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Abstract

A new landscape is emerging in the urban space, a
‘Scanscape’ that transgresses the boundaries and protocols of
public and private space due to the extensive use of electronic,
electromagnetic, surveillance and telecommunication
technologies in the urban realm.

How can we define these ‘Scanscapes’? How can we create
'Digital Shelters' that will protect us, isolate us or allow us to
live with in these ‘Scanscapes’?

This paper addresses the issues of the privatisation and
commodification of urban spaces while also exploring these
emerging landscapes as a condition of contemporary sites. It
proposes a new design approach based on the collection and
analysis of events and design proposals in everyday life, that
will reposition the role of electronic objects and spaces as the
driving force in the ongoing transformation of the city.

KKKKeeeeyyyywwwwoooorrrrddddssss: Architecture, interactive design, urbanism, digital
art, surveillance, mobile phone technology.

PPPPrrrroooojjjjeeeecccctttt    UUUURRRRLLLL::::    http://www.crd.rca.ac.uk/digital-shelters

1. Introduction

Digital Shelters is a research project that explores the
emerging landscapes as a result of the extensive use of
electronic, electromagnetic, surveillance and tele-
communication technologies in the urban realm. It focuses on
the development of electronic objects and spaces that could
exists and mediate between the physical and digital spaces in
this emerging landscape.

The city today cannot be understood as a contained
entity in space, nor are its locations clearly defined by their
surroundings. The city today is formed by a system of layers:
the layer of squares, streets and buildings; the layer of mass
media, advertising and consumerism; and more recently, the
layer of telecommunications, electromagnetic fields and
digital technologies.

The city expresses the actions of its inhabitants in an
environment supported by its structures and infrastructures -
both material and immaterial. It reflects the needs and desires
of individuals and masses.

As a result, it articulates the events and scenarios of
living collectively and independently. The city exists as an
expression of, and a backdrop to, physical encounters[1], but it
goes beyond this to support digital encounters that have the
potential to enrich the urban experience. The engagement of
architects and designers in the speculation of these emerging
scenarios and process in the city remains unsettling. Most of
the research into this phenomenon has been carried out in the
realm of ‘cyberspace’ and, as a consequence, the physicality of
the electronic object has been neglected.

On the other hand, the industry of product design has
been driven by the forces of marketing and engineering
leaving a very small space for designers to produce a critical
design approach.

Engineering, media and advertising in contrast, as
suggested by Baudrillard [2], have played a key role in
discerning people's most intimate needs and desires, as well
as being more aware of the city’s richness to the point that
they have become the main actors in the transformation of the
city.
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Throughout this paper I will suggest that designers and
architects could foreseeable become more influential players
in the process of reshaping our relationship with the city,
through the development of electronic objects and electronic
spaces to reshape the new urban landscape.

2. Strategies of Illusion

Strategies of Illusion attempts to develop a design
approach through collecting and analysing examples of new
models of inhabitation, etiquette, events and accidents appear
in the city landscape which have no precedent in the urban
space.

This design approach will reposition the role of
electronic objects and electronic spaces as a main part in the
process of transformation of the city.

For instance, in the city of Kyoto, Japan, the train station
is the scenario for an emerging situation where
telecommunications, spaces, objects and desire are
manipulated. During the lunch hour schoolgirls gather in the
station’s public lockers to undergo a process of
transformation: from their school uniforms they change and
are transformed into sophisticated urbanites. The misuse of
the public locker as they become changing rooms not only
transgresses the use of these objects and spaces, but also the
morale of Japanese society. During lunchtime the ‘locker girls’
hand out cards with their mobile phone number to travelling
businessmen in the station and before the lunch breaks ends,
they will return to the lockers to pick up their official personae
returning to their conventional roles. Or not so conventional
ones: when the locker girls commute back home the travelling
businessmen will call them on their mobile phones to take
them on clothes buying excursions with perhaps some sex
involved. The mediation between the physical and digital
space in Kyoto's train station challenges the boundaries of
privacy, dress code and sexuality.

Akira Suzuki[6] described an accident that occurred in the
city of Yokohama, Japan. As a sijinshiki (a ceremony which
serves as a social debut for young females into society) was
held at the Yokohama Arena, the telephone switchboard was
overloaded and eventually crashed as the 28,000 youngsters
that attended set up their dates simultaneously using their
mobile phones. This led to a chain reaction where not only the
local area’s switchboard shut down, but the systems for both
the region and the whole district eventually crashed.

