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There is an age-old dilemma playing out in our cultural milieu at this time of global crisis. I 
am talking about our tendency to express extreme positions and give air-time to unlikely 
scenarios. Some of the media positions I’ve seen have been far from reasoned, such as the 
inflammatory piece “Generational Catastrophe – How COVID-19 could reshape 
Melbourne.”(Hall, 2020). I am not a social psychologist, have no expertise in anthropology 
and definitely don’t have a degree in philosophy, so I look forward to hearing from these 
experts. However, as an urban strategist, I am noticing this extremism in the media about 
urban issues in particular – how will the city adapt to COVID-19, social distancing, and its 
impacts on human health? On the subject of cities, my expertise includes 20 years as an 
urban designer, placemaker, teacher, and city strategist for developers, government, 
academia, and not-for-profits.  
 
The way in which our media reports on cities and development is fraught with compromise. 
Headlines, articles, statistics, and imagery about cities are, by media business necessity, 
designed to attract a reading audience (and advertising revenues). Attracting an audience 
requires a sense of urgency and fear, such as ‘if you don’t click this, you’re going to miss the 
latest.’ However, cities are not subject to urgent changes, fear-incentives, or overnight 
trends. Cities and their built environment evolve over decades and centuries, not days and 
weeks. So, journalistic enthusiasm for the next big thing in cities, to be the first to report on 
it and the first to predict a dramatic shift in the built environment is reckless - and it leaves 
the readership disappointed at best, and misinformed at worst. Cities change by elemental 
degrees over a year or more – one street, one building, one park, and sometimes, one 
neighbourhood at a time. Human desire, market behaviours, economic models, and other 
factors exert concerted pressure on these elements and slowly they begin to budge. If there 
are enough factors over a long enough period, we might identify an urban trend.1 
Government policy and planning statute responds to these trends if they are considered 
undesirable for the common good by trying to swing the pendulum away from individual 
interests. Melbourne’s Urban Growth Boundary is a key example of the way this ‘ideas 
contest’ operates in the push and pull of the complex adaptive system of a city (Barton, 
2007). The idea of urban containment represented by the Urban Growth Boundary is a 
useful catch-all for the ideas contest we are now seeing as a result of COVID-19. Debating 
whether or not the planning and market mechanisms we have are correct is of little interest 
to the following discussion – I am more interested in how we work within the contested 
(and congested) ideas space.  
 

 
1 I would include tactical urbanism, pop-ups and temporary placemaking as trends. The advent of en masse al 
fresco dining in New York City over the 2020 summer may yet become a regular fixture. Yet it is not a 
guaranteed, permanent and ongoing element of the city despite Mayor de Blasio’s recommendation that it 
become so. The trend has taken decades to catch-on and I contend, it is one of the few benefits so far brought 
about by COVID-19. 

http://www.community.how/journal/in-defence-of-urbanism
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/generational-catastrophe-how-COVID-19-could-reshape-melbourne-20200715-p55c7b.html
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Headlines designed to suggest that urbanism and urban containment are lost causes are 
revealed in a search engine appraisal of media on ‘urban design COVID-19’ (bearing in mind 
that I am in New York City at time of writing). 

“Americans Would Prefer to Drive Themselves After the Pandemic, Survey Says” 
“Pandemics are an Urban Planning Problem” 
“Poll: One-Third of Americans Thinking of Moving to Less Densely Populated Areas” 
“Opinion: Redesigning the COVID-19 City” 

It is interesting to me that the normally stoic voices of city planning are engaging in click-
bait-worthy headlines. I am familiar with the idea that in times of trauma, the human 
imagination struggles with nuance, so in some ways this phenomenon isn’t surprising. What 
is surprising is how a professional sphere that has built up expertise over centuries of 
practice and evidence appears to be so easily swayed in new, and extreme directions. If we 
consider that the lead time for changes in human behaviour to become manifest in the built 
environment is upwards of 10 years, I do not see COVID-19 impacts being long enough and 
severe enough to change policy, then change design practice, then change capital works 
delivery to finally have a physical impact. It is also troubling to see respected planners and 
journalists co-opting COVID-19 in support of their long-term urban development soap-
boxes. For example, “We're building a city that is destined to fail in the medium term. I think 
we'll be pulling a lot of high-rise towers down in the next 30 years” (Hall, 2020).  I’m not 
suggesting that pulling down high-rise towers is the right or wrong thing to do. I am 
concerned at the poor quality of alarmist debate we seem to be having. 
 
