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Introduction 

Revealing Spaces set forth a challenge: to release the potential in citizens to drive change and 

improvement through enhancing their local knowledge of place. Places are a rich canvas of 

intertwined narratives, history, cultures and geography all which come together to tell a story of 

its past and present. These form rich layers of information that often lay hidden from our 

everyday consciousness as we go about our daily routines; we take for granted that everything 

in the story is well and ends well. Often this is not the case which is why having a better 

understanding of how our neighbourhoods function is vital if an equitable and sustainable future 

is to be secured. In this case study Revealing Space set forth to reveal the relevance of 

soundscapes in designing healthier places. 

 

Background 

The Crofton Park / Honor Oak Park 

Neighbourhood Forum are in the process of 

developing their neighbourhood development 

strategy, part of the process of neighbourhood 

planning. Neighbourhood planning is gaining 

momentum in the UK since its introduction in 

2011, part of the Localism Act (2011)1, as an 

avenue for local communities to express and 

plan the future development of their own local 

areas.  

A previous survey undertaken earlier in the 

year documented the key issues affecting the 

area. Interestingly, transport was the issue 

that most respondents (48.5%) were 

concerned about despite the area being 

considered as having good transport links. At 

the time of the survey, regular train delays 

were being experienced due to extensive 

engineering works affecting all lines into the 

area, placing this at the forefront of people’s 

minds and arguably masking the relative 

importance of other issues. Some also believe 

that generally the area isn’t necessarily 

suffering from any real issues, and as such, 

there is a general impassiveness with regards 

to collective neighbourhood action. Revealing 

Spaces set out to help the Forum map the 

neighbourhood to see if there was a different 

story to be told. The results are set out in an 

evidence-base report that will support the 

Forum in developing their neighbourhood 

plan. This particular report focuses on 

documenting the findings from a soundwalk 

that was organised earlier in the spring to 

record and understand the soundscape of the 

neighbourhood. 

Objectives 

Noise wasn’t necessarily something the 

neighbourhood highlighted as a key issue in 

the preliminary consultation. However, 

despite it being off the residents’ radar, the 

neighbourhood is dissected down the centre 
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by a very busy road (B218, a Transport for 

London (TfL) strategic route) as well as two 

railway lines either side forming more or less 

the bounding extremities of the 

neighbourhood. It would appear that whilst 

these transport corridors substantially 

contribute to noise pollution in the area, the 

iniquitousness of the noise makes it an 

accepted norm that is forgotten by citizens’ 

conscious memory. It wasn’t until participants 

on the soundwalk were asked to be present in 

the space and express all they could hear that 

suddenly the pervasive noise became 

significant notable sound. 

The proposed Brockley Corridor road 

improvement works provide an opportunity to 

tackle the traffic noise as well as air pollution 

in the area, however, the Local Authority’s 

proposals, currently fail to specifically address 

these issues, concentrating instead on road 

safety alone as a priority. Whilst road safety is 

an overt health and safety issue, it is necessary 

to consider the wider impacts on public safety 

including the more hidden, yet detrimental 

impacts of noise and air pollution affecting 

citizens health and safety on a daily basis. 

The soundwalk was organised on a Saturday 

morning on 11 April 2015. The purpose was 

four-fold: 

 To record the ambient sound. 

 To understand how / what 

soundscape elements contributed to a 

sense of place in this particular area. 

 To glean any insights towards 

developing actionable policies for the 

neighbourhood plan. 

 To make residents more aware of 

noise as a ‘hidden’ pollution factor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Methodology 

Going On A Soundwalk 

Recording soundscapes is not a new concept, 

yet it is not necessarily common practice in 

everyday urban planning and design processes 

in the UK. Soundscape analysis has tended 

instead to be academic and/or artistic in focus 

and has tried to understand people’s 

relationship between the sounds in the 

environment and their individual or collective 

perception, meaning of and behaviour 

towards these soundscapes.  

From Schaffer’s seminal works on soundscapes 

(Schaffer, 1977)2 through to more recent 

Government commissioned studies (DEFRA 

2009)3 , soundscapes have been shown to 

contribute to a sense of place and impact the 

health and wellbeing of people (Welch et al, 

2013)4. 

A transact was selected to broadly follow the 

route of the Brockley Corridor where road 

improvement works are being planned, 

stretching from Brockley Station (at Brockley 

Cross) all the way to the junction of 

Standstead Road (South circular). The route 

intertwined in and out from the main road to 

experience the different environments of the 

area.  

