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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a 
mission to improve the quality and equality of everyday 
places by building the public sector’s capacity for 
proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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MEANINGFUL MEANWHILE:  
Testing new uses for underused public 
spaces to raise long-term ambitions  
  
 
This Case Study focuses on a meanwhile use project which 
was developed as part of two year-long placements in 
Westminster City Council between April 2018 - March 2019, and 
April 2019 - March 2020 respectively. The meanwhile 
intervention took place in 2019 and was part of a wider 
regeneration strategy for the Harrow Road area. The Case 
Study may be useful as a precedent for other Authorities both 
inside and outside of London who are seeking to develop 
meanwhile use projects to create temporary or short-term 
value from underused or unused land and buildings as a 
catalyst for longer-term change and regeneration. 
 
 
CONTEXT 
The Co Mooring project is part of the Harrow Road Place Plan, 
a strategy aimed at delivering immediate and long-term 
improvement in one of the most deprived districts in the City of 
Westminster.1 Since 2018, Westminster City Council (WCC) 
has been working with residents and stakeholders to produce 
the Place Plan, highlighting the critical importance of 
revitalising the area’s high street and better connecting it to 
untapped assets, such as the Grand Union Canal, to create a 
neighbourhood that maximises its potential for social value.  
 
The success of the Place Plan is centred upon the successful 
delivery of four key objectives that have been identified through 
stakeholder and community engagement:  
— To create a 21st century high street 
— To improve access to public open space 
— To benefit from future development opportunities 
— To ensure a socially sustainable future 
 
 
THE MEANWHILE USE PROJECT 
As part of the wider Place Plan, the Co Mooring project was 
set up to address the objective of improving access to public 
open space and was used to test initial thinking around an 
emerging canalside strategy. This would deliver a network of 
well-designed, attractive and welcoming public spaces where 
people would be keen to spend time, having potential to deliver 
significant benefits to communal health and wellbeing.  
 

 
1  Westminster City Council, Harrow Road Place Plan  

http://www.harrowroad.org/
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The project was developed in 2019 by WCC with the London 
Festival of Architecture and Canal and River Trust (CRT). A 
design competition selected a winning proposal which was 
delivered as part of the 2019 London Festival of Architecture. 
The design consisted of a temporary public realm intervention 
that created an experimental section of towpath aimed at 
‘increasing public interest and engagement with the canal, 
highlighting the opportunities that revitalising this vacant 
stretch of towpath can offer the Harrow Road community’.2  
 
The intervention both tested and shaped a wider canalside 
strategy focused on the Harrow Road district and was used to 
gather evidence for decision-making and funding pledges as 
well as to engage and gain trust from the community. 
 
 
  

 
2  Westminster City Council, The Co Mooring Project  

https://harrowroad.org/objectives/public-space/london-festival-of-architecture-competition/
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The Grand Union Canal towpath beneath the flyover before the Co Mooring 
intervention. 
 
 
KEY CHALLENGES 
The team identified a series of challenges that the project 
should consider and aim to address: 
 
1. Poor health and wellbeing in the community. 
The three wards that make up the Harrow Road are among the 
most diverse in London and fall within the top 10% most 
deprived wards in England. High deprivation levels impact on 
the health and well-being of the population, with only 47% of 
people living locally considered to be in very good health and 
child obesity levels above the London average. Given that the 
population in the area is relatively young, with 19.3% under 15 
years of age, these figures make the situation even more 
concerning. 
 
2. Limited canalside accessibility. 
These public health issues are exacerbated by a recognised 
deficiency of public open space, with local assets, such as the 
canal, either inaccessible, unwelcoming or under-used. The 
canal network owned by CRT within London has over 100km of 
hidden potential and while some areas have seen major 
transformation, others – such as in the Harrow Road area – 
are still awaiting opportunities to be unlocked, with their 
environmental assets and ability to improve health and 
wellbeing not yet truly accessible to the local community. 
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3. Lack of trust from the community. 
Reaching, engaging and gaining trust from the Harrow Road 
community has been a key challenge, and essential to deliver 
projects that meet the community’s needs and ambitions. As a 
deprived area for many years and with many residents 
considering the area to be forgotten by the Council, at first the 
local community reacted with caution to WCC’s interest in 
improving the area. Ensuring that local community voice was 
represented in the project was considered the only way to gain 
trust and achieve a successful outcome.  
 