In the main, there are two ‘new’ reactionary ideas to urbanism, summarised as: 

1. COVID-19 spreads in urban areas; therefore, 
2. We should no longer live urban lives. 

Commentators and journalists are hoping to change the way we think about and deliver 
human settlement in a post-COVID-19 era through a two-step analysis that delivers charged 
emotional response in exchange for being at the forefront of a perceived new anti-urban 
trend (and in exchange for the increased media sales revenue it generates). It is surprising 
that this kind of thinking and reactionism is getting air-time, but we know that clicking on 
the headlines only exacerbates the algorithms that generate more of the same extremism. 
And yes, you can probably tell that I am feeling a little blindsided by the absolutism of the 
proposed changes in the urban practice (Matthews, 2020). So, before turning to more 
positive territory about how COVID-19 could be good for urbanism, I will attempt to debunk 
the two anti-urban ideas by extrapolating the scenarios they promote.  
 

Debunk #1 – ‘COVID-19 spreads in urban areas.’ 
Comparing data on the virus is notoriously difficult due to varying testing rates, timing of 
lockdowns, and definitions of cause of death, among other things (Gibney, 2020). We simply 
do not know enough about the virus. Still, the fastest debunk to the idea that ‘cities are 
bad,’ of course, is that COVID-19 spreads everywhere. There is no direct correlation 
between the size and density of a city or urban area, and how fast or in what numbers 
COVID-19 has been transmitted. It has spread early and fast in some of the most urbanised 
areas of the world, like the high-density and large city of New York (now under control), but 
late and slowly in the similarly scaled city of Tokyo (Park and Kim, 2020). Conversely, the 
virus still spreads in smaller, low-density cities. Atlanta, Georgia, which is eight times less 
dense than NYC, saw rapid transmission early on, and higher proportional peaks to New 

https://www.planetizen.com/news/2020/05/109252-americans-would-prefer-drive-themselves-after-pandemic-survey-says
https://www.planetizen.com/news/2020/05/109257-poll-one-third-americans-thinking-moving-less-densely-populated-areas
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York (CDC, 2020); whereas, Accra, Ghana, at a similar population and density to Atlanta, 
continues to have relatively low rates of transmission, and they are decreasing (Ritchie and 
Roser, 2020; note also that Ghana has a celebrated health care system). Perversely, in a 
reductionist mathematical model, living in rural areas with low populations may statistically 
increase an individual’s chance of contracting the virus over a large city.2 So, in the absence 
of good medical data about effective pandemic strategies, we can only say it is too early to 
make definitive statements about what role the size, density, and connectedness of a city 
plays in its people’s susceptibility to COVID-19 infection. To progress then from this 
unfounded assertion, to the next assertion as its derivative, only serves to undermine the 
overall hypothesis.    
 
Debunk #2 – ‘We should no longer live urban lives.’ 
It is useful at this point to define what is urban and what is urbanism. I favour the looser 
definitions of urban that focus on people, like a concentration of people that allows the 
exchange of goods, services, culture, and relationships while minimising the need to travel 
over the firm technical definitions like, an urban area is land with more than X people per 
unit area, X mix of uses, and X access to public transport. My reason for liking the looser 
definitions is that urban/ism varies widely all over the world, and it is difficult to separate 
people’s behaviour from the places they live. This is a key provocation for us at the Centre 
for Building Better Community and is asking us to better understand flourishing places and 
people. Asia and Europe, for example, have vibrant conurbations where dense urbanism is 
interconnected for hundreds of kilometres, such is the human impact on the landscape. 
Africa and Australia, in contrast, have a few large cities in area, but at low average density 
and discrete cultural entity, swathed as they are by non-urban land. North America is 
famous for its sprawling cities where car-dependent lifestyles cover the land between 
former industrial areas and downtown cores. These are all considered urban in each cultural 
context and reflect the adaptation of each over time in a way suited to the human system 
they intend to serve, even though the urban lifestyles vary greatly.   
 
