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Give the suburbs
a place to gather

m Charles Wang's
tower idea is gone, but
not the chance to
create a great public
space at Nassau's Hub

BY FRED KENT AND
BENJAMIN FRIED

harles Wang's Lighthouse
Tower is off the table, but

Long Islanders who hope
to see a world-class public
space along the lines of New
York’s Rockefeller Center take
shape at the Nassau Hub need
not despair. Why? Because
when it comes to creating great
places that inspire the public,
it's the spaces between build-
ings — not the structures them-
selves — that matter most.

Think of Rockefeller Center
itself. The reason this spot is
beloved by both New Yorkers
and out-of-towners has little
to do with the soaring GE
Building at its center. Rather,
it's the wealth of activities
within Rockefeller Center’s
plazas that make it one of the
world's best public squares.
With bountiful window shop-
ping, seasonal flower displays,
rotating outdoor art exhibits
and comfortable seating
throughout — not to mention
the famous ice rink — Rock-
efeller Center has become a
gathering place of the highest
order.

More often than not, flashy,
iconic design gets in the way of
creating great public spaces, as
designers’ attempts to grab atten-
tion for their creations clash
with the common-sense princi-
ples that make a place comfort-
able for people to use. Frank Ge-
hry’s Disney Concert Hall in Los
Angeles, for instance, has re-
ceived raves from the architec-
tural press, but its bleak, blank
walls do nothing to instill public
life on surrounding streets. Itis a
deadening presence in the city,
exactly the opposite of what a
great public space should be. For
this reason, the demise of
Wang's tower is probably a bless-
ing in disguise.

ut the question remains:
Does a central gather-
ing place make sense in
a suburban setting like Nas-
sau County? The answer is:

“Yes — if done properly.”
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People who live in suburban
areas need places to come to-
gether and experience a
sense of community, just as
much as city dwellers do.
Since World War II, howev-
er, suburban developers have
neglected to incorporate plac-
es for public gathering. The
result has been the decline of
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what sociologist Robert Put-
nam calls “social capital,”
meaning that our connections
to neighbors and fellow citi-
zens, the glue of a democrat-
ic society, are coming un-
done. Great public spaces can
be forums where we regain
social capital. To get such
places to work in a suburban
context, you need an ap-
proach that differs from both
traditional urban centers and
the patterns of development
that have come to dominate
most suburbs.

ortunately, there are many

new models of suburban de-

velopment that Nassau
County leaders behind the Hub
redevelopment can learn from.
In Orange County next door to
Los Angeles, in San Mateo Coun-
ty south of San Francisco, in the
suburbs bordering Toronto, in
Montgomery County outside
Washington, D.C., and in towns
throughout New Jersey, a funda-
mental shift is taking place.
These suburban areas are forgo-
ing the usua] pattern of isolated,
single-use developments linked

Some older suburbs are creati
Spaces, such as the transit station plaza rendered above.
This solution would work well along Sunrise Highway at
LIRR stops. Redwood City, Calif., b&ow.

to once fading commercial areas by building housing on
top of stores and restaurants, a possible so*

Long Island strip malls. Rocltefclm
reminder that human-scale touches are more important
to the success of a public space than any iconic design.
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by crowded highways in favor of
something much more exciting
and liberating. They are building
town centers, turning ugly roads
into lively boulevards, and creat-
ing public spaces where people
actually want to go — over and
over again.

Like Nassau County, the Tor-
onto suburb of Mississauga is fac-
ing unprecedented growth and
development pressures; nearly
700,000 residents now inhabit
its spread-out neighborhoods,
Its downtown core consists of a
large shopping mall adjacent toa






