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A B S T R A C T

This paper explores the processes of understanding publicness in the management of Privately 
Owned Public Spaces (POPS), in the context of a rapidly developing city in the UK (Manchester). 
By adopting a pluralistic approach that applies legal geography in place management literature in 
the context of POPS, we explore the intricacies of managing these spaces from the perspective of 
estate managers. Taking an ‘outside-in’ perspective to the complex question of publicness, we 
highlight how estate managers navigate such complexity through their day-to-day operations and 
present their important role in foregrounding the everyday and mundane in the regulatory, lived, 
managerial, and experiential dimensions of POPS.

1. Introduction

The blurring of the lines between public and private space is well documented in academic accounts of contemporary urban 
development under conditions of neoliberal governance (Harvey, 2012; Kohn, 2004; Madanipour, 2003), with research particularly 
concerned about the emergence of POPS (privately owned public spaces), often dismissed as pseudo-public spaces. POPS may have 
originated within mid-20th century US cities but are progressively becoming a feature of 21st century urban regeneration in the UK 
(Garrett, 2017) and beyond the West (Jian et al., 2024).

POPS are generative of multiple concerns about social equality and rights to city, not only within spatial planning research, but also 
expanding into urban studies, architecture, and a wealth of legal literature dedicated to the doctrinal and socio-spatial dimensions of 
POPS. These include legal geographic and land law perspectives that critique the nuances of the public/private divide (Page, 2021; 
Montgomery, 2013; Layard, 2010 inter alia). Meeting various degrees of approval, authors provide evidence of ‘the decline of publicness’ 
(Leclercq et al., 2020; Wang, 2018), addressing the nuanced layers of ownership behind these places. Pervading this literature is a 
concern; freely accessible public space is contracting, as an undernourished local state steps away from place stewardship, raising serious 
questions about equitable access to open or recreational space in urban environments. Whilst not discounting this overarching concern, 
Von Hoffman (2022) draws attention to the fragmented, complex and evolving nature of hyperlocal government, whereas Carmona 
(2015) suggests POPS can represent the publicisation of private space instead. Furthermore, Noszczyk et al. (2022) argue that an 
appreciation of access to public space in all its forms became much more vital during the Covid-19 pandemic. With access to public space 
at a premium, therefore, it is timely to revisit the role of POPS, which for some communities might be the only open space they can use.
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Whilst acknowledging the labyrinth of academic and practical implications that constitute the nature of the POPS debate, this 
contribution choses to offer a novel perspective to understanding this type of public space, by focusing on POPS’ management, vis
itability, actual use, and day-to-day operations. Our contribution therefore builds on three place management and legal geographic 
tenets that help us tackle the ownership debate's infinite loop: 

a. Whilst acknowledging how entrepreneurial modes of governance shape contemporary urban development (Harvey, 1989; Molotch, 
1976; Turok, 2009), we extend the focus of study to include the overlooked prosaic operational management of POPS. We argue, 
therefore, place management is crucial to understanding how daily POP managers oscillate between managerial, promotional and 
commercial decisions. We echo Graham and Thrift's (2007) call to locate everyday practices of maintenance and management more 
centrally within urban management studies, to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the daily activities and operations 
that sustain the public realm.

b. We focus on the place's public purpose as opposed to ownership status (Page, 2022; Massey, 1980; Christophers, 2018) to examine 
the marketisation of the public realm. In this context we often refer to the public realm as an offering, defined by the American 
Marketing Association as products and services according to their perceived value as attached by customers, clients, partners, and 
society at large.

c. Adopting a pluralistic approach, we read place as manifested through its constitutional nexus of interlocking rights, obligations, and 
soft policy approaches, including those deriving from ownership and fear of liability. In this sense, we approach place management 
as a place-based and porous activity that allows intelligence and input from the location (Millington et al., 2015) when it comes to 
the daily maintenance, upkeep, and stewardship of the public realm.

At the same time, we address Carol Rose's (2022, xvii) plea to adopt an ‘outside-in’ approach and subvert the dominant exclu
sionary perspective (property), by embracing a range of interests, opinions, values, and subtleties that emerge from the management of 
the public realm (cf Ntounis et al., 2020). We wish to offer a grounded appreciation of the POPS debate, to circumnavigate the multiple 
layers of legal and ethical dichotomies that tend to foreclose the field of inquiry, by bringing the practice of public realm management 
directly into the picture. We examine the public space offering and the multiple ways POPS are used in the everyday context of the 
rapidly developing city of Manchester, UK. Acknowledging the importance of the mundane and the potentialities arising from it 
(Binnie et al., 2007), we focus on three different sites in Manchester city centre, which demonstrate varying degrees of publicness in 
their management and experience approaches: First Street, Great Northern, and Mayfield Park.

In the next section we highlight the value of reviewing POPS through a place management lens to foreground the lived everyday of 
working, visiting, and experiencing the publicness on offer. We argue that this becomes possible by adopting a plural property 
perspective, which bypasses the legal binaries (private/public) that foreclose the POPS debate, and by widening the discussion on 
publicness and participation in the public realm beyond ownership. We bring this to life through a legal geographic approach, which 
combines our positionalities as researchers, visitors and residents, with desk-based research and analysis. We thus demonstrate that 
understanding the public role of POPS requires a pragmatic, grounded, and multi-dimensional review, which appreciates the 
coproduction of publicness by various stakeholders and space users. To this end, we offer place management as a novel, viable solution.

