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Measure Your Urban ism 
What do urban planners need? Data—and lots of it. 
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When anhitecture becomes urbanistn, it enters realms of 

quantities ami infrastructure, of time ami relativism. 

Psychological issues, anti-disaster patterns, lighting regula 

nuns, actiiistic treatments — all these manifestations can be 

seen as "scapes" tif the Jala behind it. — MVHDV 

Cool and calculated: In this senior-housing project, MVRDV's data-driven design overcomes lot coverage 
and solar envelope restrictions. 

From Numbers to Design 

FOR THE PAST DECADE the Du tch archi tecture 
l i n n M V R D V has exp lo red the three-
cl i inci is ion. i l mani festat ions o f u rban 
codes .iii<.l zon ing , Usui); i n f o rma t i o n rech-
nology to study the re la t ionsh ip of env i -
ronmenta l factors to arch i tectura l f o r m . 1 

M V R D V also applies social-science 
methodolog ies to three-d imei is iona l l y 
" m a p " the forces of con tempora ry g loh-
a l i sm. C o m b i n i n g , co l lag ing , and project-
ing the results, they forecast a theoret ical 
urbanis tn and archi tecture g rounded in 
the facts and figures <il i n f o rma t i o n 
Frameworks (see. For instance, the d raw-
ings at the top o) this and the next page). 

Using the concei t o f m a x i m u m densi-
f k m ton , o r F A R M A X (F loor Area Rat io 
— Square feet o f bu i l d i ng area d iv ided by 
square feet o f site area — M A X i m i z e d ) , 
M V R D V def t ly moves conceptual b locks 
o f urh. in ism and arch i tec tura l bu lk hi ther 
and th i ther in a surreal opera t ion that 
produces a topos o f fantast ic u rban 
imagery and compe l l i ng archi tecture. 
Though their me thod and w o r k has been 
described as the " . . . status quo disguised 
as an incredible endless a m o u n t of ... 
paper , " : the w o r k touches a visual nerve, 
especially w i t h younger designers. 

M V R D V makes its po in t power fu l l y : 
a new cr i t ica l u rban ism and urban arch i -
tecture ts best realized by first ex t rapo la t -
i ng and then p lay ing w i t h the comprehen-
sive system o f rules and numbers that 
govern everyday life in the met ropo l is . 
For these archi tects, ar t is t ic or t r ad i t i ona l 
t o w n - m a k i n g si inpK clothes con tempo-
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Showing the moth: for the interior of 
this medieval block in Amsterdam, 
MVRDV projects sightlines la find 
the maximum space that tan be 
developed. 
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rary urban forces in il l-fitting suits with-
out addressing — indeed, by denying — 
growth, modernity, and the fact of ever-
present virtual datascapes. In the 1980s 
and 1990s, during the high-water mark 
HI postmodernism, architects seemed 
more interested in design semantics and 
symbols than in the scientific method. 
Now architects and urban designers, as 
exemplified by MVRDV and their spiri-
tual (if market-obsessed) mentor Rem 
Koolhaas, are once again seeking to gen-
erate innovative forms from the investiga-
tion of data sets. These architects view 
quantifiable information as a key compo-
nent of design, and the) are not alone. 

The Good City Is Good Numbers 

The quantification of cities is limited only 
by individuals' capacity to invent new cri-
teria to gauge. Thus urban intensity and 
quality is measured in many ways: people 
pei square mile, dwelling units per acre, 
\ehiJ i 111p-, per hour, sales M \ pet square 
foot of retail space, water r i iui i t i per 
minute, percentage of sidewalks shaded. 
and so on. Such measurements lead 
inevitably to comparisons between settled 
areas. ! hese comparisons in I Sttmu 
late discourse regarding the ideologs and 
shape of contending urban models. Lor 
instance, it recently was reported that 
daily one-way commute times in Los 
Angeles (28.1 minutes) are lower than 
those ol comparable big cities.1 Does this 
mean lhat Los Angeles has a more logical 
form and higher quality of life than New 
York {59 minutes), San l-'rancisco (29.6 
minutes) or Washington, D.C. (28.5 min-
utes)? Perhaps yes. Does the availability 
of such information lead inevitably to 
changes in urban policy that in turn 
affect urban form? Indeed yes. 