To say that we should no longer live urban lives ignores centuries-old human behaviour that 
has made different cities what they are today, and arguably has led towards remarkable 
improvements in our well-being. (Though we acknowledge cities are also places of 
tremendous suffering, such as for the 1 billion people who live in informal settlements 
around the world.) The trend towards growing cities has been ongoing for 200 years since 
industrial sanitation. It was around 2007 that for the first time more than 50% of the world 
lived in cities after being under 3% for thousands of years prior to 1850 (Ritchie and Roser, 
2019). It has been a revolution of extraordinary proportions, and projections estimate that 
in 30 years close to 70% of the world’s population will live in cities. To underline the 
strength of this trend, in 2010, there were 1.7 billion more people living in cities than in 
1980 (30 years earlier), whereas it is predicted that in the 30 years between 2020 and 2050, 

 
2 For example, the Burnie region in north-west Tasmania, Australia, has a population of around 100,000 spread 
over 23,000km2 and saw 11 deaths due to a Ruby Princess related outbreak. Perth, Western Australia, with a 
population of 2.1M spread over 6,500km2 had 9 deaths. An unhelpful and reductionist model would assert 
that people in small population centres and rural densities are around 25 times more likely to die from the 
virus than people living at high densities in large cities (0.01% deaths at 4people/km2 versus 0.0004% deaths at 
320people/km2). While this is statistical chicanery, it does point out the need for factual reporting and careful 
scrutiny of data from all sources. 
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there will be 2.5 billion more people living in cities. Remarkably, the urban population 
growth rate is increasing despite the overall global population growth rate decreasing. 
Importantly, 90% of the urbanisation will take place in Africa and Asia. I cannot see how 
COVID-19 is going to reverse the movement of people to cities. It may slow the movement a 
little, but it will not reverse it. For what a friend of mine pejoratively calls “the chattering 
classes,” it seems the chatter about the end of urbanism is ignorant of the mega-trend of 
urbanisation over the last 170 years. 
 
In summary, we need different cities with a mixture of densities, and in fact, these are, by 
and large, the cities we have always had. A mixture of densities is important for making 
cities that work for everyone. Any city planner can quote Jane Jacobs like their life depends 
on it – “The point of cities is multiplicity of choice” (Jacobs, 1961). Therefore, I consider it 
unwise to abandon this ideal of diverse density after 40 or 50 years of hard-won gains. The 
built environment professions have cajoled politicians, communities, building companies, 
policy makers, and real estate developers on a long path to get to where we were at the 
start of 2020. We have recognised the value of mixed housing, mixed transport, and mixed 
land use (Leinberger and Loh, 2018). We have measured and affirmed the benefits of 
diverse urban communities (Kinkead and Ray, 2018). We have encouraged a generation of 
planners and home buyers to see that a big house isn’t necessarily better (Wynne, 2017). 
We have even proven the health benefits of mixed, dense, walkable development over 
uniformly low-density, car-dependent, dormitory suburbs (Hooper, 2015). 
 
What then? 
There seems a rush of urban commentators wanting to suggest that the current crisis will 
see an extreme resurgence in people wanting to live and work at very low densities. What, 
then, can we offer our leaders, health professionals, and real-estate speculators to counter 
this potentially damaging sub-urban trend? What urban benefits still hold true for 
combatting COVID-19 in Medellín, Colombia; Melbourne, Australia; or Katowice, Poland? 
How can we frame these offerings with nuance, without resorting to extremism? What is 
the nexus of pandemic response and good urbanism? Let’s consider a few ideas drawn from 
experience, and compare how health and wellbeing outcomes can be delivered by diverse, 
dense urbanism in the wake of COVID-19, compared with the overall poor health and well-
being outcomes delivered by the proposed alternative of sub-urban residential sprawl. I 
have entitled these five ideas the “COVID-Urban Nexus,” as I think urbanism and cities are 
only just starting in their dominance of human settlement. Rather than seeing a waning of 
the urbanisation trend, COVID-19 may actually connect people more strongly to the idea of 
quality urbanism and the life it offers. 
 

COVID-Urban Nexus #1 - Diversity in Transport 
A key factor for successful places is that anyone can get to them by various means. If a part 
of town is inaccessible by public transport, or there aren’t footpaths, or it excludes people 
driving from other parts, then the place is less likely to be successful. Inaccessibility excludes 
people from contributing to the exchange of goods, services, culture, and relationships that 
make urbanism resilient and vibrant. 
 
