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00:02
 Welcome to the Bartlett Planning Podcast. My name’s Yvonne J Rydin and I'm Professor of Planning Environment and Public Policy at the Bartlett School of Planning, University College London. This is a series of talks that you can download and listen to at your leisure.

00:15
In each podcast, I’ll be presenting a current research project being undertaken at the Bartlett School of Planning and interviewing the researcher. You’ll find a link to further information about the projects, including publications, on the BSP website.

00:30
This autumn, we are showcasing the work of our vibrant research student community and today I'm talking with Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros, who has just completed his doctoral studies. Welcome Dimitrios, apologies if I mis-pronounced your name.

00:48
Your research concerns the topic of urban voids and I know that part of your thesis addresses how this term is constructed, but perhaps we can begin by talking about what the meaning or perhaps meanings of this term is.

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
01:02
Yes, absolutely. I think the meaning of the term and as well, kind of defining the term, ‘urban void’ was, in the end, perhaps the most difficult part of the research and also something that drove the research, really, from the very beginning.
01:21
So I started by looked at the broader definition of, ‘void’ and when we look at, let’s say, the Oxford Dictionary, the definition that is given is of something that is completely empty, either an empty space, something that is unfilled or an emptiness caused by the loss of something, so I found it to be very interesting when applied to urban spaces and used as an adjective to describe urban areas.

01:57
I wanted to unpack what the term, ‘void’ meant and what constituted, conceptually, but also spatially and so I found this distinction, in my research, of spatial urban notion of void, but also the conceptual one. 
02:18
So the spatial one is very straightforward, so it is, indeed, the lack of built space.  It is, regardless of how we reach the lack of built space, it could be through demolition or just simply unbuilt space, but the conceptual part of the term was much more interesting because it’s applied to areas that sat or sit outside of the mainstream networks of the city or uses that are used in non-mainstream ways.
03:07
So we are all used to terms like wastelands or brownfields, no man’s lands and so on. I think that dialectically then, the void has this very interesting notion as an umbrella term, an umbrella term to capture all these areas and categorise them in this idea of non-mainstream spaces and so the perception of these areas is what I'm trying it describe here, it’s more than whether it is empty or filled, it’s more about the way that we perceive these areas as being ‘empty’ of, again, mainstream uses or urban uses as well.

04:05
That was the major distinction, but to some extent, it was also kind of limiting and that’s why I tried to get to this concept that I described as the voidness of urban voids, rather to describe these spaces, rather than urban voids as voids which described more than this, the capacity of urban voids, really, to induce change and to be active entities in the urban system.
Prof Yvonne J Rydin
04:39
It’s a very interesting process, coming up with this understanding of the term. Can I just ask you; was this something that happened at the beginning of the research process, something that happened towards the end of the whole PhD or something that you returned to, repeatedly, during it?

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros   
04:58:
Yes, I returned to it, repeatedly, during it. I had some preconceptions, some first ideas of what, perhaps, are subjectively thought of what voids were again, right? So this distinction between a spatial conceptualisation and a conceptual one, that was in there from the very beginning, but the place or the status of urban void, in my case studies specifically, but also generally, there was something that changed throughout the research and so I arrived at this voidness, probably throughout the halfway, so probably right after the field work.

05:55
So at the beginning of the analysis, where I kinda thought, ‘but these are not passive entities,’ in a sense. It’s not just that they just sit there and nothing happens, there is a myriad of things that happen, they are used for very specific interests, but also uses that again, want to kind of hide and that’s another idea of the backyard.

06:18
So areas as the backyard for users will kind of just put uses that we don’t want to be seen, such as in my case studies specifically, in Athens a crematorium which is not something very common in Greece, but also, more industrial uses, uses that are made into refugee camps, in my specific case.

06:50
Uses that are, again, not mainstream and are not confined within this residential fabric that Athens was made of.

Yvone Rydin

07:01
It’s very interesting, interplay between the empirical work and the conceptualisation, so one can’t assume that always goes at the front. Here, it was a dialectical process itself.

07:14
You’ve mentioned your empirical work which I know centred on an area within Athens known as Elaionas. Perhaps you could just paint a picture of this area for us. What was it like?