Over the past decade, federal, state, 
and local governments, entities such as 

universities and civic associations, and 
individuals have collected a landscape of 
urban data and made it available to the 
public, particularly on the Internet. 
Census data, environmental impact 
reports, housing affordability studies, 
traffic studies, air and water quality mea-
sures, and other databases have been 
mined to support countless community 
discussions. Data is marshaled to argue 
for and against infrastructure improve-
ments, developments, master plans, and 
urban design policies. In most cities the 
public at large uses this information and 
becomes a key player in shaping both 
urban form and the legislation that deter-
mines that form. In the 21st century, 
obsessive counting and codifying by 
urban designers, architects, planners, 
bureaucrats, and developers — as well as 
by average citizens — increasingly define 
the planning and design ol cities and city 
life. To design a city, you now need good 
numbers. 

Measured Versus Visual Urbanism 

Still, for many urban designers, the mea-
sure of North American urbanism is 
emphatically not numerical. As opposed 
to data, most architects and urban plan 
ners typically utilize in their design prac-
tices an amalgam ot images from places 
other than the ones where they live their 
daily lives. Italian hill towns, a great 
neighborhood in Savannah, Georgia, or 
Charleston, South Carolina, Disneyland's 
Main Street — name your favorite place 
— are picked through MK\ selected like 
postcards at a flea market. Indeed, these 
places conjure up strong emotions and 
wonder. The designer and the citizen ask: 
Why can't our city, our community, and 
our street feel just like this? 

Some practitioners of urban design 
make a pseudo-science ot revealing these 

popular precedents and turning them into 
vision plans. Unfortunately, this method-
ology measures and projects only one 
very narrow aspect of the urban con-
tinuum: the visual framework ol the city. 
Though the visual framework is ol course 
critical, increasingly this aspect of urban 
design — in essence, the artful city — is 
only the narrowest gauge of the good 
city. Architects and communities need to 
move beyond the idea that if it looks 
good, it is good. 

The design of urbanism is at a cross-
roads. On one side of the ideological 
fence are those who continue to design 
the city solely for the eye. On the other 
side are practitioners, citizens, and grass-
roots organizations who use a flood of 
data that may, or may not, have any con-
nection to traditional definitions of urban 
beaut). In the increasingly fierce competi-
tion between urban regions, those places 
thai i.ike the lime to measure and then 
benchmark unique urban qualities wil l 
have a competitive advantage over those 
that simply visualize Mid then haphaz-
ardly implement what has proven to be 
successful someplace else. 

Urban Design by the Numbers 

An information revolution has occurred. 
There is no doubt that it is affecting city 
design, l o r instance, Andres Duaney, 
godfather of New Urbanism, claims to be 
spearheading a web site that for a small 
tee will deliver to your doorstep neo-tra-
ditionally inspired code and zoning 
approved plans.' This effort foreshadows 
the development ol smart programs that 
wil l assist non-professionals in the self-
design, engineering and approval of pro-
jects such as individual homes and sin.ill 
commercial properties.' In Los Angeles, 
anyone with a PC and web access can 
look up individual laud parcels and 

download complete zoning and lot infor-
mation. 1 lere the implication is that the 
public can know, enforce, and necessarily 
sh;ipe what can be built in their commu-
nities before developers do. Perhaps the 
best use of information and data with 
regard to the design of cities is found 
within the r.ipulK emerging discipline of 
geographic information systems, or CIS. 
CIS transforms data into maps that can 
tell powerful stories and reveal the forces 
at work in the city. 

With (IIS. building and safer) 
departments can quickly discover clusters 
of buildings with higher-thau-average 
safety complaints, and then dispatch code 
enforcement teams to help stabilize and 
reverse the decline of neighborhoods. 
PI.iniiing departments can visualize flood 
plains and immediately compare s()-year, 
100-year, and 500-year inundations to 
proposed development before it is 
approved. With CIS, not only agencies 
but citizen experts can map their city in 
accordance with the factors ot their 
choice. The only limitation is the depth 
and breadth of the data available. 

