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Foreword

I was delighted to serve as Chair of the inaugural 
Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing Prize 
Advisory Panel and I would like to offer my 
sincere thanks to the Royal Incorporation of 
Architects (RIAS) and the Royal Society of Ulster 
Architects (RSUA) for their invaluable support of 
this exciting new initiative and to my fellow panel 
members, who gave so freely of their time and 
expertise in assessing the competition entries for 
the inaugural Carnegie prize for Community and 
Wellbeing.

The panel was hugely impressed by the energy 
demonstrated by entrants as they developed 
initial concepts into a practical action plan. To 
achieve this effectively requires vision, creative 
teamwork and leadership – all of which were 
shown in abundance. The rewards for this 
endeavour were a revelation, creating a legacy 
of memorable design enhancements for 
communities to enjoy for generations to come. 
The unexpected bonus was to see the obvious 
new self confidence and pride in what had been 
achieved on the individual journeys.

At its deepest level, this project demonstrates the 
joy which people take from the transformative 
process of design within their own communities. 
We hope that our winners’ stories plant a seed 
that takes root across all parts of the UK.

Robin Watson
Fellow of the Royal Incorporation of Architects in 

Scotland (FRIAS), Chair of the Carnegie Prize for 
Design and Wellbeing Prize Advisory Panel and 

Trustee of the Carnegie UK Trust.

I was very pleased to be involved in the 
judging for the Carnegie prize for Design and 
Wellbeing. As the current President of the Royal 
Incorporation of Architects in Scotland (RIAS), 
there is no doubt in my mind that good design 
most certainly does make a difference – and 
potentially, a significant difference – to the lives 
and wellbeing of communities and individuals 
across Scotland.

Good design doesn’t have to be expensive, so it 
shouldn’t be seen as an extra. Rather, it should 
be present in everything we do, for every project, 
however big, however small.

The projects shortlisted were all of a high 
standard, all different, but all well designed. I 
was particularly impressed by the community 
involvement, the most successful of the projects 
having community ownership at the heart.

I’m confident that over time, all of the projects 
will provide clear and measurable benefits to the 
communities and individuals involved.

Iain Connelly
RIAS President and Carnegie Prize for Design and 

Wellbeing Prize Advisory Panel member.
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1 Introduction

A good architect must love people 
or it doesn’t make sense.

Jan Gehl, Architect

Health is something that is 
created by people within the 
everyday settings of their life.

Harry Burns, 

Former Chief Medical Officer for Scotland 

The local environments that we live, work and 
play in have a fundamental effect on our 
wellbeing. The best neighbourhoods offer safe, 
inviting spaces to walk, cycle, play, learn, take part 
in cultural activities, connect with others and do 
business and work. 

Sadly, we do not all have the good fortune to live 
in well-designed, high-quality environments. Too 
many of us live in places that are not conducive 
to good mental and physical health, where public 
spaces to get together with friends, family and 
neighbours are few and far between and which 
offer limited opportunities for cultural activity, 
enterprise and personal development.

There is a strong social and economic gradient in 
the quality of our local environment1. Those living 
in the least affluent neighbourhoods are more 
likely to experience a number of markers of a 
low-quality environment, such as low air or water 
quality, a lack of green space, a high incidence 
of traffic accidents, poor housing conditions and 
low-level environmental problems such as litter 
and graffiti2. 

This short report makes the case for better quality, 
well-designed public spaces in our towns and 
cities. It draws on learning from five case studies 
and asks how do we move to a point where 
we all have access to good quality, everyday 
environments that improve our wellbeing?Ballymena ‘Shutters Up’ night
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2 The case for quality public spaces

Our wellbeing is influenced by a number of factors 
including our level of income, employment, social 
connections, health, civic engagement, education 
and our environment.

Boxes 1-3 examine the evidence in more detail and identify key components of a high quality built 
environment.

There is clear evidence that good quality public 
spaces can improve wellbeing in all of these 
domains. We have identified three key ways in 
which high-quality public spaces can nurture 
wellbeing:

By supporting 
individual healthy 
lifestyles and good 

mental health

By providing spaces
for communities to

come together
and participate

By facilitating
local enterprise

and regeneration
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The quality of our local built environment is 
a critical factor in good physical and mental 
health. At the most basic level, warm and dry 
buildings, sanitation, safe streets and clean air 
protect us from disease and injury. But our local 
environment can also support improved and 
continued good health by encouraging us to 
adopt healthy lifestyles and supporting good 
mental health. For example, people living near 
parks, playgrounds and good-quality walking3 
and cycling links have higher levels of physical 
activity, while people who have views of nature 
have a lower incidence of depression4. Those 
who live in a greener environment report 
fewer symptoms of ill health5 and people who 
regularly visit a local green space are more likely 
to rate their health as good6. In a study of 3144 
city dwelling older people in Japan, those with 
the longest lives were the people who lived in 
areas with parks and tree-lined streets, space 
to stroll and positive attitudes about the local 
community – even when other factors are 
controlled7. In a recent study of nine English 
cities, the Royal Institute of British Architects 
(RIBA) found a correlation between three 
health indicators (physical activity, diabetes 
and childhood obesity) and access to green 
space and housing density. The healthiest 
cities had the most green space and lowest 

