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ABSTRACT

Back lane is part of cities that is often associated with unutilized issues, leading to
several environmental issues, safety problems and the low level of environmental
awareness and concerns on its care. Some cities have undertaken revitalization projects
through public art as part of the transformation. Therefore, the aim of this research is to
examine the revitalization process of an urban back lane through eco public art to
identify the steps involved in transforming the back lane, and how eco public art acts as
a medium to increase people’s environmental awareness. The case study selected is
Laman Seni 7, Shah Alam, which is an urban back lane that has been transformed
through eco public art. The research methods consist of asite inventory, semi-structured
interviews and survey questionnaires. Four key points summarize the revitalization
strategy. First, the revitalization process of Laman Seni 7 involved four main phases,
which are planning, designing, executing and programming. Second, public preferences
of the eco public art were found to be based on specific attributes from the aspects of
physical, social, material and message. Third, the findings reveal that eco public art
contributes to the increase of environmental education and environmental awareness
among the public. Finally, the research concludes that eco public art is indeed an
effective  medium for urban back lane revitalization. In conclusion, this research
contributes to the field of landscape architecture and urban design by recommending a
guideline on implementing eco public art for public space that can be adapted by the
local authority, designers and the community for back lane revitalization projects in the
future.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

In most developed cities in countries such as America, Australia, China, Japan,
Singapore and Malaysia, the lanes in between the rows of buildings have been an
essential part of the urban built environment. However, most of the back lanes in cities
and towns are often associated with underutilization, and they evoke a number of
negative images such as bad hygiene, disgusting, narrow and dark conditions
(Kakimoto, 2013; M. Tawil et al., 2013; Martin, 2001). In overcoming these issues,
some cities have formulated revitalization strategies through public art for back lanes
to transform into a quality public space by enhancing the function, environment and
people’s experience through social interaction and activities (Burgos & Sarkisian, 2013;
Fialko & Hampton, 2013; R. Adams, 2008; Ferreter, Lewis, & Pickford, 2008; Samadi
& Hasbullah, 2008).

This study focuses on the revitalization strategies of urban back lanes through
eco public art approaches in the Malaysian context. Back lane revitalization projects
aim to improve and create an effective public space for people. There has been
numerous revitalization strategies or approaches for back lanes that reconnects them to
the community (Ardis, 2014; Burgos & Sarkisian, 2013; Fialko & Hampton, 2013; R.
Adams, 2008). This revitalization approach has a close relation with the concept of
placemaking. Placemaking is not just the act of building or fixing up a space. It fosters
the creation of a public place where people feel a strong stake of communities and

commitment to make things better. It is not only about transforming urban back lanes



into a public space, but at the same time, creating a public place to uplift people’s
experience and help them to connect with each other (PPS, 2005). According to
Stenning & Somers, (2012) public art has potentials to be incorporated into the
revitalization strategies. Public art can beautify the back lanes and it can also become
an attraction. There are cities that have introduced the implementation of public art as
their revitalization strategies to offer a positive experience for people in the urban public

space (Fialko & Hampton, 2013).

1.2 BACKGROUNDOFSTUDY

In the built environment, back lanes are a part of the cities that generally function as
service routes. However, they are often associated with poor condition and lacking of
appropriate management (City of Birmingham, 2012; Yiwei, 2011). For more than 2000
years, the leftover narrow spaces in between rows of houses have functioned as a space
where neighbours communicate and interact, children play, infrastructure service
access, and other informal activities (Martin, 2001). However, in cities, back lanes are
often neglected by most of the public and the building owners. As a result of this, left
over space becomes underutilized. Issues that arise pertaining to back lanes cause the
space to be perceived as wasteful, unattractive, prone to crime, no maintenance, garbage
dumping area, and eventually leads to the low level of environmental awareness on back
lanes (Kakimoto, 2013; Martin, 2001; Beasly, 1997). Back lanes become a forgotten
space where no one seems to care, which is what attracts the problems.

In Malaysia, back lanes are required to fulfil the minimum distance between
buildings as set by the local authorities or government. According to the Back Lane
Planning Guidelines 2012 set by the Federal Department of Town and Country Planning

Peninsular Malaysia, under the Ministry of Urban Wellbeing, Housing and Local



Government (JPBD, 2012), the back lanes function as emergency routes for fire escape
and to allow fire engine to access. Not only that, the functions of back lanes are
generally used for utilities and infrastructure route, for instance, for drainage and
garbage collection, sewerage maintenance and sometimes act as the secondary network
for vehicular circulation. The effects of limited use of back lanes have resulted to the
environmental and social issues relating to human and their attitude towards urban back
lanes.