2. Literature review

2.1. POPS from a place management prism

While POPS are essentially hybrid spaces (Dunlop et al., 2023; Lee, 2022; Nissen, 2008) whose function relies on multiple 
agreements between the public sector, private owners/the market, and the public (Lee, 2022), issues of ownership and control can 
remain unclear to the public. For example, Leclercq (2018) argues that the separation of the ‘public’ and the ‘private’ in the context of 
legal ownership does not provide sufficient clarification during the design, implementation and management phases of these spaces. 
Moreover, POPS management is perceived as a contentious endeavour, if it is seen to overtly restrict the movements or activities of the 
public.

Indeed, literature on POPS typically draws attention to a managerial preoccupation with security and liability over public use and 
value (Bennett and Gibbeson, 2010; N�emeth, 2009), emphasising the lack of transparency on what activity and behaviour is 
permissible upon entering a POP. Weaver (2019) highlights how POPS can enclose human behaviour and undermine citizenship, if 
conditions of using the space for certain activities are not clear. Additionally, managers of POPS may also need to navigate the 
over-regulated and formulaic nature of their areas, a phenomenon Sendra and Sennett (2020) refer to as ‘caging’. In essence, the main 
challenge for managers is to sustain the vitality of POPS, all while complying with various regulatory requirements (Huang and Franck, 
2018), meeting the expectations of powerful stakeholders, such as property asset holders and developers (Manifesty et al., 2022), and 
safeguarding intrinsic qualities of publicness - such as safety, respect, pleasurability, and the right to roam and mix socially (Jacobs, 
1961; Mehta, 2014; Sennett, 2018). We argue that this necessitates a place management approach that considers POPS as open-ended 
systems, to accommodate multiple combinations of physical, economic and social connectivity.

A way forward is to understand what good place management entails from the perspective of publicness. As a practice, place 
management can be understood as a coordinated, area-based approach that utilises the potential of multiple actors to make a place 
better. This is achieved via a series of operational day-to-day and strategic long-term interventions that are developed with input from 
within the location (van den Berg and Braun, 1999; Millington et al., 2015; Ntounis et al., 2020). Such arrangements are typically 
contractual and aim to implement solutions regarding maintenance, placemaking, place marketing and long-term place development. 
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Addressing the issue of publicness, de Magalh~aes and Trigo (2017) argue that these arrangements are defined by several stakeholders, 
who employ their regulatory powers and capacity to affect day-to-day management, and, consequently, shape both the nature and 
extent of access and use of space. As such, there are different levels of publicness associated with varying understandings of openness 
and accountability. Whereas it is not the scope of this paper to further delve into the contractual arrangements of POPS, it is important 
to foreground these complexities, in order to project a different type of publicness that stems from the day-to-day interactions of people 
and estate managers; one that becomes clearer through the place management lens.

2.2. Publicisation and publicness in POPS

Defining publicness from a place management lens in POPS is therefore closely linked to the publicisation of private space, and the 
resulting, ever-increasing responsibilities and tensions that follow (Carmona, 2022). In this context, publicisation has both descriptive 
and normative components (Braithwaite, 2008; Schindler, 2018), including the process of privately owned property being made 
available for public use and the requirement for private actors to increasingly commit to public goals and deliver goods and services. 
These are constantly negotiated between POPS’ managers and the public, within the physical activities and experiences of public life 
(Terzi and Tonnelat, 2017). Several academic discourses have navigated these pragmatic complexities, exploring the blurred 
boundaries of public and private spaces, highlighting issues of ownership, control, permitted uses, and available features or amenities 
(de Magalh~aes, 2010; Dunlop et al., 2023; Langstraat and Van Melik, 2013; N�emeth and Schmidt, 2011; Varna and Tiesdell, 2010; 
Wang and Chen, 2018). While exploring these dimensions is important, it can also blur the boundaries of what is considered truly 
public in the context of POPS, partly due to a general lack of understanding about what POPS are (Lee, 2022).

Additionally, studies that adopt a people-oriented focus have also examined the lived aspects of publicness - such as accessibility, 
spontaneity, and sociability - emphasising how the public interprets and experiences space (Li et at., 2022; Zhu, 2023). Current debates 
centre on balancing the rights and responsibilities of property developers and managers in designing and curating the public realm. 
Discussion also focuses on improving access and use of space (Carmona, 2022), increasing public awareness (Lee, 2022), and fostering 
more inclusive, attractive environments through greater involvement of key stakeholders, such as communities, local authorities, 
businesses, and the third sector (Dunlop et al., 2023). Therefore, to move beyond these negotiations and nuances of publicness, ne
cessitates a different understanding of publicisation within the context of POPS. As Lee and Scholten (2024) suggest, publicisation in 
POPS entails various stages of co-production between the public and private sectors and the wider public. The management of POPS 
can then be understood as a shared responsibility between all relevant actors. This resonates with the practice of place management, as 
it necessitates a symbiotic relationship between all stakeholders for the effective planning, design, placemaking and day-to-day 
maintenance of a place (Coca-Stefaniak and Bagaeen, 2013). A place management approach can, therefore, help clarify the public 
role of POPS, by encouraging a place-based partnerships perspective, as well as the use of shared knowledge to improve and maintain 
public spaces.