density housing. But it is not sufficient for there 
simply to be a green space somewhere nearby 
– accessibility and the perceived attractiveness 
and safety of green spaces are also important8. 
Disordered and decaying physical surroundings, 
traffic, noise and poor access to resources have 
been linked to elevated levels of stress9. The 
World Health Organisation (WHO) recognise 
that factors such as ‘where we live, the state 
of our environment, genetics, our income and 
education level, and our relationships with 
friends and family’ have a significant impact 
on health, ‘whereas the more commonly 
considered factors such as access and use 
of health care services often have less of an 
impact.’10 It is not unsurprising, then, that 
Sir Michael Marmot, in his ground-breaking 
review of health inequalities in England, 
identified ‘creating and developing healthy 
and sustainable places and communities’ as a 
key area for action11. Similarly in Scotland, The 
Ministerial Task Force on Health Inequalities in 
their second review of Equally Well – Scotland’s 
framework for tackling health inequalities – 
singled out quality neighbourhoods as a priority 
area for action recognising that: ‘the purpose 
of architecture and urban design [is] not only to 
meet our practical needs, but also to improve 
the quality of life for the people of Scotland’12.

Box 1: Supporting individual healthy lifestyles and good mental health
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Regular contact with friends, families and 
neighbours and participation in community 
activities has a positive impact on our 
wellbeing. Indeed, the strength of our social 
connections is one of the most robust 
indicators of overall wellbeing and may act as 
a buffer to stresses in other areas of our lives 
that reduce our wellbeing13. Public spaces offer 
communities the opportunity to come together 
and connect through informal use of shared 
space. However, while greenery and shared 
paths seem to help facilitate social connections, 
crowded, noisy and apparently dangerous 
environments have been shown to inhibit the 
formation of social ties14 15. The Commission 
for Architecture and the Built Environment 
(CABE), for example, found that when public 
parks are left to decline, anti-social behaviour 
increases16. In their report on Resilience 
and Public Health, the Glasgow Centre for 
Population Health (GCPH) argues that ‘social 
infrastructure’ – the physical structures that 
allow communities to come together, network 
and build relationships (social capital)17 are 
critical to ‘enabl[ing] people to improve the 
quality of their lives’. This is because they 
support the development of so-called ‘resilient 
communities’ – communities with the ability 
to ‘bounce-back’ and adapt successfully to 
economic, social and environmental change, 
uncertainty and adversity. The Royal Society for 
the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and 

Commerce (RSA) came to similar conclusions 
in their Connected Communities research. 
They argue that the starting point for any 
neighbourhood regeneration efforts must be 
an understanding of the role that physical 
community spaces play in supporting existing 
social networks – the strength of these is critical 
to our capacity to respond to new challenges, 
avoid isolation and feel a sense of belonging 
within our local community18. By supporting 
the formation of strong social connections 
good quality public spaces can nurture valuable 
citizenship skills, knowledge of local politics 
and stimulate social action and volunteering19. 
All of which have a positive impact on our 
wellbeing20. Public spaces can also provide 
opportunities for participation in a range of 
educational, cultural and physical activities. 
Scottish Government analysis of Household 
Survey data shows that people who participate 
in sport and cultural activities are more likely 
to report that their health is good and that 
they are satisfied with life than those who 
do not21.  For children, safe areas for outdoor 
play are critical for good physical, social and 
cognitive development and can also have 
social value for parents and carers – taking 
some of the pressure off and helping them 
to build important social networks22. Quality 
urban space has long been recognised as a vital 
resource for teenagers in the development from 
adolescence to adulthood23.

Box 2: Providing spaces for communities to come together and participate
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The deterioration of our local high streets 
has been well documented and the topic of 
much recent policy debate. But what role does 
good-quality public space play here? While 
macro-economic forces, the rise of online 
retail, changes in consumer expectations and 
demographics are important underlying factors 
in the decline of the British high street, there 
is evidence to suggest that the use of space 
also plays a role in whether town centres thrive 
or decline. Research suggests that the ‘softer 
aspects’ of a town centre – opportunities for 
social interaction, leisure activities, atmosphere, 
events, outdoor markets and the availability 
of green space have a significant impact on 

where people choose to shop24. Good quality 
public spaces can also support regeneration, 
enterprise and other aspects of our economic 
wellbeing in less direct ways – for example, 
by providing spaces for learning, community 
development and the acquisition of new skills 
and confidence25. We also know that giving 
communities more control over land and 
other assets can results in positive economic 
outcomes. In Scotland, research by Community 
Land Scotland found that private enterprise 
had flourished on community owned estates, 
growing by 123% since community ownership 
and that there had been a 434% increase in 
spending on local staff and contractors26.

Box 3: Facilitating local enterprise and regeneration
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3 People-led places

People make places. 
A place only comes into being

when it is activated by
the presence of people.

The Social Value of Public Spaces,  

Joseph Rowntree Foundation 

The most successful public spaces are those that 
people play a role in developing and shaping 
and that offer continued opportunities for 
involvement. There are numerous examples of 
physical urban regeneration which have failed 
to improve wellbeing in the three key ways we 
described above because local people were not 
also part of the journey.

Community-led design is a design process 
that recognises the value of engaging and 
involving in the transformation process and 
which place people at the heart of the decision-
making process. In community-led design, the 
involvement of citizens goes beyond consultation: 
local people are actively involved in every stage 
from vision setting to implementation, while 
professionals such as architects and planners take 
on new roles as facilitators and enablers rather 
than directors and managers. 

The benefits of community-led design include:

social outcomes such as: improved 
participation, a more democratic process, the 
creation of a strong sense of community;

personal benefits such as: personal 
expression, the development of confidence 
and skills, and ultimately;

better quality environments and more 
sustainable design solutions27 28.

By empowering local communities in this way, 
community-led design is both a means and an 
end to improved wellbeing and a valuable tool in 
addressing the fundamental causes of social and 
economic inequality. The value of community-led 
design approaches has been recognised since the 
1960s. However, this type of approach remains 
far from mainstream in design and planning 
practice29 Community-led design processes often 
employ creative and innovative engagement 
techniques to enthuse and involve the local 
community in the process. Examples include:30 
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Share an Idea, Christchurch, New Zealand: 
when central Christchurch was devastated 
following a series of major earthquakes in 
2010/11, city leaders asked the people of 
Christchurch to help them create a new 
vision for the city centre. ‘Share an Idea’, 
a city-wide mass engagement project 
was launched online and on social media. 
Residents were invited to submit their ideas 
for the redevelopment of the city centre 
via the ‘Share an Idea’ website, Facebook 
page and Twitter, or on a postcard or at a 
community expo. Over a six-week period, over 
100,000 ideas31 were submitted and 21% of 
Christchurch’s population were engaged32. 
The ideas formed the basis for the new 
Central City Plan drafted by innovative Danish 
Architects Gehl.

The Amager Faelled Skole, Copenhagen: 
when this Copenhagen school was awarded 
£1.5 million to redevelop its playground, pupils 
were given the opportunity to design the 
playground that they wanted . . . using LEGO33! 
The children were split into teams and charged 
with coming up with LEGO ‘proposals’ for 
the new playground. The project, which was 
supported as part of the Lego Foundation’s 
Build the Change programme, not only 
gave students a chance to shape their local 
environment into a space that met their needs 
and aspirations, but the exercise itself helped 
nurture valuable skills such as teamwork and 
creativity. The design for the new playground, 
due to be completed in 2014, is based on the 
children’s designs34 35 .

Guelph Wellbeing: In the Canadian City 
of Guelph, Ontario, local residents are 
being given the opportunity to tell the city 
government what would make life better36. 
Although not specifically about improving the 
local environment – the project takes in all 
aspects of wellbeing and will feed into a cross 
sectorial community wellbeing strategy for the 
city – this initiative is a good example of how 
local people can be creatively engaged and 
involved in a process for change. Community 
engagement has included: a household 
survey; ‘a workshop in a box’ which allows 
friends and neighbours to discuss what would 
improve quality of life in Guelph; ‘photovoice’ 
community photos of ways to improve the 
local area and a ‘Telephone Town Hall’ a 
conference call between 700 residents and the 
mayor, with an opportunity for everyone to 
share their thoughts and insights37.

Of course, the best people-centred approaches 
do more than just engage local people in the 
visioning and design process – they create 
opportunities for continued active involvement. 
An ‘asset-based’ approach which recognises 
the intrinsic worth of people and places: that 
everyone and every place is unique and has a 
unique contribution to make38 is key to this.
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4 The Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing

Pathhead Street Design Project (Photo: Nadfly)
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The Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing was 
launched in March, 2014, in partnership with 
Royal Incorporation of Architects in Scotland 
(RIAS) and the Royal Society of Ulster Architects 
(RSUA). The aim was to stimulate interest in how 
well designed public space, developed by and 
for local communities can improve wellbeing. 
Winning projects would demonstrate how good 
design could create opportunities for improved 
health, local regeneration, skills development, 
community enterprises and social interaction.

Community-led townscape projects from 
across Scotland and Northern Ireland were 
invited to submit expressions of interest and an 
independent Panel of expert judges selected five 
winners:

• Ballymena Creative Citizens, Ballymena
• Pathhead Street Design, Kirkcaldy
• Belville Community Garden, Greenock
• Auchencairn Link-Park, Dumfries and Galloway
• Macra’s Park, Denny

Each of the winners received a small prize of 
£2,500 in recognition of their achievements and 
an additional prize of £1,000 was awarded to the 
Auchencairn project for outstanding achievement.

During the summer of 2014, we visited each 
of the projects and spoke to them about 
their experiences. Their stories can be found 
throughout this booklet. Drawing on these stories 
we have identified five key recommendations for 
public policy.
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Residents in Pathhead Kirkcaldy are proud of 
their neighbourhood – it’s friendly and they like 
the fact that that local primary school forms 
a hub in the centre of the community. But 
there was also room for improvement – more 
colour, fewer speeding cars, better parking, 
narrower junctions, improvements to the poorly 
maintained and underused public park and 
tackling dog dirt were all big issues for residents. 
Funded by Sustrans and Fife Council, the 
Pathhead Street Design project began in 2012. 
The project works with the local community, 
an artist and an urban designer/community 
worker to address these issues and make the 
neighbourhood a safer and more welcoming 
place for walkers, cyclists and local residents. 
It is the third and largest street design project 
of its kind in Kirkcaldy and forms part of ‘Make 
Your Move Kirkcaldy’ a town-wide project that 
encourages residents to walk, cycle and take 
public transport. The project is facilitated and 
funded by Sustrans and the Local Authority, but 
driven by the local community. Sustrans project 
officers and the project artist went door to door 
to invite residents to a multiple community 
design events where they had the opportunity 

