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| turned a parking space into a garden

LAST SUMMER, | SET UP a mini gardenin a
parking space next to London Fields. I'd been
thinking about it for a long time. I didn’t have a
car, and I wanted to show how a parking space
could be used for something else. In Hackney,
where I live, there are more than twice as many
households that don’t own a car as ones that do.
Yet nearly all our kerbside space is devoted to car
parking. I couldn’t shake off the feeling of what a
waste of precious space it was!

Itried tobuyanannual parking permit from
Hackney Council tousethespace, butthey
refused tolet me have one becauseIdidn’t have or
wantacar.SoIdecided totake theinitiative,and
converted a parking space directly outside my
homeintoagarden.

The space wasusually vacant, soI knew that
usingitwould cause minimal inconvenience to
my car-owning neighbours. On May 26, atthe
startof the summer, I officially launched the
People Parking Bay: a patch of artificial grassthe
size of acar, with flowerpots, abench and table,
abright red umbrellaand alarge signthat read
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‘You’re welcometo parkyourselfonthebench.’

Inmyidealworld, I'd love tosee morekids
playinginthestreetsand people usingthem as
aplacetositorexercise. Over the course ofthe
summerIgot my wish. People used the Parking
Bayasaresting point on the way back from
shoppingorcycling; mumsused it to feed their
babies; locals watered the plants. One couple had
their first date there. Some people left books and
itbecame amini-library. People even used the bay
asacommunity noticeboard.I'm proud of how it
becameafocal point, where you’d see complete
strangers smilingand talkingtoeach other.

Thereaction of residents was astonishingly
positive. At firstI'd find feedback on bits of paper
sellotaped tothebay, soIdecided toleave avisitor
bookonthetable. Five books filled up within four
weeks. Most people said they thought the bay was
abrilliantidea, and wished that there were more
ofthemaround.

Despiteall that positivity, I've had to keep
fighting for the People Parking Bay to exist. In
JuneIwas faced with aneviction notice.Isetupa

petition, which got hundreds of signatures within
the first few days, but throughout the summer
Thad tomovethebaytothree or four different
locationsin Hackney and Tower Hamlets.
Eventually, despite pleading with the Mayor of
Hackney and local councillorsto allow the bay to
stay, itended up beingdismantled.

BecauseofallthesupportI'd received, the
council asked to meet me. While they said what
I'ddonewasillegal, they admired theidea, andI
pressed forthemtolaunch a system of ‘parklet’v
permits which residents could pay for toinstall
their own People Parking Bay.

There’sno mini-garden now:I've had tobring
itintomy front yard, and sadly it’'snot opento
the public. When a parklet like mine has been so
transformational for alocal community, it’ssuch
ashamethe council insists on disposing of it. But
ifThadn’tsetup the People Parking Bay, people
wouldn’t have realised it was even a possibility.
Sometimesyou have to take mattersinto your
own hands. B Interview by Salma Haidrani
-> www.peopleparkingbay.com
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