On this matter of diverse transport, we have some useful metrics in relation to COVID-19. 
Newman and Kenworthy (2006) provide a figure of 35 people and jobs needed per hectare 
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to sustain a public transit system. This crudely translates to 285m2 of land per person, or a 
COVID-19 bubble around 17m x 17m. This is considerably larger than the 4m bubble we’ve 
seen in health directives. (This assumes everyone is at ground level and further separation 
can’t be given by two or three storey buildings, but I haven’t counted other land uses, like 
transport.) While these numbers are abstractions, they do point out that the kinds of 
densities we see in sub-urban residential sprawl of around ten people and no jobs per 
hectare are not necessary to deal with the pandemic, nor are they desirable for diversity of 
transport. Ten people per hectare, or one person per 1,000m2 certainly isn’t a city.  
 
The poor health outcomes for people who are car-dependent cost society more than any 
perceived benefit of living at these densities. To rush down a path of sub-urban sprawl 
revival will be an ineffectual cure that surely costs more than the cause.  
 
I have written elsewhere on the resurgence of walking during COVID-19. Suffice to say that 
for this urban benefit, as people have been isolated at home, unable to attend gyms, and in 
some jurisdictions, even visit parks, people have rediscovered their neighbourhoods, and 
the value of walking. This is priming the pump for a revival in walking and wheeling as a 
legitimate form of transport, not just recreation. Maintaining this political momentum is an 
important task for urbanists and infrastructure designers, and it’s important now. Walking 
improves overall health, which reduces the common co-morbidities of severe COVID-19 
illness, such as diabetes, heart-disease, and obesity (Giles-Corti, 2010).  
 
COVID-Urban Nexus #2 - Diversity in Employment Location 
An extraordinary outcome of COVID-19 has been the rapid (and necessary) switch for many 
people to working from home. I have certainly gotten better at using Zoom, Google 
Hangout, and juggling global time-zones with people who are not allowed to travel for 
meetings. Granted, these are not the service industry jobs that require physical presence, 
like take-out cafes, hospitals, transport workers, and cleaners. Still, this is a trend that may 
continue post-pandemic. Google, for example, has given permission for most of its 
employees to work from home for the rest of 2020. Winding these permissions back may 
prove difficult, given the freedoms that are being enjoyed. On this point, those who see 
people leaving the city for good, claim working from home means we no longer need offices 
nor the dense urban centres with which they are in symbiosis. 
 
On the contrary, I see the working from home phenomenon as a great boon to the growth 
of smaller, more diverse, and evenly distributed main streets and urban cores. Even 
centralised cities like Melbourne have only ever had about 10% of jobs in its central 
business district (City of Melbourne, 2019). Most jobs have been spread around the 
metropolitan hinterland. Wouldn’t it be great if these jobs started to coalesce around true 
satellite city centres? (Oh the dream of generations of urban planners!) Even better, we may 
see a renewal and growth in a wide range of centres towards more viable sizes and local 
economies. The trend to be working from home will only strengthen these non-core 
centres. The alternative is that offices disappear altogether in the proposed suburban 
future. Corporates, governments, and educators have stated that while the need for office 
space will diminish, it will not disappear. People still need to meet face-to-face and teams 
need to bond. This could mean we see new kinds of meeting spaces in even the smallest 

https://www.community.how/journal/walking-away-from-covid-19
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well-connected main streets. What a boon for some of those empty food and beverage 
retail spaces.  
 
In the New York City metropolitan area, home to 23 million people, there is a remarkable 
absence of what I would call ‘urban main streets.’ Manhattan itself is virtually all urban main 
streets, but outside this island, car-dependent stand-alone stores stretch along highways 
and dominate the economic and social fabric for the 21 million who live in the rest of New 
York. There are the small ‘historic’ town cores like Sayville in Suffolk County, medium-sized 
Paterson, New Jersey, and the large urban core of downtown Brooklyn and Smith Street, 
but these and places like them are the exception. My hope is that the new diversity in 
employment location brought about by COVID-19 will bring a revival to languishing sub-
urban areas, and see the retrofitting of car-dependent centres to a more walkable urban 
form. The nexus of this revival with the placemaking movement also allows each small 
centre to grow in its own unique way – further encouraging diversity. So for New York, the 
pandemic may actually strengthen its small- and medium- sized employment and activity 
centres, not destroy them. And with their strengthening, people will experience a greater 
sense of belonging and well-being in their newly diverse local neighbourhood. They will also 
travel less, and have less pandemic exposure when most daily needs can be found in ‘my 
place.’ 
 
COVID-Urban Nexus #3 - Diversity in Housing Price 
There has been much talk about COVID-19 deflating housing prices, and in Australia, the 
overpriced and oversupplied luxury apartment market especially (Johnson, 2020). However, 
luxury apartment building developers around the world, from Bangalore to Brisbane, Sofia 
to Santiago, and Lagos to London have ridden a wave of goodwill towards more urban forms 
of living. The reasons for this market trend vary, but it has, in part, been on the back of 
perceptions of greater environmental value from compact living (EPA, 2011), and the 
popularisation and projection of TV shows set in apartments – I can have that life too! 
(Think Friends, Seinfeld, Will & Grace to name a few.) 
 
I am not a real estate economist, but the sale price per square metre of apartments has 
seen extraordinary profits go to property developers. For example, in Melbourne, average 
apartments cost around $3,000/m2 to build, yet they sell new for around $10,000/m2. 
Compare this to an average Melbourne new house and land sale price of around $1,500/m2 
(Domain, 2020). In New York City, in the luxury condominium market, build costs are around 
US$7,000/m2 and until COVID-19, sold for around US$20,000/m2 (I. Reisner, personal 
communication, 27 June, 2020). The most expensive apartment ever sold in the world was 
in New York in 2019, for US$238M (Chen, 2019). Perhaps we are going to witness a market 
correction that needed to come? And why are apartments a ‘luxury’ product anyway? I 
submit to the reader that detached houses should be the luxury product in most city’s real-
estate markets, and apartments should be the more affordable product. Urban and sub-
urban housing types are differently valued sides of the same coin. They can and should co-
exist. 
 
This potential price correction is good for urbanism. I’m not convinced it will be bad for 
apartment developers, nor bad for suburban homeowners. Single detached homes seem 
undervalued and should not cost less than the extruded value of multi-storey apartment 
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buildings, even after accounting for greater land values in high amenity urban areas. The 
value trade off in many cities around the world has been warped by clever marketing and 
the promise of luxury. People live at high densities to be close to amenity and minimise the 
need for wasted time travelling by trading off spacious homes and surroundings. This could 
mean people pay less per square metre to live in an apartment than a detached house, even 
if the house is further away from these amenities. Land is two dimensional - there is only so 
much of it – but its price seems to be multi-dimensional when it comes to developable 
value. 
 
Consider the following two scenarios of apartment and detached housing sale prices in a 
middle ring suburb of Melbourne as they currently are and as they might be: 

• Currently, a new three-bedroom apartment in a modest five-storey building of 20 
apartments sells for around $1million. Compare this with a very large detached 
house on the same sized land in the same area selling for around $1.6million. There 
is limited added value in the current market to make the choice for the apartment 
over the detached house. 

• What if the ‘super-profits’ attached to the apartment were whittled away by the 
COVID-19 impacts and the apartment sold for around $600,000? As shown in the 
table below, the market then receives the apartment at below the average 
Melbourne house and land price (currently around $850,000). It may also be that the 
market price of the large detached home increases above $2M, further increasing 
the value differential.  

 

 Per 3bed 
apartment 

20 apartment 
development 

Total 
$ 

Large detached 
house 

Total 
$ 

Current 
Costs* 

Build 
Cost 

100m2 @ 
$3,000/m2 

2,000m2 @ 
$3,000/m2 

$6M 400m2 @ 
$1,500/m2 

$0.6M 

Land 
Cost  

25m2 @ 
$2,000/m2 

500m2 @ 
$4,000/m2 

$2M 500m2 @ 
$2,000/m2 

$1M** 

 Total Cost $8M  $1.6M 

 

Current 
Income 

Sale 
Price 

**** 

100m2 @ 
$10,000/m2 

($1M per 
apartment) 

2,000m2 @ 
$10,000/m2 

$20M The large house is 
2x the cost of the 

apartment  
($1M vs. $2M) 

$2M 

Current 
Profit*** 

 $12M 
(150%) 

$0.4M  
(25%) 

 

Proposed 
Income 

Sale 
Price 

100m2 @ 
$6,000/m2 
($0.6M per 
apartment) 

2,000m2 @ 
$6,000/m2 

$12M The large house is 
now 4x the cost 

of the apartment 
($0.6M vs. 