3. Investigating the public purpose of POPS; plural property as a methodology

The previous sections highlight the importance of framing an understanding of publicisation and publicness in POPS based on input 
and knowledge from within the location. Further, it is essential to examine how publicisation and publicness can be facilitated in 
practice, to ensure that POPS fulfil a public purpose - fundamental to the ways in which public and private actors interact with citizens 
(Mazzucato, 2019). A plural property (Anker, 2024) approach can help reconcile common (mis)understandings around access and use, 
which can damage people's connection, rootedness and belonging in a city (Gwendolyn Ross, 2024). To this end, Essert (2022, p. 101) 
suggests that a starting point to understanding public purpose in the context of POPS, is that public space and private property are not 
necessarily contrasting categories. Rather, what matters is how these spaces are open to the public and ‘designed to act like a public 
park or square’, and what conditions and rules are imposed by local government to effectively communicate their openness. Essert 
(2022) contends such impositions need to fall within a permissible public purpose, which in the POPS context can serve to safeguard 
their vitality and excitement. This poses a question of what is deemed as a “reasonable access rule” (Gray and Gray, 2004) within the 
public offering element of POP if thought as a spatially defined unit (Layard, 2010).

Plural property builds on the concept of legal pluralism, as encountered in legal geographic studies, to explain the coexistence/ 
overlapping of multiple legal orderings within a single sovereign state (Merry, 1988). From there, we borrow the broadened appre
ciation of what constitutes (here, property) law beyond state or formal law, to encompass the approaches, policies, and priorities 
associated with a given place, including informal customary practices, as understood by multiple actors. From any grounded and 
individualised point of view, the nexus of policies, behaviours, and approaches that are (or should be) followed to successfully manage 
or experience a given place, constitute as much law as, for example, state legislation or council byelaws. With respect to property law in 
particular, plural property is a way of understanding the day-to-day dynamics in POPS, as emerging from distinct public-private 
(public - manager) perspectives, without necessarily having to prioritise the formal rights deriving from ownership over the rights 
of the public. Adopting a plural property perspective lays a level playing field vis-a-vis our daily interactions anchoring the place where 
publicness and ownership meet. Unpacking property as a plural construct helps us revisit and critique the provision of public space in 
the city as a microcosm of conflicting rights and guides us to adopt the outsiders’ perspective with respect to the offering that the public 
realm is in the neoliberal city context.
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3.1. Wading through the day-to-day of the public realm

Our engagement with the Manchester POPS started in September 2023. As experts on place management, we were invited to run a 
workshop on the development of best practice standards for public realm stewardship and management of POPS. The workshop was 
attended by more than 20 participants including developers, estate managers, local government officers, the Business Improvement 
District (City-Co), and placemaking professionals. The workshop was used as a foundational exercise towards understanding local 
place-based problems (Steadman and Millington, 2022) and concerns regarding day-to-day management of POPS. The workshop also 
allowed us to establish an ongoing research partnership with participants, to facilitate the mapping and concord of their duties and 
broader tasks with respect to managing the public realm. Between June–July 2024, we participated in two additional focus groups 
where estate managers provided information about their everyday tasks on site, and three meetings-on-the-go in July with estate 
managers and other members of staff, shadowing their activities and daily tasks.

Reflection on the workshop and the priorities discussed with participants, enabled us to appreciate the qualities of day-to-day 
operation and management during the three site visits, when we felt more readily equipped to locate signs of managerial practice 
imprinted into the landscape of POPS. We also took with us into the field our own meanings and experiences, as both ordinary residents 
who routinely encounter Manchester's POPS as part of daily life, and as professional researchers with a particular interest in public 
space management. Our positionalities enabled an ‘outside-in’ perspective and a more engaged autoethnographic practice through 
which to uncover and experience the varied levels of publicness on offer. Subsequently, to understand perceived/experienced and 
managed publicness and its interstitial nature, we adopted a walking narrative approach, focusing on legal and regulatory manifes
tations in the built environment (Kanellopoulou et al., 2024). Our walks foreground the lived experience of everyday open settings, 
adding depth and context to the workshops, which in contrast took place indoors in a nearby office complex. Importantly, the act of 
walking fostered an embodied connection to place, as the sensory and emotional experience of moving through each locale 
step-by-step revealed multiple layers of experiential qualities (Wunderlich, 2008).

We visited all three sites within the space of a week to ensure our experiences as members of the public remained comparable and 
still vivid in memory. We started each visit by walking and experiencing each study site, tracing out the landscape and parameters of 
each POP, noting their structural and material qualities, design features, and services on offer, to develop an overarching perspective of 
how other people used and traversed the space. Our attention, perhaps by heightened by our academic professional capacity, was 
drawn to visible signs setting the rules and prohibitions emplaced by the asset managers. We began to chart how ourselves and others 
subtly negotiated the spatially constitutional nature of legal text inscribed in multiple street-level instructions.

Finally, walking with and shadowing POPS managers and their staff afforded another perspective, providing insight into how those 
in charge observe public interaction, and more importantly, how they perform their roles along an axis of compliance, safeguarding, 
and public stewardship. During the walks, we let the managers lead the routes and the discussion, affording them space to more freely 
describe their roles and responsibilities without recourse pre-determined questions. This way, we were able to listen to the concerns, 
priorities, and tasks comprising management roles directly from them, allowing us to appreciate the differences in the making of the 
city's public realm, operating under the umbrella term POPS (Zhang and He, 2020; Dimmer, 2012, inter alia).

