UTOPIA 01_HOUSING
[AUDIO TRANSCRIPT]

By the middle of February, international business publications such as Forbes, Fortune, and the Financial Times had already framed  the coronavirus pandemic as “the world’s largest remote working experiment”, or as “the end of the office as we know it”. While no official figure has been put on it, it isn’t hard to imagine the total scale of all the disused office floorspace as working from home became an everyday reality for many. With entire districts of cities geared towards offices and their workers, there’s something profoundly eerie in imagining the sudden abandonment of entire floors and buildings, with cubicles standing unoccupied, photocopiers untouched, and gossip around the water cooler silenced for an unforeseeable amount of time. While global office occupancy rates had  been at an all-time low before the pandemic, speculation emerged as to whether this was the final nail in the coffin for commercial office space.

But as many spaces were immediately vacated, rising numbers of people being taken ill with the virus rapidly led to the need for another type of building: hospitals. In February, the rest of the world watched Wuhan in awe, as hospitals were constructed from scratch and receiving their first patients within the space of two weeks. As the crisis began to make its way across Europe and North America, military personnel were drafted in to help with the conversion of conference centres, sports stadiums, and concert venues, into pop-up field hospitals. The images of these spaces are staggering, with row upon row of beds, each with its own medical ventilator, separated by cubicle walls and curtains.
The staggering speed at which a commercial building could be reconfigured for public benefit – at the hands of the state – unleashes a profound political potential that cannot be underestimated. Reflecting on crisis, Antonio Gramsci famously wrote that “the old is dying and the new cannot be born”. But perhaps we’re proving here that a new can be born. It is no longer possible for neoliberal governments to claim that ‘there is no alternative’, when massive infrastructure projects can be completed without any obstacles. The question then remains: what if this same radical sensibility could be applied elsewhere? What other social obstacles could be overcome?
Coronavirus is a prominent crisis, but there are a number of other situations of crisis facing cities globally which could benefit from the same type of uninhibited political imagination. Among the most urgent of these is the housing crisis, with racial and class based inequalities being one of the many injustices exposed by the pandemic. The lockdown of over 3,000 residents in crowded public housing blocks in Melbourne enforced by 500 police officers in July is clear evidence of a need for radical change. With a study from Yale in 2017 estimating the global homeless population at 150 million, this number is surely set to increase when the full economic impact of coronavirus becomes apparent. 

One of the more radical aspirations for solving homelessness is a ‘housing first’ approach – but this has rarely been tested on a national scale. It was a great surprise then, that in the UK – a country where homelessness had more than doubled since 2010 as a result of a shortage in social housing, and years of relentless government imposed austerity – the very same government who had aggravated the crisis immediately gave temporary accommodation to 15,000 homeless people. By utilising the empty hotel rooms made vacant through the evaporation of the tourist industry, something previously unthinkable was made possible, seemingly overnight

While this may have temporarily solved the problem, a more long-term solution will need more than a one-time injection of cash. If housing is to be framed by governments as a crisis in the same way that corona has been, perhaps a more innovative solution could be found. The hasty construction of hospitals has set a precedent for what can be done by the state when the need is recognised – as a result, future governments might bear greater scrutiny now that the voting population know their full capabilities. 

Finally, what could be done with all that disused office space? Consider the potential for public housing, if spaces such as these could be adequately repurposed, and reconfigured. Perhaps it won’t be done in a matter of days, but the potential is there. What if this really is ‘the end of the office as we know it’ – and the beginning of a new era for housing . If we are to look to the future, with the intersecting climate and refugee crises upon us,  there will be a growing need for innovative, and compassionate solutions such as those that have been witnessed over the course of the pandemic.



UTOPIA 02_WAREHOUSE
[AUDIO TRANSCRIPT]

In Thomas More’s Utopia, first published in the year 1516, the narrator contemplates the existence of “ noblemen who live like drones on the labour of other people”. By contrast, there are a great number of labourers “who never stop working like cart-horses, at jobs so essential that if they did stop working, they’d bring any country to a standstill.” This sentiment later became a central ideology of Marxism, with an emphasis on the inequalities between the proletariat labour force, and an exploitative class who owned the means of production without having to participate in the labour itself.