Within the last four years, issues of back lanes in the urban context, have been
regularly appearing in the local newspaper headlines. Among which are, “Sniffing out
a fatal habit” (Edwards, 2011), “Back lanes in Taipan Business Centre filled with
garbage” (Mustapha, 2013), “Petaling Street’s dirty condition turning many away”
(Teng, 2014) and “Dirty back alley in TTDI attracts rats” (Edward, 2014). The negative
image and perception of back lanes as a potential crime area, dirty, dark, smelly, and
full of disgusting elements are very concerning. Apparently, most of the building
frontage of the shops or offices may look nice and clean but the back lanes reveal a
different condition. This reflects the people’s behaviour and their low level of awareness
towards the environment and their responsibilities (Abdul-Wahab, 2008; Wong & Wan,
2004; Yuniato, 2012).

Back lane issues will affect not only the negative visual impact of the place and
the community’s health, but also the identity and the image of the city and its economic
development (Fialko & Hampton, 2013). Hence, the bad perception of back lanes
among the public should be changed. Advocates of the recent planning trend known as
‘new urbanism’ began an attempt to rchabilitate the back-alley as a streetscape-

enhancing strategy. Back lanes are seen to potentially contribute to the green lungs of



the city and can function as flexible spaces ( Lorinc, 2014; M. Tawil et al., 2013; Fialko
& Hampton, 2013; Martin, 2001).

Despite the negative views concerning the back lanes, this overlooked space
indeed has a lot of potentials in the built environment. Back lanes can contribute to 50%
additional space to a city, creating a new network for pedestrians Lorinc, 2014; Burgos
& Sarkisian, 2013; Fialko & Hampton, 2013). According to Kakimoto (2013), the urban
revitalization of back lanes in the United States is becoming widely recognized.
Successful revitalization of back lanes may bring many positive outcomes to the city,
which can contribute to the maximum and effective utilization of public space. Cities
such as Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth and Austin in Australia have also taken the actions
in transforming their lanes into a public space to catalyse growth and development
(Burgos & Sarkisian, 2013; Carmichael, 2011). In the Asian countries, back lane
revitalization is still at its infancy stage. Cities in Thailand, Singapore and Malaysia
have started to take initiatives towards revitalizing back lanes.

Back lane revitalization initiatives have also been done locally in Malaysia.
Local authority such as the Shah Alam City Council (SACC) has also taken some efforts
in transforming the back lanes in Shah Alam into vibrant space called ‘“Laman Seni
Shah Alam”, located in Section 2 and Section 7 commercial area. The former Mayor of
Shah Alam said that, the purpose of the project was to change the visual landscape of
the area, together aimed at changing the public’s perception. Similarly, the State
Government of Penang also improved some parts of the city by introducing street art
for the public to experience. The street art aimed to create a visual sense of belonging
to the city. In other example, Chinatown in Kuala Terengganu, had also implemented a
cultural approach in revitalizing the lanes in between the shop houses. This project was

also an initiative of Terengganu State Government. As a result, the left over space in



between the buildings were no longer a space without proper function nor is it for
garbage anymore. The lanes conditions are now clean, well-maintained and attractive.
These example show that the revitalization of back lanes have increased the efficient
use of urban space and changed the functions of back lanes into a public space.

The integration of public art in back lanes transformation projects are widely
implemented to create a social space for human activities. Recent studies and
revitalization projects concerning on the implementation of public art mostly emphasize
on creating a sociable and functional place (Adams, 2008). Public art also acts as a
medium of beautification to attract people. However, most of the artwork installations
are still lacking in considering the environmental approaches or values that can also
contribute to the urban quality of life (Colotti, 2008; Haley, 2005; Damon & Smithson,
1998). Therefore, there is a potential of “Eco public art” or ecological public artto be a
part of back lane revitalization. Eco public art integrates the concept of art and
ecological-friendly approaches as a means of developing awareness in improving
human relationship with nature, through visual arts and experience (Curtis, Reid, &
Ballard, 2012; Bower, 2011; Mantere & Naess, 1992; Robinson, 2008). The concept is
similar to other public art approaches but with different methods focusing towards
environmental awareness.

Although numerous back lane placemaking projects have been done locally and
internationally, however, there is not many studies that examine people’s experience of
the revitalized back lanes. Have the projects successfully changed the function of the
back lanes? How effective is it in contributing to change the public’s perception and
awareness on the back lanes? It is important to evaluate the extent to which this
revitalization approach is effective or not, so that planners and designers can further

improve on how we can revitalize back lanes into more functional places.