to map out a vision for their neighbourhood. 
Parallel sessions were also run with pupils at 
Pathhead Primary School. Suggestions from 
the event was translated into design options 
and then presented to the community for 
further feedback. The results are widened 
pavements in the park, junctions reduced in 
size and planted up with grass and trees on 
local streets. Colourful flower motifs designed 
by a local artist have appeared on the sides of 
local houses, street signs, on walls and on the 
side of the electricity substation on the local 
park. Thermoplastic discs (white circular, plastic 
discs which have been embedded into the 
road surface) form patterns on the road. The 
intention is to help create a distinct, colourful 
identity for the neighbourhood that grabs 
the attention of drivers causing them to slow 
down.  In the local park, pathways have been 
improved, new lighting installed and colourful 
signs point the way. Portraits of local dogs can 
be found on newly-installed dog bins. The aim 
is to encourage responsible use of the park by 
dog owners and to encourage more people 
to use the park as a route to school and a 
recreational area.

Case Study: Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing Winner

Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy
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Pathhead Street Design Project
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Ballymena, in Northern Ireland, is fiercely proud 
of its reputation as a shopping destination. It 
has a high proportion of independent retail 
outlets and is one of the biggest retail hubs 
outside of Derry and Belfast. The town centre 
is relatively compact, readily walkable and is 
surrounded by a number of parks. The town 
may buzz by day but at night, it is a different 
story. ‘The shutters go down’ and it becomes 
‘like a ghost town’ according to residents. 
‘Shutters Up Night’ was devised to bring some 
life back into the town at night by creating a 
friendlier, welcoming environment.

The initiative is led by the Ballymena Arts 
Partnership, a voluntary forum of local arts 
activists who act as an advisory group to 
Ballymena Borough Council, working closely 
with the local traders group, Ballymena Town 
Centre Development, The Braid Arts Centre, the 
police and Ballymena Retailers against crime. 
The aim was to bring the town centre alive 
with a range of events and things to look at, 
bringing a new confidence to Ballymena town 
centre and inspiring change. Events included: 
‘a ladies lock in’ in the local shopping centre, 
a Ballymena Heritage walk, street theatre, 
live music, vintage cars and free ‘bones and 

biscuits’ for dog walkers.  Physical changes 
where already evident in the run up to the 
night. Shutter art started appearing on shutters 
and empty retail premises were painted to look 
like they were occupied.

‘Shutters up Night’ followed the success of 
the Ballymena Arts Partnership’s ‘Creative 
Citizens Programme, an arts programme that 
turns the spotlight on local citizens and the 
Borough of Ballymena. Rather than bringing 
outside artists and performers into Ballymena, 
the programming was instead designed by the 
local community. The programme included a 
local male voice choir, several dance schools, 
community design projects and even a group of 
enthusiastic knitters (who ‘craft-bombed’ The 
Braid Arts Centre). The programme also spilled 
out into the town centre – sculptures popped 
up in unusual places, a debate pod appeared in 
a local park and a harpist performed in a high 
street gentleman’s barber shop. The ‘Creative 
Citizens Programme’ and ‘Shutters up Night’ 
grabbed national headlines, bringing positive 
attention to the Borough and encouraging new 
groups of citizens to come forward and take 
part in the cultural life of Ballymena.

Case Study: Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing Winner

Ballymena Arts Partnership – Shutters Up Night
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Ballymena Arts Partnership
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Belville Community Gardens sits on 
Serpentine Walk high up over Greenock 
with spectacular views out across the Clyde 
towards Helensburgh. Until recently, the site 
was occupied by three blocks of high-rise flats. 
The flats were demolished in 2013 and Belville 
Community Garden and POD (a converted 
shipping container) now provide a new public 
space for local residents. The high-rise flats had 
previously provided very little open green space 
for residents and the newly-cleared site was 
an opportunity to change that. With support 
from River Clyde Homes Belville Community 
Association put in an application to the Big 
Lottery to transform the derelict site into a 
garden that could be enjoyed by the whole 
community and that would provide residents 
who had never before had the opportunity – 
with a space to grow vegetables and flowers. 
With the Lottery funding the Association were 
able to employ a full-time member of staff 
to help develop the site, plant wild flowers 
and native trees and construct the POD and 
beds. The garden is a place where adults and 
children have the opportunity to learn about 
horticulture and the local environment and it 
is also a versatile public space that is available 
for a range of community activities from 

Tai Chai to theatre and art lessons. It may 
even help kick-start new economic activity 
in the area. Inspired by Gaudi’s Park Guell in 
Barcelona a serpentine wall which will contain 
a seating area (looking over the water) and 
a giant serpent’s head is under construction. 
The hope is that the serpentine wall will not 
only be an attractive place to sit, but may 
also attract tourists bringing new economic 
activity into the local area. The wall will be 
decorated by mosaics designed by local school 
children. Tiles from the old high-rise flats are 
being recycled as part of the project creating 
a link between old and new and, with the help 
of a local sculptor community members are 
learning how to construct and decorate the 
wall. Prisoners from HM prison Greenock on 
work placements are also helping out with the 
construction of the wall. For the prisoners, this 
is a chance for to contribute to a project that 
they might ordinarily be excluded from and 
a vital step towards integrating back into the 
community. The reaction to the garden has 
been overwhelmingly positive, those involved 
are immensely proud of their achievements and 
the confidence of community members has 
steadily grown as the project has progressed.

Case Study: Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing Winner

Belville Community Garden, Greenock
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Belville Community Garden
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Macara’s Park sits on the edge of Denny Town 
Centre. The land is owned by the Church of 
Scotland but was donated to the people of 
Denny by the Reverend Macara at the turn of 
the 20th century. In the first half of the 20th 
century, it was a popular local park – with 
swings, a paddling pool and a roundabout. By 
the 1990s, however, the park had fallen into 
disrepair and the last of the play equipment 
had been removed. Today, all that remains 
is grass and a disused track. The park does, 
however, provide an alternative link from the 
quiet residential area to the west of the site 
- a mix of social housing and private renters 
– to the town centre. Four years ago, a small 
group of local residents from the area formed 
Macara’s Park Tenant’s Residents Association. 
Their initial motivation was to tackle anti-social 
behaviour, littering, dog fouling and speeding 
cars on local streets. The Association were 
well supported by the local authority and 
community police officers and even won a local 
award for their efforts. 
Buoyed on by their success their attention 
turned to the underused Macara’s Park. The 
group was successful in securing a small 
amount of funding from the local authority. 

This allowed them to buy some sports 
equipment for regular sports nights at the 
park and for the first time in a long time, 
local residents began to use the park in the 
evenings. It was clear, however, that more could 
be done. A fun day was held in the park and 
residents were encouraged to visit a special 
booth and write down what they would like 
to see in the park. Ideas included a sensory 
garden and paddling pool, but top of the 
list was a cycle track that would allow young 
children to practise road safety skills in a safe 
environment. Residents were particularly keen 
on this idea, as new cycle routes are being 
developed on local streets as part of a wider 
programme of regeneration in Denny. The 
group is now working with the local authority 
and contractors on the Beauly-Denny power 
line to take up the old track and replace it with 
a new cycle path. They have plans to paint the 
walls of an old substation that backs onto the 
park with colourful images and to improve the 
appearance and amenity of the park with new 
seating and planting. The aim is to transform 
a neglected piece of green space into a lively 
community space once again.

Case Study: Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing Winner

Macara’s Park TRA 
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Macara’s Park
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Auchencairn is a small village in Dumfries 
and Galloway. For many years, the village 
was divided in two by a substantial area of 
boggy agricultural land bounded on one side 
by a burn. When the land came up for sale, 
the Auchencairn Initiative (a community 
organisation established by Auchencairn 
Community Council to carry out capital 
works and raise funds in the village) seized 
the opportunity to purchase the land for the 
community. A bridge was built over the burn 
and steps installed on the other side of the 
land linking the two halves of the village for 
the first time. Allotments were also established 
on the site. However, community members 
saw further potential in the scrubland 
and following a meeting at the town hall, 
Auchencairn Community Garden Group was 
born and grander plans for a community 
wildlife garden began. The group were lucky 
enough to be successful in their application to 
the Beechgrove Community Garden Initiative 
which gave them access to garden designer, 
some seed corn funding and the publicity of 
the programme. The real hard work and drive, 
however, came from within the community. 
Support for the project from within the local 
community was impressive with high turnouts 
at weekend work days to clear the site and 
donations from local businesses, artists and 
craftspeople. Activities on site have included: a 

dyking workshop for local young people run by 
a local dyker (and the creation of a new seating 
area and compost bins); a bug hotel workshop 
for local children; the creation of a bog garden 
and meadow area planted up with donated 
plants from the village; an edible forest garden 
(residents are encouraged to pick their own); 
the ‘discovery area’ – a wooden play area for 
children sculpted by a local chainsaw artists 
and a willow arbour and seating area by a local 
willow sculptor. Food for the workdays has been 
supplied by the local pub (which backs on to 
the garden) and the local nursery has offered 
significant discounts on materials. There has 
also been support from local elected members 
and the local authority. Plans for the future 
include the construction of a new sheltered 
outdoor classroom made from sustainable 
materials on the site. The once neglected 
area is now a thriving community garden with 
regular through traffic. It provides an off-road 
route to school for school children and a safe 
place to play. It’s a space in which community 
members have been able to learn new skills. 
Most of all however the community garden 
activity has brought together community 
members for the first time, new friendships 
have been forged and previously isolated 
members of the community have had an 
opportunity to socialise and participate.

Case Study: Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing Winner

Auchencairn Link-Park 
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Auchencairn Link-Park Garden
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5 The message from our winners

Our winning projects have each been creative 
with existing local assets: the positive things, both 
physical and social, that are already present in 
the community. In Ballymena, for example, this 
was a wealth of creative talent; in Kirkcaldy, an 
area of underused green space; and in Greenock, 
aspirations for space to grow vegetables.

Of course, it is not always easy for communities to 
identify existing local assets. Concerns about the 
quality of the local environment can loom large, 
and the social assets – the skills, interests and 
enthusiasm of local people may become clearer 
over time.

Our interviewees from the Pathhead Street Design 
Project suggest taking time at the beginning of 
the project to assess local ‘creative potential’, to 
identify existing green spaces and links that could 
be enhanced and developed, but also to look 
beyond the physical environment:

It’s a creative potential . . .  
you’re looking at the people that live there rather 

than just the physical structure, underpinning 
it, the vertical elements. The green spaces, the 

public spaces and the community. You’ve got to 
look at it as a holistic environment.

Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy

For Ballymena Arts Partnership, it was about 
taking the time to step outside their building and 
to view the local area with fresh eyes:

a) Build on existing assets and unlock local talent to animate local public spaces

The programme has taught us 
to step outside our normal working environment 
and explore the opportunities that exist within 
the space around us. We actively engaged with 

the spaces and tried to look at things from a 
different perspective. For example, we thought 
that the front of a building could be converted 
into an outdoor movie screening, plain metal 

railings could become a pop-up art gallery and 
empty shop units could be transformed into 

miniature drama theatres.
Ballymena Creative Citizens

In Auchencairn, the talents of local craftspeople 
have been used to create an aesthetically 
pleasing garden and enthusiastic amateurs 
have been given the space to develop specific 
areas of the garden such as the edible forest 
garden according to their particular interests. 
The group also described how the practical and 
problem solving skills of the local community have 
been tapped into to help the group overcome 
challenges along the way (and, indeed, come up 
with even better solutions).

… any problems we have 
surmounted them by working 

together – someone will come up 
with a solution.

…we have had a lot of help 
from a lot of people and we have all 

worked to our strengths.
Auchencairn Link-Park, Dumfries & Galloway 
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In Ballymena, the Creative Citizens programme 
has uncovered a wealth of talent, skills and 
creativity in the local community. All that was 
required was some encouragement, space, a 
little support and the profile provided by the Arts 
Festival.

… the majority of the events where 
people are coming back to us to say we want an 
event, can you give us space? … we unearthed 

a pool of hidden talent throughout the borough 
that we had no idea existed. Through social 
media and creative call-outs, we discovered 

numerous groups out there who were very keen 
to get involved with the programme, which 

helped build upon the local skills and creativity 
already thriving in the Borough and stood 

to further enhance the initial concept of the 
Creative Citizens Programme.

Ballymena Creative Citizens, Ballymena

Auchencairn Link-Park Garden

Ballymena ‘Shutters Up’ night
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Each of our winning projects has invested time in 
bringing all sections of the community into the 
project – often in creative and surprising ways. 
This is a critical element of community-led design 
and this empowerment process alone is important 
in delivering improved wellbeing.

In Ballymena, for example, a ‘nomadic’ sculpture 
created a stir by popping up overnight in unusual 
locations, such as in the pond or in the school 
playground.

In Pathhead, local dog walkers in a neglected park 
were offered the opportunity to have their dog’s 
portrait drawn by a local artist. The portraits of 
the dogs then appeared on dog bins, encouraging 
people to take pride in the park.

In Belville, children with social and behavioural 
needs are being given one-to-one time so that 
they have the opportunity to work with local 
artists and contribute to the serpentine wall.

…for me, it’s keeping the doors 
open, the aim is (again) to integrate 

these children into projects that 
they would never see.

Belville Community Garden, Greenock 

b) Get people excited and engaged 

In Auchencairn, the emphasis was on the social 
aspect of the community garden. So ‘Work days’ 
are as much about socialising, eating lunch and 
spending time together as making progress on 
the site and everyone in the village is invited and 
made welcome.

Of course, bringing in all sections of the 
community is not always easy and balancing the 
needs and aspirations of different sections of 
the community can be difficult. For our projects, 
however, the investment has been worth it. 

Community engagement is  
absolutely key. Taking the community with you, 

giving them the project so they can make it their 
own because it’s very important – we don’t live 
here, the community does. The process needs to 
feel that the community has driven the process 
to get what ends up on the ground. Then that 

way it’s not seen as something that’s been 
foisted or imposed on them, it’s something that 

they’ve engaged in to make happen 
and that is very important…

Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy
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Belville Community Garden

Ballymena ‘Shutters Up’ night

One of the challenges we faced was getting 
people to buy into the philosophy we were trying 
to create, inspire them to explore their creativity 

and engage with the arts, especially those 
people in the community who might otherwise 
avoid it. One of the more obscure projects we 

took on was putting a harpist in an old fashioned 
men’s barbershop, which has existed in the town 

for years. The idea was to create a contrast 
between older gentlemen, who were mostly 

regular clientele having their weekly haircut, and 
a classical musician playing the harp in a ball 
gown, a concept which is unusual in terms of 

the perceived demographic of both. At first, the 
barber shop and clients where a little reluctant, 
but by the end, they loved the idea and really 

enjoyed the whole experience.
Ballymena Creative Citizens

… we knocked on every single  
door of the houses and gave them a postcard 

invite to the event. On the back of the 
postcard, there are some questions about the 

neighbourhood and we asked them to fill those 
in and send those back or bring them back to us. 
So that gave us a bit of feedback about the area, 

but we also got people’s details and bit 
of an opportunity to see what 

the flavour was really.
Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy
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c) Boost capacity with partnerships

Sufficient capacity is vital. Most of our winning 
projects have been fortunate enough either to be 
able to employ their own paid members of staff 
or the staff time of partner organisations.