 

 

The walk was designed to take no longer than 

two hours. Around 15 participants took part 

on the walk including residents, locals to the 

area living within a mile and mostly quite 

familiar with the neighbourhood as well as a 

few visitors unfamiliar with the place. The walk 

was conducted as follows: 

Taking inspiration from the methodologies 

described by Anderson (2004)5 of ‘talking 

whilst walking’ and Carpiano’s (2009)6 ‘go-

along interviews’, reflections from participants 

were also recorded at three key stopping 

points along the route.  



All participants walked together in silence for 

about 15-20 minutes at a time in a slow 

walking pace. Participants were asked to pay 

particular attention to the way the area 

sounded as they walked in silence. This 

enabled reflective listening. Additionally it 

allowed the participants time to reflect and 

filter what they were hearing meaning that 

they were able to concentrate on the most 

striking sounds when it came to the 

discussions stage. It allowed each participant 

to also make a mental note of the specific 

locations along the route where they heard 

particular sounds, grounding their reflections 

to location.  

At each of the three stopping points a 

collective discussion followed about the sonic 

experience of the areas just walked through. 

The walk leader triggered the discussions with 

questions like ‘what was the dominant 

sound?’; ‘was there anything about moving at 

[a slow walking] pace which made you notice 

things differently?’; ‘do you think this area has 

a sound?’; ‘is there anything you could 

characterise as the sound of this 

neighbourhood?’ The rest of the discussion 

was self-generating by the group.  

Participants collectively shared their 

experiences and reflections on what they had 

heard.  

These ‘conversations in place’ achieved what 

Anderson (2004) described as generating a 

collage of collaborative recollection and 

knowledge which helped to distil the meaning 

of the ‘sense of place’ (i.e the unique social-

spatial-cultural characteristics of a place) 

through sound.  

 



Using Digital Tools to Communicate 

Soundscapes 

Whilst the walk itself offered a first-hand 

experience of the soundscape, the recordings 

were communicated to a wider audience by 

experimenting with three different locative 

media, being: 

 An interactive map using the online 

platform – Umapper. 

 A sonically augmented version of Google's 

Street View. 

 A smart phone app called Echoes which is 

a platform for making, sharing and 

experiencing geolocated content. 

These tools were chosen to be simple and 

freely available to use with the view of easily 

repeating the exercise if deemed useful  

The aim of this re-representation of the sound 

recordings was threefold: 

 To disseminate the findings to a wider 

audience, allowing them to participate in 

the experience and understanding of the 

soundscape.  

 To see how the use of digital technologies 

affected the way people engaged with 

place. 

 To test the effectiveness of these digital 

interfaces in revealing the soundscape as 

an alternative method to a soundwalk. 

The degree of personal immersion offered by 

each platform is different. UMapper and 

Google Street View were built and 

experienced remotely and used at two 

separate events with groups of local residents 

during the May/June 2015 engagement 

events. Echoes enables the soundwalk to be 

experienced within the site itself. At the time 

of writing, the content was not yet available to 

test and reflect on. Below is a description of 

each platform, whilst the subsequent sections 

details their effectiveness. 

 

Interactive UMapper Map 

UMapper allows audio content to be placed 

directly onto a map marking the exact location 

where it has been recorded. It also offers the 

advantage of several different map styles that 

users typically use for navigation. The sound 

recordings where cut to represent both the 

ambient sounds at a specific location together 

with the recorded reflections about the spot in 

question, thus creating an ‘experienced data 

point’. The recordings where selected based 

on the dominant themes that emerged 

through the conversations, is discussed further 

below. 
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Online location: 

http://www.umapper.com/maps/view/id/290533/ 

Augmented Street View 

Google’s Street View service was also 

experimented with to see whether it could 

replay the embodied experience and therefore 

trigger new local perceptions of everyday 

places and perhaps offer a half-way 

experience between the mapping platform 

and being in the space itself. 

Using the platform - 'Sounds of Street View' 

developed by a team working on behalf of 

Amplifon, a UK-based company who make 

hearing aids, the georeferenced audio files 

were mashed together with Street View. As 

the user moves around the Street View 

environment, the volume of each sound 

changes depending on the proximity to the 

point it has been located. The software does 

not add sounds to Googlemap's database, but 

rather imports the Googlemaps API. As such, 

‘Sounds of Street View’ can be hosted on a 

personal server or run off a computer with 

access to the internet. 

The interface allows the participant to move 

around the site at street level with the 

freedom of changing the point of view in three 

dimensions, giving the opportunity for the 

user to gain an experience of the site which is 

different from that offered by a flat map view. 

One thing to note is that the point of view 

offered by Street View is that of a car rather 

than a pedestrian. The user is constantly 

positioned in the centre of the road, which 

could be a disconcerting place to imagine 

oneself standing. 