Dimitrios Panayotopoulosos-Tsiros
07:23
Yes, a fascinating area, really because it’s one of a kind. It’s a very large, industrial are, literally, in the centre of the city of Athens. When I say very large, I'm talking about nine square kilometres which equates, just for comparison sake, two and a half times Central Park. It is a very, very large area and it’s extremely peculiar because the morphology of the area is made of derelict, industrial spaces, so very large structures, a network of streets that doesn’t apply to any structure, it’s kind of capillary, small service streets, so it’s a completely different morphology to the very much planned and residential fabric of Athens, so the contrast is unbelievably strong and also, what was interesting was that residents of Athens don’t really know of the area which is also mind blowing.
08:32
It’s a city of five million people, within an area, it’s nine square kilometres and even architects that I... students and friends, from architecture, I was talking to them about my case, they didn’t really know where it was, what it was used for, so that was quite mind blowing to me.

08:54
But I think it probably needs very swiftly to go through the history of the area, just to paint a better picture, so it’s an area that had a productive purpose from antiquity, so back in the sixth century before BC where it provided Athens with olives and olive oil and because it was so central to the city, the then ruler said that from a planning perspective... it was not planning back then, but from a planning perspective, this area was not to be built because it was sacred, so it was considered as a sacred olive oil grove.

09:38
So as the city grew, basically, they closed that area completely, but the main idea of that area is unbuildable, so it remained and so the only buildings that appeared were small farms or small sheds for shepherds, but as industrialisation came, then illegal industries or small manufacturers started appearing in that area because it was along the main river as Athens and so water was used for this process, for the manufacturing processes.

10:20
So that area in perhaps a span of 50 or so years, went from unbuilt to the most industrial area in Athens, but built in a completely archaic way, so without a plan and so with the industrialisation, all these industries, the majority of these industries left because they were chased and then relocated outside of the city.

10:50
So the landscape that we have today is one of dereliction and literally empty spaces, empty, vacant lots of massive proportions because they’re industrial and so that’s the current morphology of the area, but then it is used as a backyard, that’s the idea and because of the sizes, there is the opportunity to build there, structures that would not fit in the otherwise residential fabric of Athens and these include stadiums, I mentioned before, the crematorium, all very large TODs, so transit-oriented developments. 

11:40
So the relevance for my research, for this research, was really the successive stages of growth and decline that it went through.

Yvone Rydin

11:52
Is it an area that’s currently under pressure for development?

Dimitrios Panayotopoulosos-Tsiros
11:55
It is. It is an area that’s been constantly targeted for development, but not as a whole. There are very complex management structures, so it’s divided into five municipalities and each municipality is the one who needs to kind of do the development or to work on their part of the area.

12:26
There is a plan, but it’s not binding, it’s a kind of strategic plan and then there is also a binding plan which has not been really applied to the majority of the area, so developments that are seen are small, relative scale, but they are targeted at specific points in that area and essentially, they depend on ownership, so the land is, for the most part, either owned by private... it’s not investors, it’s really just private people.

Yvonne J Rydin
13:11
 Individuals owned it, over time.

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
13:13
Yes, individuals or kind of very large banks that have acquired the land and so there are a lot of interesting agendas that are hidden into there.

13:32
So the major projects that are planned for the area are, again, very big proportions and very large and instant interests and benefits.

Yvonne J Rydin
13:43
And does the area perform any ecological functions because often, you find that what are considered brownfields or derelict land often has sometimes quite high, ecological value or performs a flood plain function. Is there anything like that that’s relevant to this area?
Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
14:01
Unfortunately, not. So it would have been a floodplain, as a matter of fact, the area is flooded very regularly, but the reason for that is that the infrastructure is non- existent, so there is no drainage in the area.

14:20
Again because it was not planned and everything was built in an unplanned way, so the infrastructure is not there, there is no drainage, there is no lighting, there are no sidewalks, even the streets are very much gravel road, sometimes.

14:42
So no, unfortunately, the ecological potential of the area is very much non-existent at this point, although there have been many proposals which aim to turn the area into a large park or there was this fantasy of having the Greek Central Park in Athens, but of course, this would require enormous interventions, and the pollution of the land which makes it really very, very difficult to go forward.