Another similar incident occurred during the event
‘Sendai Calling’ in the city of Yokohama. This event consisted
in gathering a crowd of 15,000 people in front of the new
Sendai Mediatheque facing a boulevard decorated with
Christmas light. Every one was asked to have their friends call
them all at the same time to performed a street concert from
the harmonising of all the ringers going off at once. This led to
a chain reaction where not only the local area's mobile phone
switching board shut down, but the systems for both the
region and the whole district eventually crashed.

In both of these examples is clear that the organiser
never imaging the consequences of these events neither the
people who attended but it is clear that although we are not
proposing shutting down telecommunication networks this
network are becoming another element of the microclimates
in the urban landscape, a electroclimate that behaves in
similar ways to the rain or snow and therefore could provide a
richer experience in the urban space.

In the New York subway system, to take another
example, a small ‘safety zone’ is marked on the platform as

part of the subway’s security system. As people stand inside
this ‘safety zone’ they are monitored and ‘protected’ via CCTV
(Closed Circuit Television ) cameras. A simple yellow line
painted on the floor of each platform marks the boundaries of
the digital space that provides shelter to the user, thus
questioning the essence of the traditional concept of
architecture where shelter is provided by the materiality of its
elements.

The Radio Taxis Union organised a demonstration in
Mexico City’s main square. Two events happened as a result of
the 1,250 radio taxis that converge in this square. Firstly, a
traffic jam paralysed the centre of the city and took over the
main square (1,750 sqm making it the second biggest in the
world) and secondly; the Minister of Defense’s
telecommunications system was jammed when all the taxi
drivers start using their radios systems. This event led to
being shut down the whole defense telecommunication
system for two weeks due to the lack of security.

These new conditions in the city has created dynamic
scenarios that, regardless of its ephemeral or permanent
quality, become recognisable as urban forces and, eventually,
as urban characteristics. Nonetheless, these dynamic
scenarios are events which cannot be defined so far, either as
an alternative functional urban method of transformation or
as a product of the cultural apparatus. Rather, they are
defined through spontaneous, unconscious, random uses and
misuses of the city’s structures.

3. Scanscape

The 19th century philosopher, Jeremy Bentham, in a
radical critique of society  and as part of his criticism of
established legal systems devised the Panopticon. In this
ultimate system of control of social discipline, applicable to all
aspects of life (the factory, offices, prison, etc...), control was
achieved by the constant sense of being watched but not
knowing this was true or not. The Panopticon Penitentiary
consisted of an observation tower where officers could
observe everything happening in the  surrounding cells
without being seen by the inmates.

It seems as if Foucault’s reflections over Jeremy
Bentham's concept of Panopticism has now reached its
conclusion with the extended use of surveillance systems in
the urge to purify and privatise the urban space.

Surveillance systems have become an imminent
condition of the contemporary city. The  increased use of these
systems, due to the advances in digital technology in both
public and private environments, has triggered not just a
series of discussion in terms of morals, security and privacy,
but has also significantly transformed the urban landscape in
which we live.

Even before we leave private spaces like homes and
offices, we are constantly leaving traces of our behaviour and
activities. Modern life is a state of permanent surveillance: our
life can be traced to the most minute detail. Modern
technology and the search for ultimate security has led to
every event and habit being traceable: every telephone call,
every credit card transaction and every item bought in the
supermarket using a loyalty card are recorded.

In the same way, the ubiquitism of surveillance systems,
like Closed Circuit TV cameras, widely exists in the city’s
public spaces. Again the permanent quest for security is
present in the city’s public space, as a result the presence of
surveillance systems in city centres, shopping malls and
public transport has diminished the vitality of the cities.
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Gilles Deleuze [3], suggests that we never stop moving
from one enclosed environment to another. The privatisation
of the public space has re-shaped the notion of what is private
and what is public in the urban landscape. This
comprehensive surveillance constitutes a virtual scanscape - a
space protected by a digital field.

Furthermore, Bannister [4], argues that the destruction of
the street as the place for the ‘celebration of urban vitality has
taken place due to the use of CCTV cameras in the city’s realm.

In the article Fortified City[5], Christopherson has argued
that the use of surveillance has led to the privatisation of the
public space which has in turn evolved into cities being seen
from an urban management perspective. Economic
depressions led to consumers going to the suburbs to make
their purchases in the relative safety of a sanitised
environment. City centre managers believe this ‘safety’ model
(evident private security officers and obvious CCTV cameras)
was necessary to encourage people back to city centres
without recognising that in their very essence they are public
spaces which cannot be ‘managed’ like private ones.  Overall,
the privatisation of public space has occurred as developers
try to emulate the way in which other ‘semi’-public spaces are
controlled.