 

Echoes 

Echoes is a fairy new digital platform which 

aims to bring geolocated sound content to the 

user, allowing them to experience the hidden 

past of a place through sound. This is 

http://www.umapper.com/maps/view/id/290533/
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potentially an interesting way to capture the 

changing nature of a places, in the same way 

that Bernie Krause, a composer and naturalist, 

had shown how climate change had impacted 

the biophony in San Francisco’s Sugarloaf 

State Park over a number of years (Krause, 

2015)7. Listening to the change, rather than 

just reading about it, makes the story of 

declining biodiversity more poignant and real.  

 



Soundscape Analysis 

Soundscape Themes 

Analysis of the participant reflections 

transcripts, using a trial version of Nvivo (a 

platform that allows you to analyse qualitative 

unstructured data) revealed a number of 

recurring dominant themes in the discussions. 

Participants repeatedly mentioned noticing 

sounds from people, or lack of them (9 

mentions); locally specific sounds, or a lack of 

locally specific sounds (8 mentions); the stark 

difference in sound level and concentration 

between the busy road and quieter side 

streets (6 mentions). The below figure 

represents the frequency of notable mentions 

by theme.  

 

 

Spatial inferences were also notable in the 

rhetoric used by participants during the 

collaborative periods of reflection. Specific 

geographical locations were repeatedly 

mentioned, such as the cemetery and 

shopping parade (3 mentions each), the 

exposed hilltop at Blythe hill Park (2 

mentions). More often however, sounds, 

despite being heard at specific locations where 

rolled up and attributed to generic location 

types, such as main roads (6 mentions) or 

quiet streets (7 mentions) as illustrated in 

Figure 4. 

 

Its important to note that the soundscape was 

not experienced in sensory isolation. Whilst 

participants were asked to concentrate on this 

one sensory experience, one participant did 

point out that it is impossible to exclude other 

senses, like smell (of chips outside the fish and 

chip shop or hair products outside the 

hairdressers) and visual. It could be argued 

that being made to focus on one sense 

heightened the participants’ awareness of the 

other sensory experiences of place. 



Soundscape Qualities 

Soundscape qualities have been categorised in 

many different ways, one being Berglund and 

Nilsson’s (2006)8 scaled descriptions of 

‘unpleasant to pleasant’, ‘chaotic to quiet’, 

‘boring to exciting’, etc. These can provide a 

framework for defining the quality of the 

soundscape. However, they can also be hard 

to translate into design interventions as often 

they are open to interpretation; one person’s 

view of ‘boring’ may be different to another. In 

the case of the Brockley Corridor soundscape 

walk, further sentiment analysis of the 

recorded free-flow discussions showed that it 

might be possible to derive a broader 

categorisation that can contribute to 

describing a sense of place. These categories 

have been derived as follows: 

 A unique or distinctive neighbourhood 

soundmark that conjures a sense of 

arrival. 

 Highly location specific soundmarks that 

define typical activity at a location. 

 General, typical everyday familiar ‘friendly’ 

sounds. 

 Collective sounds along a small stretch 

which created an ‘atmosphere’ of being in 

a particular category of a place. 

 Temporary transient sounds (one off or 

short-term) that would spark future 

memory recollections. 

 Pervasive and intrusive unpleasant sounds, 

typically described as nuisance unwanted 

noise. 

 Tranquillity sounds that evoked emotive 

language and affinity with the 

environment. 

The following sections endeavour to 

summarise these qualities: 

 

Unique Neighbourhood Soundscape 

Participants felt that the area as a whole did 

not really portray a unique overall sound that 

would immediately make the place 

recognisable and evoke a sense of arrival to 

the neighbourhood in the same way that 

Brixton town centre or Whitechapel market 

sound. Participants noted how the distinctive 

kettle-drums you hear at the weekend market 

in Brixton, or the bustling of people at 

Whitechapel market creates a familiar sonic 

landmark (or soundmark). Such places 

immediately identify themselves by their 

renowned sonic signature. The soundscape for 

Brockley on the other hand was described by 

participants in more general terms. 

Participants related their experience of place 

to the wider geographic area using terms such 

as a ‘quiet neighbourhood’ with a busy main 

road but equally quiet with typical residential 

sounds of playing files and bird song; arguably 

they could be describing any typical residential 

town in a city like London.  



Page 2 of 24 

“I didn’t hear anything unusual here - it’s not like 
I could hear your sound recordings and say oh 

yes this is Brockley, but I also don’t know 
Brockley so, I felt there could be something more 

unique”. 

When designers talk of creating a ‘gateway’ or 

sense of arrival, sound is never a factor that is 

considered. Whilst visual landscape is key, 

sound could enhance the atmosphere and 

contribute to the identity of the area. 

 

Location Specific Soundmarks 

Despite the generality of the soundscape at 

the neighbourhood scale, other location 

specific sounds where experienced. These 

seemingly insignificant yet distinctive location 

specific soundmarks gave a sense of the types 

of activities happening in a particular location. 

Notable mentions included the moving of 

barrels around the Brockley Brewery and the 

post box closing shut by the postman at the 

corner of Buckthorne Road and Courtrai Road.  

“that felt like the first thing that might be a 
really specific local soundmark, like people who 

lived near it would just recognise that sound and 
that would just be something people took for 

granted as part of their street, most of the other 
sounds we’ve heard have felt vaguely general” 

Another localised soundmark was the distant 

sounds of people playing on the Honor Oak 

Sports Grounds which could be heard at the 

end of Courtrai Road. This created a deeper 

curiosity on where the sounds were coming 

from and in essence evoked a wayfinding cue 

to be discovered. Unfortunately in this 

particular instance, the railway tracks cut off 

the ability to navigate towards the sound. 

Again, this may provide another dimension to 

wayfinding design strategies that urban 

designers don’t typically immediately think 

about, given the tendency to concentrate on 

visual signage and some form of paving 

texture variations for the visually impaired. 

 

Everyday Friendly Sounds 

Everyday sounds are often taken for granted 

but their presence creates a comforting 

familiarity; they affect our association of 

belonging to a place. Such sounds can include 

someone emptying the trash, a door closing 

shut, the sound of chatter, the distinctive 

sounds of running and roller blades and 

people interacting in the park. These were 

more noticeable in the quieter areas when not 

masked by the noisy main road. These all give 

the sense of a lived in place, where life is 

happening, but is somewhere peripheral 

perhaps, behind closed doors. 

 

Transient Sounds 

Another category was the temporary transient 

sounds that are probably one-off or short-lived 

and distinct, like the construction noises at 

Brockley Station and the cyclist with the sound 

system in his backpack playing reggae music 

on Brockley Rise road. The latter particularly 

evoked smiles from participants and reports of 
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a ‘happy feeling’, adding to the curiosity and 

speculation around whether he was a local 

who did this often and therefore part of the 

‘local landscape’. These types of unique and 

temporary sounds accompany unique events 

that tend to evoke reminiscent recollections in 

the future.  

 

Collective Sounds 

A number of discussions seemed to mention 

how a collection of sounds created a ‘place 

category’. These collective sounds evoked the 

feeling of being in a particular place. The 

sounds on Courtrai Road created a sense of 

neighbourliness which together gave a place a 

certain grounded attractiveness. Similarly the 

distant animated cries of people playing sport 

on the Honor Oak Park sports fields gave a 

sense of healthy liveness and action.  

“…that street felt like the most neighbourly 
street we’ve been through. there was the post 

box and also just before the post box there was a 
couple of front doors swinging, people coming 
and going and it was a sense of you know front 

doors being left open, more villagey I spose” 

This would suggest that specificity of sound in 

place has some connection with the activity of 

people. More broadly, the high concentration 

of mentions of both people sounds and 

specific sounds suggest that these are two 

categories of sound which the participants use 

to orient themselves and understand a sense 

of place. 

The idea of a collective ‘gendered’ type of 

sound also interestingly came up. One female 

participant commented on the absence of 

women or female sounds with the dominant 

sounds feeling predominantly masculine: cars, 

motor bikes, transport, planes, men playing a 

game, children playing. The participant noted 

the only occasion of female sounds on that 

part of the soundwalk was that of two women 

simultaneously talking and running together.  

 

Pervasive Threatening Sounds 

The pervasive unpleasant noise of the traffic 

on the main roads and the aircraft on the 

quieter residential streets appeared to cause 

distress. Once sounds became the focus one 

was able to articulate how these sounds were 

very much central to their contribution to 

one’s experience of the place. 

One participant mentioned the relationship 

between road and air traffic, noting that one 

could hear aeroplanes as soon as one moved 

away from the busy roads. Several participants 

commented on the frequency of air traffic, 

noting that Brockley was likely under a flight 

path to one of London's airports. 

“a sharp contrast between a heavy usage roads, 
highways, infrastructure and slightly oddly quiet 
residential – it’s the contrast that marks it out 
for me, at least on this walk I was noticing that 
more than I usually do and thinking of that as 

quite characteristic of the place” 

What emerged was just how loud and 

unpleasant these were when asked to pay 
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attention to the sound environment, and yet 

how much we block them out as we go about 

our everyday duties on most days. The 

ubiquitous nature of these sounds makes 

people put them into their deeper sub-

conscious. It was apparent from many of the 

participants’ reflections that as individuals, 

they appear to have adapted to hearing such 

sounds without questioning or reflecting on 

just how much their mental wellbeing is being 

impacted. 

 

“I found myself thinking about the fact that I 
wear headphones a lot when I’m walking….this 

kind of vindicated why for me actually, the 
background noise along the road here is pretty 
bad, kind of anxiety inducing actually – it’s so 

pleasant coming into these [quieter] streets. It’s 
quite imposing and I’m like, oh yeah I guess 
that’s why I found myself wanting to wear 

headphones when I’, walking. 

 

Tranquil Soundscapes 

Unsurprisingly participants noticed the 

tranquillity of the green spaces of Brockley / 

Ladywell Cemeteries, Ewart Road open space 

and Blythe Hill Fields immediately. These 

locations evoked emotive language to describe 

the effect they were having. One participant 

described this transition to tranquillity as 

perceiving the space becoming volumous, 

noticing the space between the oneself and 

the sky with the sound of the birds dominating 

the distant space within the cemetery. 

Another pointed out how they felt the need to 

look up and around instead of at the ground.  

 “got a sense of the volume between the land 
and the sky cos all of a sudden the traffic fades 

away and you’ve got the planes giving you a 
ceiling and you’ve got the birds giving you the 

sense of the space out in front” 

There was a stark difference in terms of the 

calmness one felt compared to the immediate 

outside environment of the main road. In 

some ways these locations were evoking the 

wider senses. The only time this sense of 

tranquillity was disrupted was when the 

Helicopter passed overhead. One participant 

mentioned “you can tune out airplanes, but 

the sound of the helicopter was an ominous 

kind of noise”. 

“I noticed a difference in my emotional state 
outside of the cemetery and inside of the 

cemetery where, you know, where the sounds of 
the cars and the honing and things like that feels 

a bit more threatening, for me I felt a bit safer 
inside of the cemetery listening to the birds” 

In this space, the sound of the traffic become a 

distant softer white noise which didn’t cause 

major stress, instead as participants noted, it 

created a feeling of a bustling life somewhere 

out in the distance that wasn’t hostile in any 

way. It should be noted that the cemetery was 

screened from the heavy traffic by well-

established trees. 

 

 

 



Reviewing The Use Of Digital Technologies To Reveal 
Soundscapes 

Co-Designing a Spatial Plan; How Sound 

Contributes to the Process 

The UMapper interface was used for the ‘co-

designing the neighbourhood plan’ event 

which was also tied to the infographic 

exhibition on the area. Here sound provided a 

health and wellbeing dimension to the story of 

the neighbourhood being told by this 

exhibition. Here 

The interface was projected onto a screen 

from a tablet with participants sat around a 

table. A large paper map was also placed on 

the centre table. The focus group were 

encouraged to annotate the map throughout 

the discussion which would come out of the 

sound tools. A driving force behind this event 

was the Brockley Corridor plan through which 

Lewisham council intends to change the 

nature of the busy road running through the 

area. The discussion started by introducing the 

purpose of the workshop to uncover some of 

the particular health issues of the 

neighbourhood, in particular through sound.  

The use of a mapping interface proved both 

useful in terms of placing a soundscape in its 

place but at the same time distracted from the 

actual experience due to the nature of 

visualising something that cannot be seen. In 

this case, the purpose of mapping should be 

very well defined to be able to measure its 

impact. The soundwalk in this case study is not 

seen as a way to virtually recreate what 

happens in the physical space or to replace 

what can be directly experienced by the 

people; rather, it aims at: 

 facilitating a new tool that can help 

residents to become more aware of 

invisible aspects of their environment that 

are having an impact in their health and 

wellbeing and  

 collectively gather evidence to 

demonstrate and inform decision-makers. 

The discussion offered some further 

reflections on what composes a sense of 

place, but the participants' engagement with 

the sound map was limited. Playing the audio 

from the cemetery with the participant 

reflecting on how the quietness of the 

cemetery gave him a calm emotional state, 

one participant said “Yes, it is a calm space, 

and I've been thinking for some time it would 

be great to open up a gate on this side of the 

cemetery”. The discussion then moved on to 

issues of access to green spaces. This lack of 

direct engagement with how sound composes 

a sense of place was a theme throughout. This 

revealed how sound needs to be experienced 

within the three dimensional space itself 

otherwise it becomes and abstract concept.  
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Despite this, some interesting points emerged. 

Participants mentioned a trendy cafe on the 

main road as a space that made them feel 

good, partly because of the outdoor seating 

and was a ‘fantastic place to meet friends’. 

Several participants felt positive about this 

place because it had a “buzz”. Interestingly, 

this cafe is also on an extremely busy section 

of the main road. Elsewhere in the discussion, 

the presence of a noisy road had been 

discussed in very negative terms. This suggests 

that busyness can be constructed both 

positively and negatively, with other factors – 

particularly social-cultural - besides objective 

noise level influencing the way the space is 

received and understood. The benefits here 

being both actual, present time spent with 

friends and the perceived social benefit of 

spending time in a fashionable place.  

Perceptions regarding another section of the 

same road towards the South Circular were 

more negative in comparison. When pressed 

on what made this place different from the 

section which was equally loud with traffic 

noise, the key difference given was the nature 

of the shops, such as the dominance of several 

empty units as well as presents of fried 

chicken takeaways, as well as the how the 

road moves at a different pace from the rest 

of the area. Whilst both are equally loud, the 

presents of coffee shops and seating areas 

slowed down the pace potentially making the 

perception of noise less significant. It goes on 

to re-enforce the view that the presence of 

transport infrastructure is a defining aspect of 

the soundscape of the area. Equally, as 

pointed out in Easteal et al, (2014) 9.is 

essential to understand the relationship 

between sound and human activities in the 

urban environment, to understand the wider 

sense of place.  

The discussion went on to reflect on what 

other factors composed a sense of place in the 

area. One participant drew attention to the 

train station, Crofton Park, as a feature which 

helped make the area coherent. This can be 

read as a further reflection on the importance 

of infrastructure but is also significant in terms 

of the importance of mapping. The rail 

network itself acts as a map of London, with 

representations of transport infrastructure 

being a highly visible and functional way of 

negotiating the city. As one participant 

explained “this is the first thing you come to in 

the area”, it is a gateway with a clear name 

and identity. Lived experience was also offered 

as an important way of composing space, with 

participants describing the significance of one 

site as somewhere where their son played 

football every Saturday. Another site was 

remembered as a place where a widow's 

husband played cricket every week and she 

would make the tea and sandwiches after the 

match. Another participant described a railway 

bridge as significant drawing attention to the 

feeling of being unsafe there, especially in the 

dark. This re-enforces the idea that the social 

aspects of a place are extremely important in 



Page 3 of 24 

understanding how it is composed within the 

minds of those that use it. 

While this discussion on place was interesting 

and useful understanding elements of 

neighbourhood belonging, it did not refer in 

great detail back to the digital media. In fact, 

participants seemed to find it difficult to 

engage with these parts of the discussion. 

There are likely several reasons for this: 

 Firstly, sound is a subtle and difficult 

sensory mode to access remotely, 

especially for people who are not trained 

in active listening. The soundwalk through 

the site produced a much richer discussion 

because of its immediacy and the shared 

site-specific experience. 

 Another factor is that potentially, urban 

citizens have lost the ability to connect 

with their senses and therefore their 

vocabulary to describe experiences 

through the senses is hidden away. 

Charles Landry attributes this to the 

overwhelming overload and distraction on 

the sensory system reflecting on how 

people have come to ‘approach the urban 

sensescape with chronic myopia’ (Landry, 

2012)10. 

At another workshop on the 3rd of June with 

the Elders Group at the Ackroyd Centre (EPSP), 

the Google Street Viewer was instead 

displayed, this time with a number of audio 

recordings along the route playing 

continuously along with the Street View as a 

visual cue. The participants were asked to 

reflect what they thought about what they had 

heard and observed. Again the stark 

realisation of just how loud the main road was 

and that it was previously noticed but ignored. 

This interface proved more successful in 

engaging the audience to listen and reflect on 

the soundscape without the need to be in the 

space itself. It grounded the experience in a 

space, due to having the visual geography 

displayed alongside the audio recordings.  

Street View also brings us closer to the idea of 

a hybrid space offered by McCullough (200411, 

201312). Here, technology works in 

combination with the social and physical 

contexts of a site to create something which is 

mutually co-productive. While Street View 

offers a simulation of site rather than an 

experience of actual presentness, the detail 

with which it represents space makes it far 

more immersive that a bird’s eye view of a 

map. 

Conclusion 

Having been asked to pay attention to the way 

they experienced the urban environment, the 

participants were able to somehow find a way 

to articulate what they heard and felt. This 

highlighted just how much people are 

impacted by what they hear on a daily basis, 

but accept it as ‘normal’ so even if within 

extreme ranges, it is often unquestioned the 

majority of time. By highlighting this almost 

hidden pollution factor, the residents at 
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subsequent meetings were able to put 

forward additional comments to the road 

improvement works, which they would not 

otherwise have prioritised, focusing instead, as 

the designers had done, on just the visual 

aesthetics of the design. This very much 

confirms how important it is to have a deeper 

understanding of individuals’ sensory 

experiences of the environment as something 

broader than what we see and experience 

through vision. 

The urban environment needs to be 

understood as a configuration of stimuli and 

response reflecting the building and landscape 

design and a myriad other factors and notions 

of place.  

With the advent of the Internet of Things, we 

are in an era where the tools and knowledge 

to articulate this impact at an individual as well 

as collective level are constantly improving. 

There is potential that these can be harnessed 

to enable citizens to contribute to decision-

making processes that affect the environment 

in which they live. Planners and designers 

need to be more honest about what is being 

presented, showing the nuance detail in, not 

only the baseline conditions, but also in how, 

or the degree to which, the proposed 

interventions are addressing the complex, 

sensory experience of space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Opportunities for Sound-Sensitive Design 

Current Practices 

To understand how these reflections might be 

turned into actionable policies that would 

further assist the Forum in developing their 

neighbourhood plan, the hierarchy of 

government planning policies (Central 

Government all the way down to Local 

Government) were applied. These are 

summarised in Annex A.  

Policy already exists to address noise issues, 

however, from the citizen perspective, action 

to address these in the Brockley Corridor isn’t 

very noticeable. Lewisham council advertised 

on their websites that they wanted to 

crowdsource where people found tranquil 

spots, yet when pressed for their data and in 

offering the data from this study, the 

Environmental Protection officer replied 

saying that the council no longer had the 

resources to undertake the work anymore and 

subsequently removed the online web page. 

These austerity measures together with the 

fact that these issues are invisible to people’s 

everyday sensing of places means that the 

status quo is maintained, holding back the 

potential for the delivery of health-enhancing 

places. 

Despite this, there are some good case studies 

from the UK, which show positive moves 

towards addressing soundscape design in 

everyday planning and design. One such 

example is the Sheffield public realm 

improvement works outside the station, 

where the road layout was redirected and a 

sound barrier, designed as a walled water 

feature, erected to create a more pleasant 

meeting area.  
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There is a lack of research however, on the 

effectiveness or post monitoring of such 

efforts. It is necessary to ensure that 

soundscape design isn’t substituted with arts 

projects in places, which introduce a 

soundscape, often just for fun, or intentionally 

to mask an unpleasant noise rather than 

dealing with the noise pollution at source. 

While such an approach may have some 

positive impact in people’s perception of a 

place, it doesn’t resolve the issue of true 

physiological comfort of a place.  

The Brighton and Hove Council is currently 

making many efforts to promote Urban Sound 

Planning as a credible and invaluable discipline 

in the design and management of its public 

spaces, alongside the more traditional inputs 

to the planning process as part of the 

redevelopment of Valley Gardens.  

A review undertaken by Salford university on 

behalf of DEFRA in 2009iii concluded that there 

was a need to rigorously assess deliberate 

soundscape interventions to understand which 

design aspects work and which do not. Such 

research has not been identified, potentially 

even commissioned, yet artistic sound 

interventions continue, which arguably, at best 

provide transient fun and potentially 

memorable experiences, but have not been 

necessarily proven to contribute to the 

improved, sustained quality of the 

soundscape, and therefore place as a whole. 

Opportunities for the Crofton Park / Honor 

Oak Park Neighbourhood Plan 

For Crofton and Honor Oak Park a number of 

interventions could be considered: 

1. Protection of the identified tranquil places 
(Blythe Hill Fields, Ewart Road Estate 
Green, Cemetaries, etc.). This will align to 
Lewisham's Development Management 
Plan 2014, policy 2.203. 

2. Undertake noise reduction measures on 
main roads. This is promoted by the 
DEFRA Noise Action Plan for new roads or 
roads where major improvements are 
being planned. This makes the Brockley 
Corridor an ideal opportunity to consider 
several design measures to mitigate noise, 
such as: 

 Lewisham should consider lowering noise 
pollution levels via special surfacing. This 
could be done instead of the extensive 
repaving (which in most stretches of the 
road are actually in good condition), if cost 
is an issue. 

 This should be coupled with additional 
design measures such as greening the 
corridor to create a barrier that allows for 
attenuation of the noise. To some extent, 
this will also work towards enhancing 
other sensory experiences; with a greater 
affinity to nature, people's wellbeing is 
greatly improved. 

 By increasing the proportionality of 
wanted sounds compared to unwanted 
sounds (i.e. noise); this could either result 
from improved habitat for biodiversity to 
flourish to encourage a greater biophony; 
perhaps a lesser feasible option is also to 
introduce other design measures such as 
water features which create a greater 
geophony of the place. 

 Reducing the traffic speed can also reduce 
the noise levels. 