$2.5M) 

$2.5M 

Proposed 
Profit*** 

 $4M 
(50%) 

0.7M 
(44%) 

*Cost of money has not been included; there is negligible difference between scenarios; current borrowing rates have low profit impact. 
**The same block of land is halved in cost for the single home to reflect the impact of planning zones on land value. 
***Profit margins can be reduced by planning and design fees, and marketing and other costs. 
****Sale prices are derived from averages reported at www.domain.com.au 
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My assertion is that a slump in apartment prices is not bad news for urbanism, nor would a 
rise in the price of a house and land be bad news. It would reflect a greater value put on the 
perceived ‘health and safety’ of the surrounding land and ‘protective’ distance from other 
people. More low-rise apartments would also serve this dynamic as they are much cheaper 
to build than medium- and high- rise towers. This also helps create more human scaled 
streets – think Casablanca, Paris, or Buenos Aires that work perfectly well at less than ten 
stories.3 
 

COVID-Urban Nexus #4 – Diversity in Food Source 
The pandemic has seen more people cooking at home more often as a result of restaurants 
closing, and even take-away closed in some places for a period of time. We don’t know yet if 
this trend will continue, but we do know that access to fresh and healthy food, along with 
exercise, is a key indicator for a stronger immune system.  
Cooking from home requires you either grow more food in your garden or you visit your 
local stores more often. In combination with an increase in walking, we may see smaller 
local grocers, butchers, bakers, fruit and vegetable stores, and outdoor markets come in to 
their own. The willingness of people to drive to large supermarkets for the crowded and 
long weekly shop may also decrease (large supermarkets generally work best at driveable 
intervals due to population catchment size and supply chain efficiency). It may be seen as 
far ‘safer’ to do a small and quick daily shop – further increasing the economic sustainability 
of the local food supplies. In places where people don’t have enough land to grow their own 
food, community gardens, rooftop vegetable patches, and fruiting street trees could have a 
renaissance, adding more vibrancy, communal living, and diversity to the urban 
neighbourhood. 
 
I am not suggesting that the car-dependent suburban supermarkets will die. They are 
exceptionally efficient at delivering large volumes of non-perishable food cheaply and 
consistently. What I am suggesting is that in the wake of COVID-19, we will see a greater 
diversity in food provision, and that this will be more so in urban areas. The social trends of 
less dining out, fear of infection, more walking, and more cooking at home would combine 
to deliver this.   
 
Furthermore, there has been more shrill commentary about the ‘retail apocalypse’ and the 
end of ‘bricks and mortar’ food and beverage retail – a major street activator (Peterson, 
2020). As noted in Nexus #2, I believe there will be an adjustment in floor space demand, 
not an extinction. People will still go out for meals and eat at greater distances (at least until 
we find a vaccine). Some establishments will not be able to support this and will reduce 
their floor area to a simple take-out counter. Others may take the left-over space for 
meeting rooms, larger gyms and local offices or other new uses in the revived main street. 
Others still will survive in their current form. In contrast, suburban car-dependent shopping 
malls are famously inflexible in how they allocate and charge for floor-space under a single 
owner. The shopping mall is the classic example of a system which is not resilient enough, 
and has been undergoing disruption for some time through the emergence of online retail. 

 
3 At CBBC, we have been working on a project that proposes a similar flipping of urban land and housing scales 
and values. Recognising that the housing debate is complex- involving taxation systems, cultural nuance, and 
pension schemes among many other factors. 
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For example, small retailers, including food and beverage, must comply with a whole range 
of business operations and appearance in single ownership malls, while paying more per 
square metre rent than main streets. They do this for the privilege of having passing trade 
going to and from the large anchor stores. How will malls survive when food and beverage 
fail on top of already failing big anchor department stores and small fashion retailers? My 
sense is that shopping malls in low density settings will more rapidly decline, further 
enhancing the appeal of diverse, mixed urbanism.  
 