4. Low expectations. 
The selected project area sits on a towpath stretch alongside 
the Grand Union Canal overshadowed by the Westway, a 
place plagued by fly-tipping and litter disposal and considered 
unsafe, underused and neglected. It was used mostly by cyclist 
commuters, runners and walkers but had almost no recorded 
dwelling activity and had poor access from the surrounding 
streets. Raising the ambition for transformation of the area was 
important, as expectations initially concerned only the 
maintenance aspects, which alone could not address the 
existing challenges. 
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The Co Mooring intervention, showing the potential of the place for 
alternative uses. 

 
 
ACTIONS 
To deliver immediate change through a meanwhile use project, 
WCC ran a design competition with the London Festival of 
Architecture from February to April 2019, selecting a winning 
proposal that demonstrated the potential to engage with 
stakeholders and inform permanent solutions for the canalside 
area.  
 
1. Bringing multiple stakeholders together. 
The land ownership along the canal is complex, including 
Canal and River Trust, Network Rail, TfL and private 
landowners. The project was initiated as an attempt to bring 
these groups together, to demonstrate the shared benefits that 
could be unlocked and to provide meaningful benefits to the 
local community. The Co Mooring team won the competition 
with plans to involve local people in the design process and to 
co-curate a programme of events during the Festival, 
connecting boating communities to local neighbourhood 
stakeholders.3 WCC undertook a period of intense stakeholder 
engagement alongside this to promote the project to 
landowners. 
 
2. Showing the place potential. 
A one-month temporary intervention comprised a colourful 
winding path along a 30m stretch of the canal towpath beneath 

 
3  The Co Mooring proposal was developed by a design collective 

consisting of COMPENDIUM + Studio Yu + tomos.design + WYD. 
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the Westway Flyover and adjacent to a Network Rail boundary 
wall. The wooden, red-decked path combined with integrated 
planters and seats slowed down cyclist speeds across the site 
and created new dwelling areas to support engagement 
activities and events.  
 
3. Proposing community activities. 
Engagement activities and events were co-curated by WCC, 
the project team and a local community events organiser. The 
strategies for involving multiple stakeholders included:  
— allowing extended mooring periods for community boats;   
— proposing events and activities from local groups and artists 

(music, arts, sports):   
— a series of co-design workshops focused on different age 

groups and interests. 
 
4. Evaluating the process. 
Alongside these actions, the team developed an evidence-
based analysis of the site and its users, both before and during 
the period of the intervention. This included collection and 
analysis of qualitative data (110 participant surveys) and 
quantitative data (moving and stationary counts on 11 different 
days, on site and on adjacent locations). Different user profiles 
provided the team with feedback and opinion on the project’s 
impact and achievements. People counts provided a snapshot 
of the activities taking place on the canalside on different days 
(walking, running, cycling, standing, seating etc).   
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The Co Mooring project during a music event. 

 
 
OUTCOMES 
From the one-month meanwhile intervention, the team could 
identify a series of expected and unexpected outcomes: 
 
1. A change in perception. 
— Positive perceptions of the canal increased tenfold over the 

course of the month. 
— The number of people feeling unsafe in the space reduced by 

91%; 
— Positive words used to describe the canalside increased by 

150%; 
 
2. A change in canalside use. 
The temporary intervention on the canalside brought a change 
in the number of people dwelling in the space, especially when 
there were events and programmed activities. Before the 
intervention, almost no one would dwell for any length of time 
in the area. During some of the music events, over 30 people 
were recorded simultaneously. On non-event periods, there 
were many times when at least a few people used the seats 
and took photos in the area, a very different scenario to before 
the intervention. 
 
3. Raised ambitions for the long-term vision. 
The intervention was key to raising long-term ambitions for 
canalside improvement, with conversations moving from 
concerns with litter and the misuse of the space before the 
project, to aspirations for community amenities, café/bars and 
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seating areas similar to those tested during the temporary 
intervention. 
 