In the past, ideal city form was an 
abstraction, understood and generated by 
a small elite in service to a cadre of the 
privileged. CIS, combined with ever-
increasing networks of accessible infor-
mation, forever puts a brake on this type 
of city formation by the select- The neces-
sity of ideal city patterns passed down 
from one generation of professionals to 
the next gives way to the development of 
urban trajectories shaped by popular wi l l . 
One illustration of this phenomenon is 
the role a group of bus riders is playing 
in designing Los Angeles' transit system. 

For years, the Los Angeles Metro-
politan Transportation Authority's official 
polic) «.is in build .i subw.i) and light 
rail system consisting of approximately 
150 miles of rail, future growth, com-
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Meosuroble improvement: After number-savvy (iliiens demanded transit improvements, Los Angeles speeded up the introduction of its popular, cast-effective "Rapid Bus" system. 

rncrcial and resident ia l , was to be conccn 
trated at centers served by rai l t ransi t . The 
const ruc t ion of the rai l lines was seen as a 
"wo r l d - c l ass " means to address increasing 
vehicular congest ion and commute t imes. 

F r o m 1^80 to 1995 the t ransi t 
au tho r i t y poured b i l l ions of federal , state, 
and local do l la rs in to heavy rail and l ight 
rai l cons t ruc t i on . Though the success or 
the comple ted lines is impressive — the 
service is used by approx imate ly 150,000 
people a day — less impressive is rhe l ines' 
in f luence on overa l l u rban f o r m . F rom a 
regional perspective, ra i l t ransi t has had 
v i r tua l l y no effect; l.os Angeles cont inues 
to spread ou t based on the enormous con-
venience and relat ive cheapness o f au to -
mobi les . A t rhe same r ime, for rhe mi l l ions 
o f most ly poor ind iv idua ls and people o f 
co lo r w h o stay on rhe bus and never t rans-
fer to ra i l , the emphasis on rai l caused 
prob lems; as ra i l t ransi t was imp lemented , 
b i i i service deter iorated. 

Throughout th is per iod a g r o u p of 
dedicated labor and pub l ic t ransi t act ivists 
closely mon i t o red the s i tua t ion . As the 
p rob lem grew worse, they rode rhe lines 
and organized a bus r iders ' un ion . The 
un ion then gathered data bo th f r o m its 
o w n surveys and the M T A . Hus riders 
were able to document that wa i t tune at 
bus stops was increasing. The number o f 
standees on buses was also increasing. The 
number ot buses o f f the road due to break-
downs was ever increasing. In t u r n , the 
on ly people seeing improvements in service 
were wea l thy commuters whose rai l t r ips 
were heavi ly subsidized by federal do l la rs . 
I In' bus Riders Un ion and rheir advocates 

sued, a rgu ing that the numbers clearly 
indicated a pat tern o f d i sc r im ina to ry use 
o f federal funds. They w o n . ' As a result o f 
the lawsu i t , the rransit author i ty agreed to 
buy thousands o f new buses and increase 
the quali ty of service based on quant i ta t i ve 
cr i ter ia that can be mon i t o red bo th by sys-
tem operators and rhe Bus Riders Un ion , 
1 he lawsuit also spurred the transit 

au tho r i t y to more qu ick l y in t roduce cost-
effective " R a p i d Bus " service on t w o 
ma jo r bus cor r ido rs in L.os Angeles. The 
lines were an immedia te success. M o r e 
rap id bus lines are now p lanned, and the 
mayo r o f Los Angeles is on the record as 
suppo r t i n g a shif t o f t ransi t pr ior i t ies f r o m 
ra i l to rap id bus. 