In summary, a pluralistic approach to methodological design, enabled us to combine our prior experience of the study sites, with 
our academic knowledge on the topic of POPS (outside-in), and ultimately, with the perspective of the place's stewards (inside-out). 
This way, we do not regard our positionalities, subjectivities and findings as fragmented; rather, we view them as part of the same 
journey into the production of knowledge (Rose, 1997), which enables our combined experiences to transcend sites, as we move across 
the different POPS (Middleton, 2010; Kusenbach, 2003). Consequently, this approach allows us to “celebrate the complex, kaleidoscopic 
nature of a place” (Warnaby and Medway, 2013, p. 356) and its various facets beyond the public-private dichotomies that prescribe the 
formal status of POPS.

4. Findings

4.1. What do estate managers think of their POPS?

Our current interest in Manchester's POPS necessitates a shared understanding of how these spaces can uphold a high standard of 
day-to-day management, whilst tackling common issues without jeopardising their publicness. Indeed, one of the main goals of the 
workshop was to explore how estate managers can overcome the barriers that may constitute POPS as exclusionary and inaccessible 
spaces, without compromising standards of custodianship and legibility that are necessary to safeguard the interests of POPS’ various 
stakeholders (including private companies and their employees, traders, residents/visitors, local government, and the police). 

Table 1 
Summary of estate managers’ perceptions of good public realm, themed under Mehta (2014) and Li et al. (2022).

Dimensions of Publicness Estate Managers' Perception of a Good Public Realm

Accessibility Ease of access for the many; Openness; Good connectivity; Flat, open, good use of space
Inclusivity Communal; Vibrant and community-led; Diverse and multifunctional space; The meaning of place (akin to genius loci ‘spirit of place’)
Safety & Comfort Safe space; No vehicle traffic; Cleanliness; Sleek and comfortable; Protected from weather; Presence of amenities and necessities
Pleasurability Green/Blue space; Atmosphere/energy; Convivial/Thriving; Place of interest
Meaningful Activities Play space; Programme of events and activities; Presence of buildings and businesses; Historical Context; Place of Interest
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Therefore, one important workshop exercise was to understand what estate managers think makes a good public realm.
Regarding estate managers’ appetite to collaborate with each other to “define what the fundamentals of managing POPS are and getting 

a framework where everyone can operate in” (quote from estate manager during meeting), the exercise was a good icebreaker for 
participants to start this discussion. Additionally, it gave us a benchmark from which we tailored our walking meetings to highlight 
perceived vs managed publicness. The main points are presented in Table 1 and themed under categories for evaluating publicness. 
Intriguingly, during the exercise the participants placed more emphasis on meaningful experiences, comfort and sensory pleasure 
(Mehta, 2014) as the main factors for a flourishing public realm. Less emphasis was placed on the mechanisms and the regulations that 
are needed to maintain the right balance of publicness in POPS (Li et al., 2022). Contrastingly, in the next sections we highlight how the 
focus on the managed publicness of POPS becomes prominent when walking in these sites, as it challenges the seamless transition from 
the public to the private.

4.2. Visiting and managing publicisation: a three-site guided walk in manchester

Equipped with ‘insider knowledge’ from the workshops and our own prior experiences with the studied POPS, we examine the 
publicisation and management of the public realm in the three case studies within Manchester's city centre presented earlier. POPS, as 
they are commonly understood and defined in academic literature, are a relatively new phenomenon in Manchester. The first, and first 
stop in our study, Great Northern, was established in 2003, with another seven constructed before 2025. Overall, our chosen sites 
demonstrate varying levels of publicness/openness in design: a publicly accessible square fronting a larger conversion/listed building 
surrounded by vibrant nighttime economy provision (Great Northern); a versatile regeneration project/neighbourhood that expands 
Manchester's centre (First Street); and lastly, a purpose-built park, located on the fringe of the city centre (Mayfield Park). Although all 
three are designated as POPS, their management, visitability and ownership status varies. The public offering at each site is quite 
different, with each site generating specific managerial operations. Considered together, however, they represent multiple nuances 
associated with what constitutes a privately owned public space to begin with.

4.3. Great Northern

The site of Great Northern is a complex comprising a Grade II-listed former Great Northern Railway Warehouse, a new-build retail 
and leisure complex, and external square, originally entitled the Courtyard. Unsurprisingly the site and its environs have been subject 
to considerable transformation over two decades. Our site visits reveal a public square bordered by multiple entertainment and leisure 
outlets, including highly popular venues, clubs and restaurants. An amphitheatre (Fig. 1) was once the dominant feature of the public 
square, but its public purpose never truly materialised, leading to criticism from the municipal authority:

“The Great Northern Square has under-performed as a public space. The amphitheatre space has rarely functioned as it was 
intended” (Manchester City Council, 2015).

Much of the amphitheatre was filled in and replaced with a children’s sandpit and play area, following recommendations 
outlined in Manchester City Council’s Strategic Regeneration Plan. This called for the redevelopment of the Great Northern as 
“a space that brings people together, which encourages social interaction and a sense of community […] It should be comfortable, safe, 
welcoming and accessible to all” (Deloitte, 2017, p. 3). We should reveal here the public realm element is on a long-term lease 
from Manchester City Council, which enables a much stronger public voice in the management of the POP than might otherwise 
be expected.

During the day, the play area has become a popular attraction for families with children, especially during the Covid-19 pandemic, 

Fig. 1. Great Northern's amphitheatre, source: Authors.
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mirroring our own experiences as carers and residents seeking out one of the few outdoor play areas in the city centre. The spot is also 
popular at lunchtimes as place to sit for office workers buts far as the visitor is concerned, the Great Northern's public offering is the 
remains of amphitheatrical seating around the sandpit and a dedicated space for families. Approaching the sandpit, however, signs 
dictating the use of place are prominently located, indicating the enclosure of the public realm by ownership-derived rules (Fig. 2). Yet 
the greatest prohibition to the enjoyment of the public realm does not come overtly prescriptive rules and regulations, but from a poor 
design which continues to limit the utility of the Great Northern. Put simply, one might imagine a space designed for children to play 
might also be accommodative of buggies and prams, and other wheeled access. It becomes clear that as an add-on to the initial design, 
the amphitheatre-as-sandpit, was never designed with accessibility in mind, even though it has de facto become one of the few child- 
friendly spaces in Manchester city centre. As a result, the public realm is in fact doubly foreclosed, by both regulation and materiality.

There is however a significant diurnal quality of the Great Northern, as after dark the space transitions from child-friendly to a more 
predominantly adult environment. Surrounded by busy late-night bars and eateries, this part of Manchester has a vibrant nighttime 
economy. Now the seating is taken up by recovering revellers and late-night diners feasting on takeaways from the food truck situated 
on site. It is clear nobody observes the prominent signs prohibiting the consumption of alcohol on the amphitheatre's steps. We doubt 
this rule is effectively enforced during the day, never mind at night. As such, the site operates in tandem with the surrounding streets 
and subject to a wider metropolitan timetable. As far as the site manager is concerned, their daily experience of managing and 
maintaining the site is dominated by activity to safely facilitate its night-time occupation.

The manager reveals that whilst on site “security aims to be discreet … police presence is often visible at night”. With excessive alcohol 
consumption and potential for violence (including a recent fatality) a real concern security becomes a matter of greater priority for the 
Great Northern necessitating closer cooperation with public police services. The manager explains the role involves maintaining a 
direct line of communication with Greater Manchester Police. With respect to safeguarding the premises, security personnel are 
equipped with bodycams, whereas emergency response services are provided with physical access to the square. Nevertheless, 
separating the privately-owned public realm from the drinking public while abiding by the principles of discreet surveillance, is a 
challenge for the site manager wishing to enforce the rules on alcoholic consumption. Unsurprisingly the estate manager's daily 
practice is primarily focused on health and safety assessment and concerned with safeguarding the owners from liability. Here, 
managing the space has become a largely a performative activity of hierarchical compliance, where visitability and openness of the 
amphitheatre is not a priority. Instead, the diurnal nature of Great Northern and Peter Street necessitates “ongoing strategies to ‘deal’ 
with [this place]” (Dunn, 2020, p. 156), guided by broader compliance and box-ticking exercise. Whereas one might imagine a 
dedicated team engaged with programming and activation of the Great Northern with a range of placemaking interventions through 
the year, it appears the role of the management team is essentially reduced to one of asset protection and liability safeguarding.

The Great Northern, however, is subject to redevelopment which will replace the amphitheatre and play area with a more con
ventional design blueprint. (Marketing Manchester, 2023). This may address another recommendation of the 2017 Strategic Regen
eration Plan, “to improve the accessibility and functionality of the public space” (Deloitte, 2017, p. 55). Proposals offer a tantalising vision 
of “a green oasis for the city with spaces designed for work, rest and play” (Trilogy, 2022), draw attention to the persuasive power of 
speculative hyper-real renditions of urban futures (Deegan, 2012). Much of the Great Northern's commercial offer will change, with 
much of the leisure offer replaced by high density housing, raising questions about the publicness of the space, with a lurking concern 
future signage will dictate “for residential use only”. Consequently, the Great Northern's public realm is provisional, awaiting 

Fig. 2. Sign in Great Northern, “No Alcohol to be consumed in the amphitheatre” Source: Authors.
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redevelopment and demonstrating the clash between ownership of the land and its usage, with the current plans shifting publicness to 
other parts of the site, subjecting it to an ‘allowance’ or ‘trade-off’ vis-a-vis the forthcoming residential investment.

The Great Northern demonstrates the hitherto under-explored overlayered temporal and rhythmic dimensions of POPS, which 
reveals their fragility and instability. In one sense, the exacerbated diurnal quality of the Great Northern renders its publicness as open 
and fluid, whilst its privateness might shrivel, as the borders separating two realms become highly permeable during nocturnal hours. 
Sendra and Sennett (2020) might celebrate this temporary publicisation as an urban form generative of the Open City, but over the 
decades POPS are also subject to the vagaries of the property market, hence the Great Northern's public qualities are insignificant in the 
long-term plans of developers. One might argue, therefore, durability be added to the list of qualities of publicness. We leave the site, 
contemplating on the liminality of the public space, caught between day and nighttime use, between an adult and child space, as well 
as between the previous, current and forthcoming redevelopment plans, invisible to the passing-by and visiting public.

4.4. First Street

A 10-min walk from Great Northern, First Street offers “one of Manchester's most important sustainable development and regeneration 
opportunities […] a vibrant new place on the edge of the City centre, catering for the city's expansion needs, and creating a dynamic and high- 
profile new entrance sequence into the City” (First Street Manchester, 2024). Established in 2015 First Street is becoming a destination for 
both office workers and cultural visitors. The public realm is defined by ‘First Street’ a paved pedestrian corridor connecting the North 
and South parts of the development. First Street North is anchored by HOME, Manchester's premier independent cinema, theatre, and 
art gallery which ensures the site remains activate during the evening and across the weekend. Opposite is No.1 Tony Wilson Place, a 
large office constructed in the 1990s and before the current regeneration framework. Between these two buildings is First Street 
Central, a public square, which anchors several eateries and bars, a gym, indoor golf attraction, hotel, student accommodation, 
multistorey carpark, and a convenience store.

Ultimately, the First Street partnership aspires to create an independent ‘neighbourhood’ and capitalise on an emergent community 
of young professionals, civil servants and university students who will be housed in their new developments. These ambitions are being 
realised through the expansion of First Street South (SimpsonHaugh, 2024), and the simultaneous positioning of the First Street brand 
and marketability to international investors and pension funds. At the time of the visit, notable construction was underway on this 
southern plot, with several office complexes, three large residential schemes, and a food hall all at various at stages of completion.

Our afternoon visit begins underneath a Victorian railway viaduct which marks the boundary between the space and city centre, 
and the beginning of the First Street pedestrian corridor. Here, the entrance is marked by in-situ advertising to highlight what people 
can do in First Street (marketed as Summer at First) and is decorated with elaborate flower arrangements for the Manchester Flower 
Festival, a cross-city initiative organised by the Manchester Business Improvement District (BID). The public square is lively with office 
workers on their lunch break and other visitors enjoying the day. This is a familiar place for our research team, an area often used for 
post-work drinks and events.

Many were sat on wooden garden benches that double-up as a canvas for artists - the latest temporary placemaking intervention as 
part of a wider programme to programme the space. Others sit on deck chairs positioned in front of large outdoor TV screen showing 
sedate sports. The public realm, however, accommodates more permanent placemaking features, the most notable being the Friedrich 

Fig. 3. View of Tony Wilson Place from the HOME terrace, First Street (photo: authors).
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Engels' statue, rescued from Ukraine and deposited here in 2017, to gaze over Manchester's emergent landscape of glass skyscrapers. 
Local historian and walking tour operator Jonathan Schofield (2017) suggests positioning Engels at a POPS can be “a focus for dis
cussion over the relationship between private and public space” (Schofield, 2017), hence a feature Sendra and Sennett (2020) might 
describe as a ‘punctuated moment’.

Otherwise, First Street uses street-names to establish its connection to place; a well-rehearsed mechanism of place management to 
not only brand a place, but also to imprint symbolic meaning, inscribe identity and construct a related public-facing offering 
(Azaryahu, 2011; Light, 2013; Rusu, 2021). Hence, Tony Wilson Place (Fig. 3) is named after a local TV personality and the figure 
behind Factory Records and Hacienda nightclub. During our walk we learn Tony Wilson's family “insisted on naming it a place, and not a 
square”. Such measures reveal how placemaking has come to undergird First Street's publicisation through attempts to leverage 
historical and cultural authenticity as the basis of place attachment (Rose, 2017).

In contrast to Great Northern, at First Street we are met with a team of people, including a representative of the developers, the 
placemaking and experience officer, and the head of security, all representing the multiple dimensions to place management on First 
Street. Although First Street is not part of the BID, the First Street team reveal how they are members of an extended network which 
provides access to the latest opportunities to animate the public realm and draw on the BID event management expertise. The team talk 
about a range of place management activities, such as health and safety, diversity, women's night-life economy charter training, carbon 
literacy training, access to urban data, and advocacy/partnership meetings (CityCo, 2024). Indeed, throughout our walk, such ini
tiatives were repeatedly highlighted as examples of a flexible, inclusive decision-making approach that starts with ‘discovery-led 
consultations’ with the commercial and business tenants of the estate. These consultations necessitate making great effort to ensure 
everyone is on the same page, as one of the managers highlights. For example, First Street has a non-legally binding Memorandum of 
Understanding in place that stipulates close cooperation and collaboration between occupiers and the management company to 
promote culture, connectivity and lifecycle carbon neutrality in the site. It appears, therefore, that First Street adheres to high stan
dards of place management practice.

The vision for First Street is to become somewhere “… people come to enjoy more than just work, in a place that's easy to love. Culture, 
entertainment, and gastronomic delights, it's a place to nourish your mind, body and soul” (https://www.firststreetmanchester.com/).

Indeed, this matches our outsider experience as visitors and members of the public who frequent the on-site leisure and culture 
activities. Yet, despite the abundance of public realm provision, clearly the marketing and placemaking in First Street attempts to 
appeal to socio-demographic targets as opposed to a wider public. During the walk the management were explicit in their intentions 
support the requirements of paying tenants and “to keep the office workers here after 5pm”. At First Street therefore, we find yet another 
management team engaged in the familiar balancing act between measures to attract and retain visitors to underpin the site's com
mercial viability, and the normal safeguarding rules and regulation, we have come to expect in POPS. As opposed to our experience at 
Great Northern, however, during our walk-along at First Street, security is not mentioned unless prompted. Visible security presence 
remains discrete, yet we learn about the existence of cameras and a staffed security office located on site. Safety concerns mirror those 
of the broader urban fabric (e.g., disorderly conduct), whereas the head of security does not seem to remember any immediate in
cidents where intervention was required. However, occupiers' liability dictates the site remains free from danger to visitors, aligning 
with similar concerns expressed by the management at Great Northern. In both cases the public is regarded as a potential liability/ 
litigant rather than as a direct recipient of ‘publicness’. Publicisation and publicness at in First Street therefore yield to the financial 