4. Improved community trust and user’s approval.  
The intervention has helped gain community trust, with a 
number of individuals and community groups expressing an 
interest in getting involved in ongoing Place Plan work and 
joining a working group to help co-produce a longer-term 
canalside strategy.  

 
5. Creation of a baseline data set. 
Data collected before and during this temporary intervention 
will be used as a baseline in the assessment of the 
transformations of more permanent interventions. The data is 
crucial to support future funding applications, to show the 
impact of the project and to inform the development of similar 
projects. This data has helped to shape the long-term vision for 
the area, informed conversations about future engagement 
activities for the wider project and will influence the decision-
making for future actions. 
 
6. Shaping the long-term vision. 
A key project outcome is informing and shaping the emerging 
canalside strategy within the wider Harrow Road Place Plan. It 
will consider the outcomes from the meanwhile intervention 
and how similar places in the area could be transformed in 
future to help achieve the Plan’s objectives. 
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LEARNINGS  
The project enabled learnings which have been transferred to 
other meanwhile projects in different settings within the City of 
Westminster, most notably the development of a ‘Three ‘Es’ 
methodology – ‘Envision, Engage, Evaluate’ – that has been 
used for a subsequent WCC project currently in development.4 
 
— Envision 
WCC team delivered a bold meanwhile project to change the 
towpath space beneath the flyover physically, stimulating 
different patterns of use through events and activation. This 
made it possible for the community and stakeholders to 
experience it in a different way, to reimagine the use of the 
area and drew attention to a complex social and environmental 
setting. 
 
— Engage 
At all stages, the WCC team collaborated with partners to 
deliver the project and made sure the various needs and 
ambitions of the multiple stakeholders were considered. The 
early involvement of the local community through steering 
group meetings for the Harrow Road Place Plan was key in 
defining this as a priority project whilst identifying challenges 
and opportunities to immediate delivery. At the same time, 
bringing external expertise for running the design competition –
involving landowners and setting a diverse judging panel that 
included local community members – was essential to the 
process of selecting a team that best understood the ambition 
and complexity of the project.  
 
— Evaluate 
The meanwhile project enabled data gathering and testing of 
the vision for a more lasting transformation of the canalside 
through a short-term intervention that enabled multiple positive 
outcomes and evaluation of the impact of project to support 
future funding bids and inform future decision-making. The task 
involved adapting existing methodologies to fit the unique 
canalside context, training the team and doing fieldwork data 
collection before and during the intervention. The greatest 
value of the project is the balance achieved between 
envisioning a new canalside, engaging stakeholders and 
evaluating the process to inform the long-term ambitions and 
strategy. 
 
When reflecting on the whole project process, a key learning 
for the WCC team has been having a plan for follow-on activity. 
While there was a clear sense of where the meanwhile project 
sits as part of a wider programme and of its value in unlocking 
 
4  London Festival of Architecture, 'Empowering Platforms: reimagine the 

Thames Riverfront’ design competition  

https://www.londonfestivalofarchitecture.org/westminster/
https://www.londonfestivalofarchitecture.org/westminster/
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longer-term ambitions, the team was potentially not ready to 
capitalise on the increase in public interest that the project 
brought. Findings were largely communicated via the project 
website and, in hindsight, hosting a community workshop 
would have been a more active way of sharing this, helping to 
build momentum and kick-start more focused discussions 
around longer-term opportunities. In the future, avoiding this 
‘down-time’ between completing a pilot project and setting the 
direction for the next phase of work should be minimised. 
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Meanwhile use projects are an established way for local 
authorities to trial new uses, create short-term value and 
opportunities for communities to take ownership of 
underused places. How these types of projects are 
planned in collaboration with communities, how they are 
delivered and evaluated, and their connection to longer-
term strategies is critical to their success.

This Case Study is based on work carried out during two 
year-long placements at Westminster City Council, in 
placeshaping roles. It reflects on the lessons learnt from 
delivering a meanwhile use project to create short-term 
impacts along an underused canalside, describing a 
three-stage approach to build a longer-term vision.

#CommunityEngagement #MeanwhileSpace 
#Regeneration 

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources



