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Public Spaces Save Lives 

A look at the 1995 Chicago heat wave that killed over 700 
people, and it's relationship to public spaces. 
Credit to Eric Klinenberg's Palaces for the People 

In July of 1995, a slew of record 
high temperatures and high humidity 
caused a deadly heat wave that 
lasted more than 5 days. During the 
heat wave energy consumption sky 
rocketted resulting in power outtages 
in over 200,00 homes, water pumps 
failed across the city, and cars and 
buses overheated in gridlocked traffic. 
As the heat continued, bodies pilled 
up at morgues. At the Cook County 
Medical Examiner's Office nine 
refrigerated meat packing trucks were 
filled with bodies to accomodate the 
deaths. After the heat wave passed, 
many organizations started looking for 
patterns behind the deaths. 
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Heat wave mortality by neighborhood 
was found to be strongly correlated with 
poverty, however many poorer hispanic 
neighborhoods had unusally low death 
rates. This difference can be attributed to a 
stronger amount of social cohesion within 
these communities which is often facillitated 
through public spaces. Author of Palaces 

for the People, Eric 
Klinenberg, found 
the main difference 
that affected the 
death rate between 
neighborhoods was 
the amount of social 
infrastructure, or 
"physical places and 
organizations that 
shape the way people 
interact.' 



Public spaces surround us 

and we surround public spaces 

Social infrastructure has a variety of different forms, but many of them surround 
public spaces. In Massachussettes there are over 200 city parks, 369 public 
libraries, 327 farmers markets, and hundreds of bustling street corners and 
squares. It is clear that public spaces exist for a reason and to serve a purpose, 
however these are often overlooked and undervalued. This zine will explore a few 
examples of commonly used public spaces and their benefits, but keep in mind there 
are many more that are also important: 

. Rest stops • Canals • Green spaces 
• Shopping centers • Void decks • Museums . Malls • Walking paths . Ice rinks . Bus stops . Recreation centers • Skyways . Waterfront • Historical monuments . Playgrounds . Train stations . Beaches . Pools 



Public Parks 
Today, the importance of park access is evident in the 
grassroots movement known as the "IO-Minute Walk." 
This movement advocates that everyone in the US live 
within a 10 minute walk of a park. Over 220 mayors 
have declared their support for the campaign, as well 
as a number of large non-profit parks and recreation 

Before urban parks, rural cemetaries acted 
as a green space accessible to the public 
for outdoor recreation and relaxing. ln 
the late 19th century, "pleasure grounds" 
were created for workers and residents 
to relax, which eventually cascaded into 
neighborhood parks in the early 1900s. 



Public Health 
Public parks offer many 
health benefits that have been 
researched and measured by a 
number of studies. 

Benefits include: 
• Mitigate water pollution by filtering 

runoff 
• Reduce heat islands 
• Filter the air through trees and other 

vegetation 
• A safe location (from cars) for physical 

activity 
• A connection to nature and improved 

mental health by reducing stress.3 

y 
In addition to health, having urban 
parks can decrease neighborhood 
violence and crime.4 Gathering 
spaces can facilitate stronger 
social ties which can lead to a 
safer neighborhood. A connection 
with nature can also decrease 
aggression on an individul scale. 



Public Libraries 
Knowledge; 

Open and Accessible to All 

Libraries serve as a free educational resource. They 
provide books, movies, magazines, audiobooks, 
and access to the internet for anyone that walks in. 
Libraries are especially useful for english language 
learners because of they are extremely accessible and 
offer a variety of resources. 
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Pictured on the right is the 
Boston Public Library's first 
building, a former school house. 
Established in 1848 it was the 
first publicly supported library in 
America. 
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Difficulties 

Libraries were one of the first places to provide 
public internet access. However, over time grant 
money and government funding to support high 
speed internet access in libraries has slowly 
decreased, and some libraries are struggling to fill 
that gap. 

Despite their incredibly high public approval 
ratings, libraries are often underfunded. One reason 
for this is because they are competing for money 
with education, police, and fire services, which are 
easy for people to see as neccessities. Additionally, 
the people who need libraries the most are often not 
able to participate in meetings and contribute to the 
decision making process. 

Source 13 



Public Markets 

A place for more than commerce. 

Open markets have been a part of society since ancient times, 
shaping trade routes, attracting travellers, and supporting the 
surrounding community. Markets exist as permanent (daily) and 
periodic events (weekly or other time frame). Markets evolved with 
the people and culture that created them resulting in a variety of 
market norms, products sold, and systems in general. Despite these 
differences, these public markets hold the same value as forms of 
social infrastructure, extending into today. 



Pictured on the 
right is Montreal's 
Jean- Talon 
Market, one of 
North America's 
largest farmers 
market. 

Public markets provide: 

An opportunity for small businesses to expand and reach more 
community members. 

Access to fresh vegetables and fruit. This promotes healthy 
lifestyles and contributes to public health overall. 

A place to bring together a variety of cultures and backgrounds 
through shops and shoppers. 

A sense of pride and identity for the community 



Squares 
A place of protest, 
celebration, 
passing, and 
culture. 

Public squares are often located near the center 
of cities, surrounded by shops and stores, and 
feature monuments or characteristic architecture. 
They are used as a place to gather for political 
events, celebrations, markets, and other community 
events. Squares off er a large open area for diverse 
use which allows people with many different 
backgrounds to take advantage of it. 

Cultural events or 
displays often happen 
in these central 
locations, like putting 
up a christmas tree 
during the winter, 
hosting festivals, 
or displaying art. 
Pictured on the right 
is New York City's 
Times Square. 

Public squares can also be a location of 
violence and massacre. When political, 
social, or societal tensions rise, public squares 
are often where people go to express and 
unzip. Pictured on the left is Tiananmen 
Square, a place where students gathered in 
1989 to protest corruption, limited political 
participation, and advocate for accountabillity, 
democracy, and the freedom of speech/ 
press. The government eventually dispatched 
troops and the students were fired on, killing 
hundreds to thousands depending on the 
estimate. 



Designing for a Better Community 
While designing a public space is very dependent on location and 
surrounding community, here are some factors that are often considered 

• How will people interact in this space? Are there central meeting 
points? How can you enourage interaction? 

• What are the surrounding traffic patterns? Where are the entrances? 
Is there seating? Is it accessible to all? 

• What community groups could meet here? Can they reserve the 
space? 

• How will people use the space? Does it allow for diverse usage? Is 
there a way it shouldn't be used? Are bike racks needed? 

• How does this space reflect the community and their identity? Is the 
space inviting? How will people feel while in the space? 

• Will people want to spend time here? Is it a safe environment? 

Most importantly, you should speak to the community members in 
the neighborhood about design decisions and requests. Involving 
the community in the design will ensure all of the above factors can 
be met. Community members are after all the ones that will use and 
maintain the space. 

Sources: 8-12 
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