Fig. 4. Mayfield Park's entrance, with a Park Ambassador in the background, Source: Authors.
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vitality of the site.
We leave First Street acknowledging the clash between our outside localised experience and the ambitions of the developers and 

management team. In contrast to Great Northern, where the public realm is limited by design and conflicting usage, First Street prides 
itself in being part of the city's festive and cultural provision, and as a real and cohesive “neighbourhood”. Hence, publicness for First 
Street is part of the marketing offering, reinforced via non-legally binding memoranda and tenets' frameworks that operate for the 
broader benefit of the site, yet not necessarily for the public per se, which is instead considered transient vis-a-vis the estate's com
mercial, cultural, and investment purpose.

4.5. Mayfield Park

In contrast to the predominantly hardened landscapes of Great Northern and First Street, Mayfield is a 6.5-acre park opened in 2022 
as the first city-centre ‘public’ park for over 100 years (Mayfield Park, 2025). With 142 trees and 120,000 plants around reclaimed 
river front, the project has established an area of biodiversity on a polluted brownfield within walking distance of Manchester's main 
railway station. The park's design and commitment to sustainability have already been acknowledged with a Green Flag Award (Green 
Flag, 2024), honouring its good practice in the management of outdoor recreational space. The timing of this development may align 
with wider calls to establish and protect open space in cities in a post-pandemic context (Rodgers, 2020) or signal a return to Victorian 
philanthropic values which led to the establishment of public parks in British cities in the first place (O'Reilly, 2019). Nevertheless, 
Mayfield Park is only the first stage of a 24-acre strategic regeneration scheme which aims to extend the city-centre with new housing, 
office space, retail and leisure activity. Whereas the environmental benefits are clear, the consortium of public and private partners 
behind the development are explicit in their intentions:

“Integrating sustainable practices in the development of new spaces will make a significant impact on the local environment and com
munity, enhancing quality of life and helping to attract long-term investment” (LCR Property, 2025)

The co-option of blue and green infrastructure by urban growth coalitions is well-established (Castree, 2008; Harvey, 1989), as is 
the well-rehearsed neoliberal policy lever of creating aesthetically pleasing green environments to replace degraded urban space for 
economic benefit (Lang and Rothenberg, 2016; While et al., 2004). Mayfield (Fig. 4) may become yet another example of sustainable 
urbanism, illustrating how blue and green infrastructure provision is becoming devolved to private property interests (Raco, 2005), or 
simply a temporary cipher within Manchester's international place branding strategy (McCann, 2013). With promises to be a ‘true 
oasis’ and a ‘place for all’, together with an emphasis on non-commercial usage and public access, however, Mayfield Park might be a 
POPS with a difference. Hence, the site became the third field of investigation, where we examine how design, visitability, and place 
management combine to comprise publicness as the (neoliberal) public offering.

We visited Mayfield Park at 10am, just after its opening. There are only a few other visitors, including a handful of locals enjoying a 
morning stroll and an elderly couple from London. The couple exclaim (perhaps in exaggeration) on the place's uniqueness and modern 
landscape: “you can't find a park like that in London!” Indeed, Mayfield Park runs the length of a now disused Victorian railway viaduct. 
Whereas these red-brick vestige of Manchester's industrial heyday might sharp contrast between hard and soft landscapes, here they 
resonate to create a serene environment. The Londoners join us as we meet with Mayfield Park's general manager, who is primarily in 
charge of its upkeep and security, and are interested in learning as much about the park as we were: “in fact,” explains the manager, 
“this is part of our job … me and the security guards, we don't call them security guards here, they rather are Park Ambassadors” and they are 
tasked with safeguarding and security as much as they are with explaining the story of the park to its visitors. We learn how park 
ambassadors have received cultural training as part of their appointment procedures, to maintain a commitment to inclusivity. Hence 
it is not surprising to learn that Mayfield is frequented by Jewish and Muslim families, who appear to purposively visit this place, rather 

Fig. 5. Family recreation at Mayfield Park, Source: Authors.
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than other public parks in the city.
“Families feel safe, everyone is welcome here” explains our interlocutor, pointing out the public restrooms are designed with disability 

in mind. At the design stage the main concern was: “can this be used by an adult disabled person?” Indeed, the public restrooms next to 
the giant playframe are quite exemplary in their design, comprising automated soap dispensers with integrated water fountains and 
dryers, and ample of room to change. These can be used by all visitors with relative ease. Lastly, commercial activity within the park is 
regulated, with a permanent cafe and an ice-cream truck operating under contract with the owners: “the ice cream truck pays rent during 
the summer months, but in the winter, nobody buys ice-cream … they can stay on site for free.”

Mayfield Park appears to keep true to its public mission, whereby no member of the public is prima facie excluded, if they follow the 
park's rules. Indeed, Mayfield Park is adamant about monitoring and enforcing the rules, which are visibly located at the entrance 
gates. Regulations relate to responsible dog ownership, prohibition of alcohol, BBQs, and smoking. The first green space in Manchester 
to impose a smoking ban, Mayfield Park has remained smoke and vape-free since June 2023. Whilst this is explicitly displayed upon 
entry, we do witness the occasional visitor lighting up a cigarette: “Park ambassadors will remind people of the rules … most people don't 
actually know or paid attention to the non-smoking sings, but we have never had issues with non-compliance".