There’s no way you could do this 
without being paid, no way. You couldn’t ask 

a community group to take on the project 
management of something like this … it eats 

into personal time …
Belville Community Garden, Greenock

 
Belville Community Association, for example, have 
been able to employ a project co-ordinator with 
the help of Lottery Funding and this has been 
invaluable. Applying for funding and meeting 
funders’ requirements can however be hard work. 
The Community Association were fortunate to 
be supported by the local housing association 
River Clyde Homes who assisted with the funding 
application, ongoing project monitoring and 
support for the paid staff member (the newly 
established Belville Community Trust will shortly 
take on this role).

‘I think it was very difficult [to get funded] … 
Belville Community Association, they are the 

people that wanted it to happen, 
but it couldn’t have happened without River 

Clyde Homes …
Belville Community Garden, Greenock

Similarly, Macara’s Park TRA have had good 
support from the local authority which has helped 
ease the burden of applying for funding. Although 
as our interviewee outlines below, it remains a 
time-consuming process.

… it’s time consuming. I’m the 
secretary now and I work practically full time.  

I’ve got four kids and two dogs and a husband. 
So sometimes, I’m just, like, really knackered. I 

have ,like, full-time tasks in these funding things, 
you know . . . and you’re, like, checking you’ve got 
your bank things right. Aye, it’s a rewarding thing, 

you get it, and you can see things progressing, 
but at the time I’m just like, oh I’ve got to do one 

of these applications.
Macara’s Park TRA, Denny 

… it’s been quite good, because 
Falkirk Council, they have got [staff member’s 
name] there who is really good. She will send 

me quite a lot of links because she knows about 
the group, and she will send me a wee link and 
say here’s a few contacts, you know, and came 
up with this funding source. I [can] phone her 

up and say, this one looks really big and I don’t 
know if I’ll be able to fill it out, because I just 

think some of them are so complicated.
Macara’s Park TRA, Denny 
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There is, of course, a crucial balance to strike 
between a supportive partner that works with 
the community to realise their ambitions and a 
partner that ‘does things to’ the community. In 
Pathhead, the local authority has adopted an 
enabling role:

… from the local authority’s point 
of view.  It’s almost like you want to be a silent 

partner that’s enabling 
the thing to happen.

Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy 

(interviewee from the Local Authority)

For the Pathhead Street Design project, forming 
a partnership with the local authority that 
crossed traditional departmental boundaries was 
particularly beneficial. 

… some of the money that’s come 
into it has been quite good. It’s not just from 

transportation, the neighbourhood services has 
been quite substantial.  So it’s a really good 

blending … looking not just at the roads, but 
also physical structure for buildings basically and 

green space, that’s good.
Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy 

… from a council prospect 
it’s not just been about the physical measures 

that have happened with the road network, 
there’s also what’s happened down in the park 
and the likes of the mural and whatnots there. 

Then the school estate.
Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy 

(interviewee from the Local Authority)

Once you start working 
everyone else jumps in . . .

Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy 

Reflecting on their experiences in Pathhead, 
our interviewees told us that in the future, they 
would be aiming to create even closer working 
relationships in future projects:

… the design person embedded 
in our [the local authority] design team slightly 
earlier so the designed ideas that were coming 

out of the community and through that designer. 
It was looking at the practicalities of how we 
deliver that on the ground. Things like the gas 

main issue . . . those unknowns would have been 
known earlier had that 

process been tidier.
Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy 

(interviewee from the Local Authority)
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While physical transformation is undoubtedly a 
key milestone for our winning projects, for many, 
looking at how the life of the project can be 
sustained – how these improved public spaces 
can continue to be places that improve and 
sustain personal and community wellbeing – is 
of equal importance. In Greenock, for example, 
local people are being taught how to build the 
serpentine wall as it is constructed, learning new 
skills that will allow them to maintain and develop 
the sculpture over time. The aspiration is that 
the serpentine wall will not only provide pleasure 
to local residents, but will also serve to attract 
tourists, helping provide a long-term economic 
boost to the area. Similarly, the Community 
Association is looking into renewable energy 
options which may help supply ongoing revenue 
for community activity.

There’s a new wind farm being developed up 
the hill in Greenock.  So we have links to 20/20 

renewables. So from a business perspective and 
… for me, that’s a really good opportunity …

And the cruise ships that come into Greenock 
are central because they want to use us as 
somewhere to come and visit, [run] stalls or 

farmers’ markets from here, they will have that 
circled on their list of places to visit, 

not just the gardens.
Belville Community Gardens, Greenock 

d) Aim for long-term sustainability

In Ballymena, this meant resisting the temptation 
to do too much and instead providing appropriate 
support so that the local performers learnt from 
the experience and gained the confidence and 
ability to do more. 

Of course you want to help 
in any way you can and you want things to be a 
success for those involved, but you also need to 
take a step back and allow them the freedom to 
learn and grow for themselves. The best way for 
them to grow is to act in a supporting role and 

let them improve and develop 
from their own experiences, 
both positive and negative.

Ballymena Creative Citizens, Ballymena 

And, in Auchencairn, most of the garden 
and facilities have been constructed by local 
community members. Community workshops 
on dry stone dyking (for local young people), 
on permaculture and on shingling not only 
provide community members with new skills and 
experiences, but allow them to be actively in the 
maintenance and upkeep of the space.
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Recognition – whether this be through 
the Carnegie Prize and other awards and 
nominations, or support from influential 
individuals – has been important to our winners. 
It provides a welcome boost to community 
confidence – keeping communities enthused and 
motivated and offering them a chance to look 
back and reflect on their achievements.