 Five centuries after Utopia’s publication, such critiques and observations have retained their relevance. But the unique conditions of global coronavirus lockdowns have been able to shed a new light on our relationship to labour altogether. As many jobs made the transition to working from home, or as employees were furloughed, the labour force was stripped back to its bare essentials. We became acutely aware of the essential workforce: those having to brave the storm of the pandemic, and continue to work out in the field to keep societies functioning in the middle of a great upheaval. The perceived importance of the investment banker was quickly superseded by those working behind the supermarket checkout, whose vital role had previously been dismissed and overlooked as ‘unskilled’. Towards the beginning, an appreciation and respect for this essential worker was shown each evening that people stood out on their doorsteps and clapped, or banged pots and pans.

But in between the applause, those who could afford to retreated back into their homes – relying increasingly on shopping online while the stores were closed. Jigsaw puzzles and toilet rolls were getting snatched from online retailers, and Amazon became a trustworthy guide, supporting many households through the long days of confinement. For each click to “add to shopping basket”, one of Amazon’s 840,000 employees was involved in picking the item off a shelf somewhere, adding them to the emerging list of lockdown ‘heroes’. 

But to keep up with the growing surge in online sales, conflicting guidance from those higher up in Amazon failed to trickle down to their staff, and many workers were exposed to unsafe conditions. Reports began to unfold of a huge lack of transparency about whether employees had been exposed to the virus or not – in a single facility in Pennsylvania, the company stopped reporting cases when the number reached over sixty. Clearly, this was a deliberate attempt to mask the prevalence of the virus from the workers. In one warehouse, an employee spoke of being tested the same day they reported symptoms to their employer – but had to continue working for the next five days until a positive result came back. Examples of conditions such as these meant employees were forced to make a tough decision: continue working and risk exposure to a potentially deadly virus, or to stay home and not get paid? These workers may have been cast as heroes, upholding the economy during a crisis. But the reality is, with jobs becoming increasingly scarce with the impending post-pandemic recession, many continued working in unsafe conditions because they simply didn’t have the choice to do otherwise.

But while many workers suffered either physically or financially as a result, the same necessity for online shopping has helped the personal wealth of Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos skyrocket by 35 Billion Dollars – according to Bloomberg. The media seems perpetually obsessed with this wealth – but what kind of aspiration is there in being rewarded for the exploitation of others?  In Thomas More’s Utopia, the fictional islanders that he describes wonder why ‘outsiders’ had such a peculiar habit of “worshiping the rich man – simply because he is rich.”

The injustice here is glaringly apparent – but when looking at coronavirus in a historical context, some threads of hope might be emerging for these workers. There has often been a link between pandemics and a gradual increase in workers’ rights. After the Black Death wiped out a third of Europe’s population in the Middle Ages, the peasants and laborers who survived gained unprecedented power over their masters. There are reports from the mid 1300s of workers asking for double or triple what they had been paid before the plague – landowners had to choose between not having their fields tended to or bowing down to the requests of the laborers. Meanwhile, the prevalence of peasants’ revolts across Europe increased hugely in the years following Plague epidemics. Rural workers organised themselves into protest groups, and refused to work for their lords – the depleted workforce gave greater value and agency to those who were left.

In the US, a number of Amazon workers have been organising, staging walkouts and picketing outside of their workplaces until supervisors provide them with adequate sick pay and safer working conditions. Although the movement had started before the pandemic in separate Amazon facilities, it has gained momentum due to this new urgency, to the extent that many groups across the world who work for the company are now united in a common struggle. While Amazon has often been quick to shut down any kind of industrial action from their employees, the momentum is growing to the point that this is increasingly difficult to stop.  Perhaps we can learn something from these examples: when work is considered ‘essential’, it wields more power.