COVID-Urban Nexus #5 – Diversity in Encounter  
In a post-COVID-19 era, there is a danger that we will see the conflating of a safe place with 
isolation and thereby reduced pandemic risk. By extension this equates poor safety with 
poor health. This could have perverse impacts on good urbanism when we know sociable 
diversity ensures everyone encounters every kind of ‘other’ and lessens perceptions of fear 
– another major mark of flourishing and healthy communities. 
 
You may have seen photos of walled luxury residential estates where armed guards patrol 
the front gates. They seem frightening places where people have deliberately isolated 
themselves with ‘like-minded people.’ In South African city contexts, it is for reasons of 
(perceived) personal safety. In US contexts, it seems more a market-driven response to the 
idea that high security begets high social standing. Connected with this isolationism is the 
fitting out of the suburban house with home cinemas, coffee machines, al-fresco dining, 
offices, bars, gyms, and any manner of things that can also be found in a local main street. 
The capital cost of these internalised functions is not a problem for those willing and able to 
pay for them. Rather, the problem becomes two-fold when the private spaces firstly take 
away from the life of the public space – the street, park and square- and secondly, when the 
encounters that happen in ‘self-contained estates’ are more likely to be with people ‘just 
like me.’ I’m not suggesting people in big houses aren’t socially engaged or benevolent in 
other areas of life, but the pernicious and creeping erosion of public life, diverse encounter, 
and sociability is in part brought about by this self-contained ‘safety’ thinking and the 
housing it delivers.  
 
Just like Nexus #2 about employment diversity, we need to re-narrate COVID-19 impacts to 
be beneficial for good urbanism. If people do bring more and more public space functions 
into a private home, what urban benefits are there, and what does good urbanism offer that 
a big home cannot? For answers to this, I could rely on social psychologists, more 
philosophers, and even more Jane Jacobs. However, let’s appeal to common sense. I see at 
least six ways in which COVID-19 isolationism might interact positively with a more sociable 
form of sub-urbanism: 
 

1. Front spaces of existing detached homes on large lots may come to contain more 
active uses – think porch additions, converted garages, new play spaces, veggie 
gardens, etc. 

2. On smaller lots, new, larger houses with larger backyards, built in the interests of 
pandemic safety, may be pushed closer to the street, creating more human scaled 
and interactive public environments. 
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3. More home activity will lead to more people moving through suburban streets - 
whether driving, walking or wheeling throughout the day – creating a more mixed-
use feel. This could be especially true for home-office uses. 

4. Main streets will see activity spread more evenly throughout the day as the peaks 
and troughs smooth out in response to people avoiding crowded spaces, working 
from home more often, and the greater travel convenience main streets offer. 

5. As people spend more time in their increasingly mixed neighbourhoods, sense of 
belonging will be fostered as communities become more aware of the character of 
their neighbourhoods and of each other. 

6. As ownership and belonging increase, so does a willingness to contribute to the well-
being of ‘their place.’ This will see improvement in the amenity, upkeep, and beauty 
of previously suburban neighbourhoods as people contribute their own time and 
money. 

 
Avoiding Extremism and Identifying Trends 
The above trends and factors could see, over time, the urbanising of our suburbs and the 
urbanism of suburban lifestyles. That is, they and we will become more diverse, more 
active, and more welcoming. The five nexus can interact positively in our cities, and make 
them more liveable and sustainable. This won’t happen overnight – the economic, social, 
and built environment forces grind slowly. This is why the extremist commentary I’ve seen is 
counter-intuitive. Instead, we should be looking for subtle trends and the tantalising inklings 
of new ways of being together. 
 
Ultimately, we need to see the built environment as a complex adaptive system that shifts 
and flexes by degrees, not revolution. Sudden changes in human behaviour cannot radically 
and immediately change the built fabric of our cities – these adaptations can take decades 
to appear. So, for commentators to be engaging in extreme rhetoric is unhelpful. The 
summary of the five positive ideas about the nexus between COVID-19 and adaptive 
urbanism is as follows: 

• a sustainable resurgence in walking and public transport at lower densities; 

• the increased vibrancy and economic activity of main streets and mixed-use areas; 

• increased mixing of affordable apartments and denser forms with detached housing; 

• greater mix of healthy food sources, but paradoxically, the decline of shopping malls; 
and 