It’s great to get recognition for 
the hard work that has been invested in the 

programme and it gives everyone who took part 
a sense of ownership and creates a legacy to 
build on for the future.  When you win awards 
and it gets coverage in the local press it makes 
people realise they are living in a community 

that is full of creative and talented people, and 
they are part of that.

Ballymena Creative Citizens, Ballymena 

In Auchencairn, one of the group spoke about 
the pride he felt whilst at a Scottish Wildlife Trust 
meeting in another part of Scotland to discover 
that others at the meeting had heard about the 
community garden activities in his village.

e) Recognition is important

It’s put the village on the map. 
I went to a Scottish Wildlife Trust meeting on 

Tuesday – people had heard about what we were 
doing – from Castle Douglas and from further 

afield –  they were lending their support –  
it’s infectious – it’s spread.

Auchencairn Link-Park Garden, Dumfries & Galloway 

Support and recognition has also helped open 
doors and leverage in additional in kind or 
monetary support for the project. In Auchencairn, 
for example, the group are now much more 
confident about applying for additional funding. 
They believe that their award have helped mark 
their project as credible and worthy and has 
helped them successfully bring in new funding.

In Kirkcaldy, having the backing of local politicians 
was helpful in getting proposals through Council 
committee processes. 

… getting the local politicians to 
come and support. Those guys were particularly 
supportive and came to the events and helped 

with professional issues and all that.  
They, kind of, lent their weight to the project,  

so that was good …
Pathhead Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy 
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6 Recommendations

1. Recognise the importance of high-quality 
community-led public spaces in national 
and local performance frameworks

It is critical that the cross-cutting role that well-
designed public spaces can play in improving a 
number of fundamental aspects of our wellbeing 
is recognised and championed by national and 
local government. What we measure matters39. 
To ensure sufficient priority is given to improving 
public spaces, it is vital that access to quality 
public space is given due recognition within 
government performance frameworks at both 
national and local level. In addition, there may 
be merit in overall responsibility to improve 
access to quality public space being cited as an 
explicit responsibility within one cabinet member 
portfolio, to encourage greater strategic focus 
and priority on this issue. In Scotland, a new 
Place Standard is currently under development. 
We welcome this initiative and opportunities 
for using the new Standard to strengthen how 
public policy measures and values access to 
quality public space must be closely examined. 
There may be opportunity for governments from 
other jurisdictions of the UK to learn from this 
experience.

2. Make it easier for communities to access 
funding

A clear message from our Prize Winners was just 
how difficult and time consuming it is to access 
funding for public space improvement projects. 
To help communities, particularly communities 
in deprived areas (who we know already live in 
the most poor quality environments), access 
the necessary economic resources to deliver 
change in their local area two key things 
are required. Firstly, relevant funding pots: 
national and local government should work 
together with independent funders to identify 
and promote funding opportunities for public 
space improvement projects. This could be 
new, dedicated funding streams – rather like 
the Scottish Government Change Funds or the 
Northern Ireland Space and Place funding – or 
widening existing schemes to encourage public 
space development activities. Alongside this, 
communities – particularly those in deprived 
areas – must also be able to access support and 
guidance in applying for relevant funding and 
managing that funding when it is received. 

How can we support the emergence of more community-led projects like these? In England, Wales and 
Scotland legislation such as the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill is opening up new rights for 
communities but how can we ensure that community-led public space improvements projects like these 
are the norm rather than the exception? Drawing on learning from our Carnegie Prize for Design and 
Wellbeing winners, these are our five key recommendations for public policymakers, to enable more 
communities to enjoy excellent public spaces that improve wellbeing:
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3. Put quality public spaces at the centre of 
town centre regeneration 

We know that quality public spaces can play an 
important role in neighbourhood regeneration 
and town centre performance. Community-led 
public space improvement should therefore 
be a priority action within any town centre 
regeneration strategy. Town Centre managers 
and local authorities should actively engage 
local communities in the design, improvement 
and ongoing development of town centre public 
spaces.

4. Be creative and just say ‘yes’

Local government and other local public sector 
bodies should seek to play an enabling role in 
public space improvement. Creativity should be 
encouraged – not only in the development of the 
public space, but also in community engagement 
(see the examples from Guelph, Christchurch 
and Copenhagen in Section 3). The aim should 
be for local government to play the role of ‘silent 
partner’ – actively supporting, facilitating and 
removing barriers to community-led change. The 
default position should be to ‘just say yes’.

5. Recognise public space improvement as 
a central component to a preventative 
approach to health inequalities and wider 
inequalities

The WHO recognise that to a large extent it is 
factors such as ‘where we live, the state of our 
environment, genetics, our income and education 
level, and our relationships with friends and 
family’ that have an impact on health, ‘whereas 
the more commonly considered factors such as 
access and use of health care services often have 
less of an impact.’40  As we have seen, our local 
environment and public spaces have an important 
influence on these aspects of our lives. We 
have also seen that there is a strong social and 
economic gradient in access to good quality local 
environments and public spaces. The creation 
of quality public spaces in partnership with local 
communities should therefore be seen as a key 
component of a shift toward a more preventative 
approach to public health and to tackling 
wider inequalities. The NHS and public sector 
partners should explore opportunities to scale 
up and roll out more community led public space 
improvement projects like these in partnership 
with the third sector.
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