UTOPIA 03_STREETSCAPE
[AUDIO TRANSCRIPT]

As it became clear that “the new coronavirus” was crossing borders beyond national geographies, it didn’t take long before seemingly apocalyptic images of deserted airports became a familiar sight. Not only had travel suddenly become a daunting prospect, but the imposition of restrictions and quarantine periods meant that for a while, departure boards emptied, and the jet-setting lifestyle seemed to have become a thing of the past. It was not only international travel that was disrupted: for those in jobs which allowed them to work from home, the daily commute became a distant memory, and traffic seemed to evaporate from city streets.
As the transportation sector makes up for 28% of global greenhouse gas emissions, this dramatic reduction saw noticeably cleaner air in many global cities. On the first day of India’s nationwide lockdown for example, Delhi saw a 44% reduction of PM10 particles in the air. Further North in the Punjab region, a reduction in air pollution meant that long forgotten views of the Himalayas were reclaimed from what had seemed to be a permanent layer of smog, for the first time in a generation.
Similar examples quickly went viral on social media, and it became a cliché to see captions such as “nature is healing” being shared across platforms. But while footage of Dolphins swimming in the canals of Venice turned out to be a hoax, the reduction in travel did have a number of genuine benefits. In addition to the environmental respite, there were also a number of profound social implications: being deprived of the option to leave a particular radius from one’s home allowed people to engage to a greater extent with their immediate surroundings. With restrictions imposed on being able to leave the house altogether, a daily walk around the neighbourhood became a sacred ritual. As our social radius was reduced, covid-19 may well have ushered in a new wave of localism. On an anecdotal level, this led to a greater engagement with neighbours, with mutual aid groups being set up to collectively support the more vulnerable members of the population. Meanwhile, an indomitable resilience of human spirit has been showcased, with uplifting scenes of people singing and playing musical instruments across balconies in the early days of lockdown.
On an urban planning scale, previously distant aspirations for making cities more liveable became the most remarkably pragmatic solutions. In Toronto for example, the reduction in traffic allowed for the sidewalks in the downtown area to be widened in order to allow pedestrians to maintain an appropriate social distance. In the Colombian capital of Bogota, the mayor installed 72 miles of new bike lanes in order to encourage alternatives to potentially dangerous exposure to the virus on public transport, while allowing greater social distancing between cyclists. In many cities, the cycling infrastructure that people have spent years campaigning for seemed to appear overnight, with widespread examples of tactical urbanism becoming the norm.
In the Netherlands, as the country’s own version of lockdown gradually eased – but international travel restrictions remained – the concept of a ‘Vacation Street’ was born, encouraging neighbourhoods to actively convert their public spaces around the principles of having a holiday in your own own street. As many urban inhabitants do not have the privilege of a garden or even a balcony, access to outdoor space is extremely vital. Several empty pockets of land were therefore being converted into parklets through this new initiative. In order to regain a vibrant street life, the Municipality of Rotterdam relaxed its zoning laws and need for permits, and even offered to deliver free decking to any business hoping to open up a seating area outside. In order to maintain a safe distance between customers, bars and cafes began to build outdoor terraces in what had previously been on-street car parking – not only allowing for people to meet in a well ventilated setting, but rejuvenating public space with a new energy in the process – making streets even livelier than they had been before lockdown.
While a number of these changes are temporary and pragmatic solutions, it sets a precedent for future developments towards more human-friendly urbanist imaginations. Already, the mayors of several cities have put more substantial plans into their post-corona recovery strategies. In London, there are plans to review the temporary bike lanes to make them more permanent, expecting that cycling will increase tenfold from pre-lockdown levels. Many cities are toying with the concept of the ‘15-minute city’ in their post lockdown plans – a much sought after idea emerging within urban planning in which all  the necessary amenities can be reached within a quarter of an hour by foot from the home. While present discussions around the 15-minute city primarily centre around those who have the privilege to work from home, one can hope that the proposals for a pollution-free city, with safe sustainable transport infrastructure will be geared towards benefiting all inhabitants, including those in lower income neighbourhoods.
As the skies gradually fill with planes once more, and the radius from home that we can travel expands, only time will tell if the lessons from this temporary situation will have a positive lasting legacy.