In l.os Angeles, this type ot p lann ing , 
ac t ion , and react ion to the use of i n fo rma-
t i on by ci t izen experts is abundant ly ev i -
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dent in the arenas o f a i r qua l i ty , open-
space acqu is i t ion , H I T p lan t ing , school 
yard greening, and restorat ion o f the Los 
Angeles River. T h e region as a who l e has 
made great strides f o r w a r d in these areas 
and others even as g r o w t h cont inues. 
( i t i /en advocates, act ing in a democrat ic 
arena, are using careful quan t i f i ca t ion 
and o rgan iza t ion o f i n f o r m a t i o n to shape 
the urban design of Los Angeles. 

Houston by the Numbers 

The long- te rm success o f I [ous ton , l i ke 
ih.it of Los Angeles, w i l l he determined 
by its general popu la t ion 's r igorous at ten-
t i o n and react ion to facts. But un l i ke the 
residents o f many other b ig cit ies, 
Hous ton ians as a who le appear casual , if 
not cavalier, about their u rban qua l i t y -o f -
l i fe benchmarks . H o w else can one 
exp la in the relat ive lack of response, 
compared to other regions, to basic eco-
logical vi tal i ty ; Is I louston tot) accepting 
o f po o r a i r qua l i ty? W h y is the f lood 
p la in so gross!) ove rbu i l t , leaving the c i ty 
prone to devastat ing inundat ions? 

I I. >uston\ bu i l t - f o rm si tuat ions are 
fascinat ing t o speculate upon . Perhaps 
they herald some new type o f super-
ind iv idua l i s t i c , ephemeral , marke t -d r iven 
h y p e r - u r b a n i s m . U n f o r t u n a t e l y they also 
suggest a lack o f close a t ten t ion to the 
science ol urban design. I In- bu i l t - f o rm 
jux tapos i t ions one sees in H o u s t o n — 
t o w e r i n g new residential bu i ld ings i n t r u d -
ing v isual ly in to adjacent ne ighborhoods ; 
vast swaths lit land vacated to fur ther 
real-estate speculat ion at the cost of 
col lect ive p roper ty values; ins t i tu t iona l 
agglomerat ions such as the TcxasMcd ica l 
Center w i t h l i t t le sense of human scale — 
show that most Hous ton ians don ' t 
believe that , f r o m urban facts, they cou ld 
craf t land-use and b u i l t - f o rm systems 
such as zon ing in ways that w o u l d benefit 
both ind iv idua ls and the c o m m u n i t y as 
a who le . 

Mos t cities are get t ing berter at m a n -
ag ing vast reservoirs o f u rban i n fo rma-
t i on and using them to improve the co l -
lective qua l i t y o f l i fe and the local eco-
nomy. W h e n cities compete on a g loba l 
basis tor business, intel lectual k n o w - h o w , 
and cu l tu ra l signif icance, a t ten t ion to the 
science of u rban detai l w i l l d i f ferent iate 
the cities that are magnets for ideas and 
talent f r o m the has-beens. N o doub t there 
are ind iv idua ls , groups and leaders in 

Hous to n w h o are as c o m m i t t e d as people J 
any place to improvement o l the overal l 
u rban env i ronment , but the sum o l 
Houston 's bu i l t env i ronment suggests that 
cit izens have not learned to make effec-
tive use o f urban-design tools and the 
data that suppor t them — and such use 
must be very effect ive indeed t o counter-
balance the singular intensity o f land 
speculators and developers, not to men-
t i on the bureaucrats and consul tants w h o 
suppor t t hem. 

D o these power fu l interests have the 
r ight to pursue their activit ies? They do . 
O n the o ther h a n d , the c i ty designed as a 
p roduc t for consump t i on , whether in the 
f o r m of p roduc t i on hous ing t racts, shop-
p ing mal ls o r business improvemen t dis-
t r ic ts , does not adequately address the 
vast in-between spaces o f the c i ty where 
most dai ly l i fe occurs. N o r do singular 
development interests adequately pursue 
in their projects the complex i t y that is a 
ha l lmark o f rhe best places. The cit izens 
o f 1 [ouston need to more effectively wres-
tle w'it l i I louston i n fo rma t i on so the)- can 
play a more v i ta l role in the n u r t u r i n g o f 
this u rban complex i ty . W i t h data in hand 
and a belief that the data can be used to 
establ ish construct ive counter-pol ic ies fo r 
the evo lu t ion o f the ci ty, grassroots 
groups and ci t izen experts can help 
ensure that a more sustainable u rban 
env i ronmen t is realized more qu i ck l y 
than w i l l be the case if development and 
g r o w t h interests act alone. 

