the public he is addressing. The designer’s com-
munication skills make him an intermediary between 
the place and the inhabitants-citizens, in a perspective 
of general interest while activating the establishment 
of a common good. •

Extract of the newsletter sended to inhabitants of Lyon interrested 
by the project.  © Laurie Beauvilain
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2.3 A citizen and committed posture 
of the designer.

How to guarantee the general interest face to face with 
the divergent interests of the stakeholders?

If professionals mobilized in urban projects such as 
architect collectives, designers or landscapers are com-
mitted to making the city ever more democratic and 
civic, political and financial complexities can reduce 
the designer’s action. Commissioned by private actors 
or authorities, designers are divided between the condi-
tions  of a project and the desire to better integrate the 
inhabitants in the process so as to meet as closely as pos-
sible their real needs and uses. An example is the mana-
gement services related to uses. Although this mission is 
essential, it can result in a strong disappointment when 
the finalized project does not include the proposals that 
have emerged. The use of alternative methods of consul-
tation may generate rich and strong moments between 
the designer and the inhabitants whereas the final pro-
ject may fail to meet the inhabitants’ expectations.

Who does the designer dedicate his project to? In the 
context of the activation of a common good, he has 
a political posture that makes him a designer-citizen. 
As such he places himself at the crossroads between 
the inhabitants-citizens and the decision-makers with 
whom he interacts. The designer-citizen might be poli-
tically used by his various interlocutors, that is what he 
must be vigilant, keep in mind his intentions and use 
his hybrid skills to carry out the implementation of a 
common good, by assuming his singular posture. •
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The consultation of inhabitants have to be adapted during the pan-
demic to guarantee a high level of participation. Digital devices replace 
meets in the street. © Ville Ouverte

The designer have to project different proposals even if its in oppo-
sition with elected members vision. Researches about management 
extracted from the diploma project. © Laurie Beauvilain
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Conclusion

Could the environmental designer get the public space 
to be considered as and turned into a common good? 
Certainly.

If, first, a public space is not necessarily regarded as 
a common good by city-dwellers, the fact is that it re-
mains however essential for their individual and collec-
tive well-being. The notion of common good involves 
freeing ourselves from the idea of ownership. The de-
signer has to use his skills in an intelligent and bene-
volent way so as to create new ways of life. He has to 
experiment and to invite the inhabitants-citizens to 
participate in the improvement of the living environ-
ment of all. If the ultimate goal is collective happiness 
in the public space, urban vacant lots are certainly ideal 
experimentation sites. The implementation of a territo-
rial common good requires a long period. Initiating the 
process is a preliminary stage, which allows the designer 
to sow the seeds needed by the inhabitants-citizens.

If the status of a student designer allows to create a rela-
tionship of trust with the people, the professional status 
of the designer commissioned by authorities changes 
the prospects for success, by integrating financial and 
political issues that could change the relationship with 
inhabitants and the way of thinking the implemen-
tation of a common good.
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This abstract starts with the tension between the consi-
deration of the public space in the city-dwellers eve-
ryday life and its implementation as a common good. 
From this comes a hypothesis : is the public space an es-
sential resource? If this intuition was right, the designer 
might have a role to play to help citizens-inhabitants 
on the self-management of a territorial common good. 

What are the methods and the competences of an en-
vironmental designer? How could the designer act to 
a sustainable management of a territorial resource by 
the inhabitants?

This abstract is a condensed version of my essay L’es-
pace public, un commun territorial?. It has helped me 
identify which methods and tools of mediation could 
be applied and used in the precise case of the territory I 
have chosen : the Bon Pasteur vacant lot in Lyon.