Society, however has not perceived this as diminishing
the richness of the urban realm, on the contrary it is being
glorified. There are almost one million CCTV cameras working
in the streets of the United Kingdom. This glorification of the
proliferation of surveillance systems find its prime location in
Oxford Street in central London: ‘We covered the whole of
Oxford Street with CCTV cameras’ the advertising campaign
proudly says, providing reassurance with the feeling of
complete protection against shoplifters and pickpockets.

It can be argued that the privatisation and purification of
public space has effectively deleted these spaces from the
public realm. The street can no longer act as a forum for the
mediation of difference, since difference is increasingly being
excluded. The privatisation of the public realm, aided by CCTV
surveillance systems, risks impoverishing the urban
experience in ways which are potentially damaging to the
collective emotional culture of urban communities. The desire
to purify space of any behaviour likely to provoke anxiety and
to insulate us from the complexities of the city may be in fact
denying the real nature of the urban realm.

Although this process of commodification in the city’s
realm is taking place regardless, it has opened new
possibilities of estrangement, new narratives and new forms
of encounters. Perhaps  the traces that we leave while we
inhabit the city could become our graffiti, our own personal
tag that could be placed in this ‘privatised space’ in the same
way that, for instance in toilets, graffiti violently acts against
hygienic environments.

4. Data Shadows

In order to produce a design strategy that will allow the
appropriation of these urban forces it is necessary to
formulate a design approach that; firstly, analyses and
documents; and secondly, extracts the fundamental processes
of the dynamic urban scenarios that are taking place in the
city. Thus evolving into a critical design approach that could
then stimulate new scenarios in the city.

Figure 1 Hackney Gazette. No. 17,001 Thursday, March 23, 2000.

For instance, hundreds of residents from a Stoke
Newington council estate in London stopped a mobile phone
company from installing another mast on the roof of their
block of flats after a first mast was suspected of having have
caused an alarming surge of mysterious illnesses on the
residents. Ever since the mast was erected, residents say
dozens of young children have suffered from numerous skin
disorders, ranging from rashes to ‘bizarre lumps’ and fearing
that the mysterious bout of illnesses could  spiral out of
control if another mast is erected on their rooftops. (Fig.1)

Figure 2  Aerial view South London

Figure 3 EMF pollution mapping, data collected by the neighbors.
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The neighbours association in this council estate was
approached in the development of this project. Discussions
with them highlighted concerns not only about the health
hazard created by the use of digital technologies and
telecommunications, but also about the need to be able to
communicate. A series of workshops were held to identify
possible mechanisms of striking a balance between protection
from health hazards and access to data.

An initial outcome was the mapping of the microclimate
generated by cellular data networks in the area (Fig.2 and Fig.
3). This microclimate maps the location of mobile phone masts
and base stations and the pollution that they produce.
Analysis of this data  prompted the design of a stereotype
council estate developed to mediate between the new urban
conditions and microclimates. The final outcome of this design
strategy resulted in the DATA SHADOWS project.

The DATA SHADOWS architectural program consists of a
ground floor area dedicated to business and commerce, and a
three stories living block. Three façades of the building are
shielded against electromagnetic frequencies (EMF), while in
the remaining façade an interface provides the only way to
received cellular network data. (Fig.4)

Figure 4 Program. a) working and business area.  b) living area. c)
circulation and stairs. d) screen.

This interface – the key feature of the program -- is a
screen constructed of a series of computer controlled windows
shielded against EMF which filters the data that the
inhabitants of the block can receive.

The occupiers of the block will decide between three
modes to determine which system will control the filtering
screen. The first is an automatic mode that will open only the
necessary windows to allow the connection of a particular
mobile phone (Fig.5). A passive mode, option two,  will open
all the windows in the screen for a period pre-determined by
the occupiers; whereas in the active mode, mode three, all the
inhabitants have to ‘vote’ to determined if they want to receive
data or not. (Fig.6)

Figure 5 Automatic mode.

Figure 6 Passive mode.

The use of this shielding, furthermore, has an impact on
the immediate microclimate as it creates a data shadow by
restricting access to data in the surrounding space.

Whereas, previously, 24 hours access to data and
telecommunications was an expensive – if not essential –
commodity; the paradigm has now shifted: being able to
selectively not have access to data is the luxury of modern
living.

5. Conclusion

The new urban condition has opened up new
possibilities to enrich the qualities of the sensorial
experiences of its inhabitants in the urban landscape,
producing a complex set of new etiquette, needs, desires and
fears as well as a transformation of urban policy, technology,
mass media, architecture and design.

This design approach allows for the development of new
electronic objects and electronic spaces - ‘Digital Shelters’ -
that will mediate between the physical and digital spaces of
this new urban condition as well as reposition them as an
integral part of the process of transformation of the city
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