Measure Your Urbanism: 
An Agenda for Urban Quantification 

A t this very m o m e n t , someone is l i tera l ly 
designing your c i ty by organ iz ing in for -
mat ion and develop ing urban design 
equat ions. D o you k n o w where the data 
is collected? W h o wr i tes rhe equations? 
W h a t factors are considered? W h i c h c r i -
teria are ignored? To realize the good ci ty 
in an i n f o rma t i o n age, cit izens must do 
the f o l l o w i n g : 

1. Deve lop an easy-to-use, pub l i c l y 
accessible u rban database w i t h i n fo rma-
t ion about air, water, so i l , f l ood ing , traf-
fic and t ranspo r ta t i on , hous ing , bui l t 
f o rms , bu i l d ing permi ts , and code v io la-
t ions." ' A l l the i n f o r m a t i on that people 
typical ly gather to understand the life o f 
the c i ty needs to be easily avai lable and 
beyond dispute. To ensure pub l ic t rus t , 
ci ty departments that are typ ica l l y per-
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You do the moth: In Houston, unfettered development — such as this new "loft" building — comes al the expense of the 
city as a whole. 

ceived as disinterested players, such as 
l ibrar ies and c i ty -suppor ted higher-educa-
t ion ent i t ies, need to have a greater role 
in the deve lopment , d isseminat ion and 
guard iansh ip of essential urban data. 

2 . Kstablish and m o n i t o r u rban 
design benchmarks, benchmark ing orga-
nizes and facil i tates the discussion of 
urban values. W i t h annua l o r semi-annu-
al m o n i t o r i n g , commun i t i es can f o r m u -
late urban design oh)ec l i \cs , measure 
progress, and establ ish chang ing goals 
that address new cont ingencies. 
Benchmark ing also a l lows cit izens to 
place urban design expectat ions upon 
t lu msclvi -. u id then leaders. 

T M a k e the urban database visible. 
V data is col lected, u sin mi.I he mapped 

and i l lustrated in three d imensions. 
(Geographic I n fo rma t i o n Systems that 
i l lust rate rhe locat ion o f data points and 
reveal cri teria comparat ive ! ) are a basic 
too l o f urban design and p lann ing in the 
i n fo rma t i on age. Rapid v isua l iza t ion , l ike 
rap id p ro to t yp i n g o f indust r ia l design 
p roduc ts , needs to be bo th avai lable and 
required as parr o f rhe no rma l process o f 
p lann ing , designing and a p p r o v i ng pro-
jects in the city, l i k e u rban databases, 
u rban v isual izat ion systems shou ld be 
publ ic ly avai lable and easy to use." 

4 . Accept and ins t i tu t iona l ize the 
role o f the ci t izen exper t . A n i n fo rmed 
ci t izenry, a rmed w i t h good da ta , w i l l 
app ly the creative checks and balances 
needed to shape development towards a 
larger publ ic good . Ci t izen experts also 
are the surest long- te rm advocates o f 
endu r i ng qual i ty . 

There is no doub t that in H o u s t o n , 
government , academics, and most espe-

c ia l ly developers measure the u rban . The 
cr i t ica l quest ion for Hous to n and al l m o d -
ern democra t ic cities is whether citizens 
have an equal interest and means to mea-
sure their u rban ism tor themselves. A 
higher qua l i t y o f u rban life w i l l be possible 
in H o u s t o n — and any o ther met ropo l is 
w i t h aspi rat ions for greatness — only 
when lay cit izens embrace the science of 
urban design, and are able to coun te rba l -
ance the p o w e r f u l groups lfi. i t already use 
these tools. • 
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