 

http://www.lewisham.gov.uk/myservices/planning/policy/LDF/development-policies/Documents/DMLPAdoption.pdf
http://www.lewisham.gov.uk/myservices/planning/policy/LDF/development-policies/Documents/DMLPAdoption.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/276228/noise-action-plan-agglomerations-201401.pdf


Annex A – Legal Framework for Noise Pollution 

Governance Level Key Report & Link Headlines 

European EU Noise Directive 2000 

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/mechanical
/documents/legislation/noise-
emissions/index_en.htm 

The EU Environmental Noise Directive 2002/49/EC (END) sets out 
how to reduce the impact of noise on citizens and was transposed 
into the Environmental Noise (England) (Amendment) Regulations 
2009. It identifies the importance of open spaces in providing 
tranquil havens with positive soundscapes where people can 
interact with the natural acoustic environment, including natural 
sounds, animal vocalisation, weather, water and river flows. 

CALM II Network Report: CALM.  (2004). Research 
for a quieter Europe in 2020.  European 
Commission Research Directorate–General.  

http://www.transport-
research.info/Upload/Documents/201206/201206
11_125332_99759_20070927-CALM2-SPU-Sep07-
final.pdf 

Outlines an EU scale policy on reduction of noise exposure.  

National UK 
Government 

Noise Action Plan: Agglomerations Environmental 
Noise (England) Regulations 2006, as amended, 
January 2014. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nois
e-action-plans-large-urban-areas-roads-and-
railways 

Noise@defra.gsi.gov.uk 

Sets out UK Government policy on noise and how it implements 
END and the Environmental Noise (England) Regulations 2006. The 
policy statement is summarised as: 

“Promote good health and a good quality of life through the 
effective management of noise within the context of Government 
policy on sustainable development.”  

Its aims are to: 

 avoid significant adverse impacts on health and quality 
of life; 

 mitigate and minimise adverse impacts on health and 
quality of life; and 

 where possible, contribute to the improvement of 
health and quality of life 

It calls for nomination of identified END quiet areas and preserve 
their quietness 

For new or improved highways, the Land Compensation Act 1973 
compensation for dwellings affected by increased noise through 
the noise insulation regulations 1975.  

Whilst (unlike draft) they do not stipulate laying of low noise road 
surface when replacing road surfaces, they leave it to the 
discretion of the highways agency.  

City Scale London Plan – March 2015 

http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/Lond
on%20Plan%20March%202015%20%28FALP%29.p
df 

In London Plan Policy 7.15 (Reducing Noise and Enhancing 

Soundscapes), supports the Mayor’s Ambient Noise Strategy 
(2004). 

Local Government Local Plan Core Strategy (2011) & Development 
Management Plan (2014) of Lewisham 

Dev Mgmt Policy 26: 2.203: The Council recognises the value of 
tranquil and quiet areas and will seek to protect and enhance them 
for the benefit of the local community and biodiversity. 

Table 1: Policy Framework 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/mechanical/documents/legislation/noise-emissions/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/mechanical/documents/legislation/noise-emissions/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/mechanical/documents/legislation/noise-emissions/index_en.htm
http://www.transport-research.info/Upload/Documents/201206/20120611_125332_99759_20070927-CALM2-SPU-Sep07-final.pdf
http://www.transport-research.info/Upload/Documents/201206/20120611_125332_99759_20070927-CALM2-SPU-Sep07-final.pdf
http://www.transport-research.info/Upload/Documents/201206/20120611_125332_99759_20070927-CALM2-SPU-Sep07-final.pdf
http://www.transport-research.info/Upload/Documents/201206/20120611_125332_99759_20070927-CALM2-SPU-Sep07-final.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/noise-action-plans-large-urban-areas-roads-and-railways
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/noise-action-plans-large-urban-areas-roads-and-railways
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/noise-action-plans-large-urban-areas-roads-and-railways
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/London%20Plan%20March%202015%20%28FALP%29.pdf
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/London%20Plan%20March%202015%20%28FALP%29.pdf
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/London%20Plan%20March%202015%20%28FALP%29.pdf
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Annex B - Notable Soundscape Studies & Initiatives 

 

Crowdsourcing the quiet 

A participatory art project sharing experiences through audio 
recordings, photos etc of quiet places in Australia. 

http://www.stereopublic.net/  

CPRE – Mapping Tranquillity http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/countryside/tranquil-
places/item/1856-  

London Sound Survey http://www.soundsurvey.org.uk/index.php/survey/soundmaps/ 

click on 15 to get Brockley sounds 

The world soundscape project http://www.sfu.ca/~truax/wsp.html  

World Forum for Acoustic Ecology http://wfae.proscenia.net/  

Noise Abatement Society http://noiseabatementsociety.com/  

 

  

http://www.stereopublic.net/
http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/countryside/tranquil-places/item/1856-
http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/countryside/tranquil-places/item/1856-
http://www.soundsurvey.org.uk/index.php/survey/soundmaps/
http://www.sfu.ca/~truax/wsp.html
http://wfae.proscenia.net/
http://noiseabatementsociety.com/
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