Yvonne J Rydin

15:16
And as you approach the field work, the empirical work, looking at this particular area, what were the conceptual frameworks you had in mind? How do you situate your research within those broader, theoretical debates?
Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
15:30
Yes, well the first... at least where I based the research was this idea that urban voids are not part of cities and they are non-urban components, let’s say or non-spaces and I considered it to be the exact opposite.

15:55
So I believe that everything in urban space is, to some degree, connected and that the context is extremely important for the attributes that an area has.

16:06
So the first approach that I had was a relational one, so I wanted to see, to understand what was the relation of Elaionas with Athens, so what were the exchanges of flows, of transportation, what was happening between then and Elaionas, how did Athens define Elaionas or how was Elaionas defined in relation to the city of Athens?

16:32
But then, also, the relations that existed in the spaces within the case study, so because it’s such an enormous area, it’s possible to compartmentalise it in smaller, different chunks that have either to do with the morphology of the built environment, of the use.

16:59
There is, actually, a small stream, even that is a natural component that exists in it, so I wanted to see what is the relation between all these parts of the area and how they define this idea of the urban void... again, to go back to definition of the notion.

17:18
So to do that, the second framework was a trans-scalar one, so pretty much what I describe is very much a trans-scalar process of going from the very local to the regional and the inverse.
17:36
So to frame the case study, amongst the local and the regional dynamics, but also to reduce the complexity of the case, you have to understand what happens at a local level.

17:51
These were the broader, conceptual, theoretical framework, but then, from a disciplinary point of view, I used the multidisciplinary framework because I wanted to combine ideas of space, of urban metabolism, so that the flows and literally, the exchange, the material and non-material exchange of flows between Athens and Elaionas and also around political ecology because of the social implications that the case has.

18:28
So the framework I constructed was based on these three disciplines, so urban morphology, urban metabolism and urban political ecology, to understand the structure and the form of the place, really the way that it functions, to the way that it... how does it serve Athens or the other way around and also to understand it has a social, a social/political object, really that had, or not, an impact in the overall transformation of the city.
Yvonne J Rydin
19:08 
And practically, when you got out there to do your field work, what techniques and methodologies did you adopt?

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
19:16
Again, it was a mixed methods approach, I think was, relatively, the most appropriate for a multidisciplinary research and it included, at first desktop research, so a lot of both qualitative and quantitative data collection, so historical collection, but also statistical data on demographics, on the amount of material flows that go in and out, housing percentages and also, given the materials of the buildings within the area.


So Hellenic Statistical Authority is quite thorough, is very, very thorough in that there wasn’t a great surprise in the sense that that area is really a void of information as well, so there is not much information for it, so that was very interesting to look at.

20:09
And then, interviews, so I did interviews with locals, with policy makers and academics, so basically, to have as much as possible, the most diverse point of views that I could, so it was very interesting because they all had their own perceptions, again, of the area, that was fascinating to see.
20:43
So locals considered it as... and to use their words, I think it was something like their little island, so it was really their own bubble within the chaotic... in other words, chaotic atmosphere or character of the area because there are some small, remaining residential pockets in the area, so I interviewed them.

21:12
The policy makers were also very interesting interviews because I could see through their eyes, in a sense, the way that this area was seen as a both an opportunity and a liability to planning and to the evolution of the city and also the complexity of it and the difficulty that the planning system has to deal with with an area like that.

21:41
And then, the academics, the interviews with the academics helped in balancing out, I think, these two viewpoints which it was more of a critical assessment of the area and its trajectory, so that was very...

Yvonne J Rydin
21:57
... and I guess, you must have spent quite a lot of time, just walking across it.

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
22:00
Yes.

Yvonne J Rydin
22:01
Really getting to know an area like that very, very well, to judge all the quantitative and qualitative data that you were collecting otherwise.

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
22:11
Absolutely, yes. So observation and photography was also something that was very useful and I think it was perhaps the most important one because I could then forge my own, also, opinion of the area and then, to bring all those together, I think what I found very useful was mapping, so I did a lot of mapping, both personal and some GIS, but it’s, essentially, personal where I tried to map all the information I had, interviews, also the statistical and qualitative data, but also my observations and photographies on to maps, to really try to spatialise, really the information and the data.

23:06
That was also very, very important, a large collection of maps, mind maps as well as all my... as I walked through the area, the feelings or the thoughts that I had at that point.

Yvonne J Rydin
23:16
Interesting. So if we turn to the findings, I believe that one of the things you developed was a typology of five, different types of urban void. Perhaps you can just briefly take us through the key elements of this.
Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
23:28
Yes. So this typology was, again, I think the second piece of that definition of what it helped me into dividing or to analysing this, unpacking the idea of the void better, so it was almost that classification of the way that I found voids to emerge an evolve.

23:58
So there were five categories, but essentially, four categories and one attribute, so the first category was designed urban void, so the kind of areas and spaces that have been voided or empty from a design process, so it is very much this spatial notion of the void and essentially, it relates to architectural arrangements, so it can be the space between buildings or plazas, these type of areas.

24:34
And then, the accidental voids which mostly relates to the relative position of architectural elements between each other, so two buildings that do not align, for example, create very incongruous and unused spaces in between them.

24:56
And then the decaying void is a category of urban void that is the result of the decay of urban space of all architecture, so in my case, for example, it was the dereliction of all these industrial buildings and land.

25:17
Then the suspended void, that one was also very interesting because it related to policy, so it relates, mostly, to areas that have been forgotten, in a sense or live in some sort of policy limbo, so that there is a policy framework, but nobody’s really certain of the trajectory that they will take.

25:49
So there are ideas and projects about them, it might even be some very, let’s say, advanced proposals, but proposals that never really go forward, for x or y reason, these areas are in a type of stalemate.
26:12
Then the final category which I believe it’s more an attribute than a category, this idea of transgressiveness, so the transgressive urban void which relates to all of the previous categories, but it carries on from the long term suspension, in a way.

26:35
So there are areas that have been abandoned for a very long amount of time and that are reinvested by activities that are non-conventional and not prescribed either, so these can be squats, these can be even, perhaps, industrial or manufacturing processes that are under the radar, let’s say.

Yvonne J Rydin
27:00
That’s very interesting and I think it makes it very clear. One of your other key points is that none of these voids are static categories. As you describe them, you’re emphasising the processes, the dynamic processes that create these voids and potentially, I suppose, might eliminate these voids as well. Is that right? Is that how you see things, as a dynamic process?

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
27:20
Yes, yes, I think that’s one of the key things that I was able to take out of this research was that these areas, indeed, are not static, as you say. They are part of the various trends of urban transformation and they affect the way that cities evolve as well.

27:53
So the most important thing, I think, is that these areas are perceived, in a way and then act upon, from either policy, planning or locals or any other type of population, so there is a certain vicious cycle, I’d say, of urban voids where they are derelict, they under-perform, so they are considered as ‘bad’ for the city and so they are targeted for redevelopment and then, again, these redevelopments or developments do not go forth and then we have another cycle of dereliction and so on and so forth.
28:42
So they are, indeed, as you say, very much part of that urban transformation.

Yvonne J Rydin
28:49
But you’re very careful not to equate urban voids with failure, with an automatically negative term. You seem quite critical of that kind of pejorative use of the term, ‘urban void.’

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
29:04
Yes because failure and thank you, this is a very interesting point because failure is a terminal stage, in a way, I think. It’s the end of a process that we consider to be negative and it’s the opposite of this dynamic character that I found in urban voids.

29:28
I liked, very much, one passage from Lewis Carroll’s, Through the Looking Glass. When Alice talks to Humpty Dumpty, Humpty Dumpty says, ‘when I use a word, it means just what I want it to mean, what I choose it to mean, neither more nor less.’

29:53
And then he continues to say, ‘the question is, which is to be master of this meaning’ and I think that’s where the very important question lies which is really the meaning of words and the meaning of the word of urban void.
30:07
So when it is used by certain organisations or authorities and decide that these areas are failures, then, directly, there is a projection as to what they are supposed to change in order not to be failures anymore.

30:30
I think this is very dangerous because these areas are not failures, in fact, they are very important for cities and it is shown when we look at them with a bit more attention, so I think there needs to be a rebalancing of the words and the way that we use them.
Yvonne J Rydin
30:55
So what would you say the implications of your research for planning are then?