UTOPIA 04_FACTORY
[AUDIO TRANSCRIPT]

As UK based online fashion retailers such as Boohoo.com kept up with lifestyle changes under lockdown conditions, their short supply chains had to keep up with the increased demand for truly fast fashion. While the rest of Britain was gradually easing out of Lockdown at the end of June, the English city of Leicester became the first to enter a second, localised lockdown. Many consumers may not have made the connection between their newfound appetite for loungewear and a secondary lockdown. However, it became quickly apparent that many of the new cases of covid-19 in Leicester could be traced back to the city’s garment district.
Standing outside many of the factories concentrated around St Saviours Road, a collection of buildings of no more than three stories high command a fairly unassuming presence. From the street level, many of their large industrially glazed windows reveal rolls of fabric stacked high behind the glass, while some other windows have been back painted, masking what happens inside from public view.
In the days that followed Leicester’s second lockdown, details began to emerge of what had been happening inside those buildings. Although the UK government’s coronavirus advice had been full of grey areas that allowed certain key industries to stay open, many of these factories had been operating from 7pm to 7am to avoid suspicion of flouting the rules. Stories emerged that their employees, many of whom are thought to be undocumented migrants, were being paid well below the national minimum wage and were forced to work in overcrowded conditions while not being provided with any personal protective equipment. Even before the threat of a respiratory pandemic, such working conditions had been likened to modern slavery. 
Many similar situations uncovered by the pandemic have put an increased focus on working conditions globally, with workers in certain industries and demographics disproportionately exposed to covid-19. In the US, similar spikes in cases were traced back to the meatpacking industry, with over 20,000 infections recorded at processing plants. In response to this, multinational food corporation Tyson Foods hinted at an increase in their investment in automation technology. Over the last three years, they have invested half a billion US Dollars into the automation of typically manual processes such as the de-boning of chicken carcasses. The idea of a ‘robot butcher’ could significantly reduce many of the risks associated with meat processing, including viral transmission amongst the workforce.
Automation has often been portrayed as something to be afraid of, with the notion that machines are ‘taking our jobs’ being frequently spouted by columnists. The Luddite movement of the early 19th Century – which incidentally had its origins in Leicester – famously fought against the mechanisation of the textile industry by smashing machines. The historical narrative around their movement has often been that they feared the machines themselves – but this is far too reductive. In reality, the Luddites saw a link between emerging technologies, and a decreasing value of human labour.
The truth is, it’s not jobs themselves that are being automated, but repetitive, potentially dangerous, and even boring tasks. If labour is to be removed from a space of production altogether, the risk of viral transmission is eliminated completely – today’s wave of automation in the meat industry could therefore liberate people from unsafe conditions. With garment manufacturing being based on repetitive actions, it too is highly susceptible to automation – the development of such technology is already underway. But a utopian version of full automation can only be achieved if this transition is managed fairly. As it stands, automated technologies are only set to benefit their wealthy owners. 
For the current trends to have a truly positive impact, those in power must manage the economy in a way that distinguishes between a liberation from the drudgery of work, and mass unemployment. There is a strong potential for the money saved through the increased productivity that comes with automation to be evenly distributed through systems such as Universal Basic Income. This would easily offset the potential economic damage of jobs being lost in the early stages of the transition to automation.
The reality is, automation is already here – and the process has accelerated since the arrival of the pandemic. By March, a survey of more than 2,900 top executives in global companies found that 36% of respondents were already increasing their investments into automation technology as a response to coronavirus. A further 41% said they are considering plans to speed up automation in their business.

But what could this mean to the textile workers in Leicester? When jobs are still advertised in handwritten signs, fixed to a factory door with brown parcel tape, a utopian world without work still seems a long way off. As it stands, it is still far cheaper for employers to continue to exploit a manual labour force than to invest in new technologies. But, with the way that workers rights globally have been thrown into the spotlight during covid-19, and consumers becoming more socially engaged, perhaps steps are being taken in the right direction. After the share prices of Boohoo.com dropped by 18% following recent revelations, the company pledged to improve the working conditions at their UK based suppliers. Small steps of progress are being made. What happens behind closed factory doors is now out in the open – and continued pressure from consumers and shareholders will hopefully bring about much needed change.