• the social revitalisation of dormitory suburbs to more active urban forms. 
In drawing these threads together, the mega-trend is something called ‘relocalisation.’ 
Relocalisation has been the darling of the sustainability movement for several decades. The 
idea that everyday life could be conducted within a short distance from where you sleep has 
great appeal. This is due to reduced transport-related greenhouse gas emissions; more 
sustainable local economies and job-retention; more sociable, connected, and resilient 
communities; and a more diverse built environment that has something for everyone. A 
definition of relocalisation is provided by the Post Carbon Institute: 
 

Relocalisation is a strategy to build societies based on the local production of food, 
energy and goods, and the local development of currency, governance and culture. 
The main goals of relocalisation are to increase community energy security, to 
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strengthen local economies, and to improve environmental conditions and social 
equity. (Post Carbon Institute, undated) 

 
Relocalisation usefully captures the above five positive ideas in one term. Your local place, 
where you can walk to in 20 minutes or so, is now where you may increasingly spend more 
of your time. This is not a romantic notion of a return to basic society – advances in 
technology and the market economy should mean we continuously improve standards of 
living (running water, sewerage, waste removal, electricity, climate comfortable homes, 
information technology, etc). However, relocalisation is an adaptation of our cities and 
suburbs to places of greater flourishing. This localisation adaptation can be summed up in 
the term ‘diversity’ or ‘mix.’ Places that are not mixed will become so in order to grow their 
resilience and survive. Places that are already mixed will flourish from the get-go. We see 
evidence of this individual and communal flourishing in the diverse and mixed parts of 
Melbourne (Cheah, 2020) and New York (NBC New York, 2020). The adaptation of places 
that are currently car-dependent sub-urban mono-cultures will take longer, but I am keen to 
see the first signs and I am looking for them intently. 
 

One way of looking for these signs is utilising the Centre for Building Better Community’s 

Flourishing FrameworkTM. This framework identifies six elements of a flourishing 

community. The following suggests ways we might see flourishing unique to mixed and 

diverse relocalised urban areas: 

 

• Basic Needs 
e.g. More local food provision and essential services within walking distance. 

• Sense of Belonging to People and Place 
e.g. Extra time spent in truly mixed neighbourhoods leading to greater belonging. 

• Contribution 
e.g. Increased local places of employment leading to stronger local economies. 

• Purpose 
e.g. New-found community energy to work together on making a small and special place. 

• Lament and Celebration 
e.g. Increased connection between close neighbours that makes space for ‘the good & the 
sad.’ 

• Meaning and Spirituality 
e.g. Recognition that we have journeyed closely together towards COVID-19 resilience. 
 
Note: all these ideas require a level of residential containment. Walking, mixed-uses, local 
economies, small places, connection, and closeness can only exist where enough people live 
in a relatively small area. They won’t work well, or at all, in the kinds of super-low densities 
that characterise many sub-urban and peri-urban areas. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper began with the observation that COVID-19 impacts are challenging urbanism in 
media commentary by journalists and built environment professionals. Their hypothesis is 
that human behaviour will eschew the city and densely populated urban areas in favour of 
the perceived ‘safe and hygienic,’ super low density, mono-use areas. My contention is that 
this is unnecessarily alarmist for professions that have built their reputations on decades of 
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data and analysis about the benefits of urbanism. The momentum of the global urbanisation 
mega-trend of the last 50-100 years proves that urbanism offers significant advantages to 
human flourishing over dispersed settlement alternatives. Furthermore, cities will adapt to 
COVID-19 impacts (as with other historic disruptions), and they may actually advance 
through the pandemic due to the nexus of issues outlined and summarised. These nexus fall 
under the banners of mix, density, and relocalisation. 
 
Finally, when drawing these threads together, we are weaving the urban conditions for 
flourishing communities. The denser forms of settlement offered by local mixed urbanism 
provide more opportunity for individual and communal encounter. This is not to say that 
less dense places cannot flourish. Urbanism offers stronger preconditions for the kinds of 
encounters that address basic needs, belonging, contribution, purpose, ritual, and meaning. 
COVID-19 might cause people to temporarily re-evaluate the health risks of urban places, 
but urbanism will win out in the end. 
 
 
 
This article has been peer-reviewed. 
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