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
31:01
Firstly, I think that the planning system is currently not appropriate to deal with the condition of these areas and planning, as a discipline and a profession, unfortunately, I think perpetuates this pejorative of understanding of urban voids.

31:27
I saw that in my case study and what I learnt, but I think it was beyond that, so it relates to a broader debate about what kind of planning, ideals and aspirations and basically, the post-industrial context of how this post-industrial city is supposed to evolve.

31:52
Also, what I found through my case was that the aims that the planning system set are not fulfilled or cannot be fulfilled with the current set of tools because the tools are not appropriate, again, to deal with the complexity of this area.

32:15
The answers are very invasive, very often and because of the context in which these areas are located, they very often don’t reach the output that is expected, so there is a mis-match there.

Yvonne J Rydin
32:45
It’s also about the limited expectations that some planning systems have about what land should do, that it is there for the highest and best use, the maximum exploitation for new development, if it doesn’t have some reasonably new development already on it.

33:05
So it’s partly about those expectations and as you say, the mis-match between these sites and those expectations.

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
33:11
Absolutely, yes, absolutely. There are almost fictional tales of redevelopment, I think, where we can do everything and the best and the biggest and the brightest where, sometimes, it’s really not what is the best for these areas.
Yvonne J Rydin
33:32
As you say, you’re right, it needs a different sort of planning system to manage... I think of it in terms of managing these areas, rather than necessarily developing them.

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
33:39
Absolutely, yes, yes, exactly.

Yvonne J Rydin
33:41
I'm glad we agree. It’s really, really interesting research, Dimitrios. Perhaps, just to finish off, can you tell us a little bit about your experience as a research student?

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
33:51
Yes, well the first time, I had a lot of fun, I really had a lot of fun. I loved every stage of the PhD... well, to various degrees, I must admit, but I enjoyed it from the beginning.

34:06
I think the best part was the field work. I think that was when I felt that was the most exciting part, I think and then, also, really being in the BSP with the structure and being at Central House, we had a great dynamic between all of the PhD students which was phenomenal, I think, for that.

Yvonne J Rydin
34:41
That’s good to know, but it’s also interesting what you say about field work because I often feel that things that seem unclear or slightly confusing, you go into the field and it’s not that they all become clear, some of them are actually, y’know, you dispense with certain ideas, but there’s a very exciting dynamic that happens when you confront your initial ideas with what you find in your field work.

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
35:05
Yes, there is this excitement of finding things, unexpected things.

Yvonne J Rydin
35:13
And also, you probably know that area better than almost anyone else.

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
35:20
Yes, that’s fair.

35:23
Just finally, do you have any advice to anyone who is thinking of applying to a doctoral programme?

Dimitrios Panayotopoulos-Tsiros
35:28
Yeah, well first to enjoy the ride, really because it is a ride, it’s a bit of a rollercoaster and it can be. It is also, not in a bad sense, but it is also a lonely ride in the sense that the PhD is one’s own, so the supervisors are there to follow and help with the process, but the decision making is really that of the candidates.

36:02
 I think that was very difficult to take the initiative and be certain... I was never certain, actually, but at some point, it is about saying, ‘okay, I will do that and let’s see how it goes.’

36:18
So I think it’s about not being too harsh on yourself and try to test things out, some might work, some won’t. I don’t think that any PhD candidate got it right and everything right from the get go, so it’s important.
36:42
Then, also, it’s important, I think, to have a good support network, friends, family, colleagues, people to talk to outside of the PhD community – hobbies as well – anything that really can put some distance between one and the research because it is something that, for how many years it will last, it will be on the back of the mind, very much constantly, so being able to take some distance from it, I think, is also very, very important.

Yvonne J Rydin
37:17
I think those are very, very wise words. Thank you very much indeed, Dimitrios.

*****

In more of the work of our research student community, in our virtual BSP Expo, launched on 5th November 2020. This is a virtual walkthrough of the cloisters of UCL and there, amongst the work of our undergraduate and postgraduate students, you will find a PhD wall.


Click on a tile on the wall and you will find details of one of our research students projects, do try it out.


You can find more details on the BSP website. There, you’ll also find past episodes of the BSP podcast or you can search for the Bartlett Planning podcast through the usual sites and search engines.


I will be back next month, talking to another of our talented research students. Goodbye and thank you for listening.
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