Yet, it is precisely this open and public character and mandate that inevitably blurs the proprietary lines associated with POPS. The 
decision to set and enforce property-derived rules, maintain constant (albeit subtle) surveillance, adopt a particular stance to com
mercial activity, regardless of how socially beneficent this maybe, are all decisions resting outside the local democratic process.

By creating a secure environment, where it seems people from all backgrounds feel safe lies at the heart of the park's open and 
public nature (Fig. 5). We discovered, however, security is the largest single expense raising concerns about the site's visibility, if 
jeopardised. The site manager feels this pressure daily. Whereas they experience the joy the park brings to the local communities and 
visitors, the precarity of the site's future remains a lurking presence as future financing is tied to the levering of estate fees from 
adjacent private-led development. One wonders how long Mayfield laudable commitments can be maintained, especially if the market 
conditions in which the scheme's future is dependent take a downturn, as is such with speculative urbanism (Leitner and Sheppard, 
2023). Unfortunately, at the time of writing the wider development has stalled as the developers struggle to raise the necessary funds.

Indeed, the trade-off between the public offering and financial resilience has plagued Mayfield Park since its inception. Whereas the 
development costs were much less than anticipated, this was achieved through significant readjustments to the design, scaling back the 
space as it was conceived. Without the injection of £23 m of national government funding in 2020, it is unlikely the project would have 
been completed without state support. There is also little possibility, however, that the local municipality might take on the ownership 
of the park due to ongoing austerity measures in Britain, and even if it could, it is unlikely local government could maintain the same 
level of quality of access and publicness either. Herein lies the paradoxical nature of POPS in Manchester. As we leave the site, we agree 
that this sense of urgency has – luckily – yet to imprint on the actual park.

5. Conclusions and reflections

POPS in the UK are regarded with a large measure of scepticism, often bordering hostility and negativity, generative of an 
expectation that POPS denote spaces of exclusion (Dowdy, 2019). Under English law - which notoriously operates against the pub
licness of space (Layard, 2016) - POPS are regulated by private property rights, thus enjoying superior spatio-legal protection against 
any rights the public might have in relation to the same place. Recourse to a binary understanding of public/private property, however, 
overlooks how publicness in practice possesses fluid and dynamic qualities, which call for novel, pragmatic, and multi-dimensional 
approaches.

In this paper, therefore, we have begun to explore the more nuanced concepts of publicisation and publicness in POPS, accounting 
for the experiences of the places' custodians who are called to navigate their day-to-day activities. Our ‘outside-in’ approach, 
comprising walks, discussions, and close interactions with POPS’ managers, reveals how the latter are embroiled with safeguarding the 
lived dimensions of publicness, encompassing accessibility, unplanned activity, sociability, and inclusiveness (Li et al., 2022). Such 
attributes align with commonly understanding conceptions of ‘what makes a good public realm’, as seen in our workshops. However, 
as our site visits demonstrate, these priorities are often restricted by the material and market conditions that limit what POPS managers 
can do. This precariousness prompts to consider durability as an additional dimension of publicness in Mehta (2014) and Li et al. 
(2022), aspiring to the preservation of the public-facing aspects of POPS.

Overall, we pay attention to the more prosaic day-to-day place management operations, particularly in relation to safety pro
cedures and amenity provision, which are neglected in critical debates about POPS. While urban entrepreneurial strategies and related 
literature are often associated with the production of privatised and exclusionary urban spaces, our empirical findings suggest that the 
outcomes of such strategies are rather localised and place-contingent. This underscores the importance of place management theory 
and practice, which provide the tools and frameworks necessary to navigate the complex, context-specific public realm.

Indeed, the subtleties and nuances of managers' actions can lead our understanding of POPS to a more pragmatic position that 
necessitates a partnership-working ethos with respect to improving the public offering provision in the neoliberal city context. Our 
interactions with (and within) Manchester's POPS highlight the constant negotiation and dialogue that frames hyperlocal governance, 
and the ‘balancing act’ that these managers perform. In the shifting environment of POPS, a place-based partnership approach is 
therefore needed to develop a common understanding of minimum standards and localised approaches to safeguard publicness (cf 
Musso, 2022).

What was clear from our empirical engagement is that a place management ethos is evident in both the operational and strategic 
planning of Manchester POPS, but the local experience requires further unpacking to reflect the ‘messy’ realities of these spaces, and 
the external and internal complexities that stem from any associated legal dichotomies (private/public, owner/visitor). Indeed, our 
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research has highlighted that publicness is a fluid concept also in the estate managers' minds, affirming the need to adopt a plural 
property lens instead. Additionally, in all three cases, imminent long-term redevelopment plans pose big challenges to the already 
nuanced definition of the public offering, placing additional burden on estate managers to maintain a permissible public purpose 
(Essert, 2022), considering further marketisation of the city.

Based on these findings, further research on the daily operations of POPS from a managerial perspective can explore how their tasks 
and practices align with the main elements of place management (place maintenance, place marketing/branding, placemaking) 
(Parker, 2011), following a pluralistic-property lens that allows more direct input from the ground-up (Millington et al., 2015). 
Whereas the place-based focus of Manchester POPS is evident in the form of public-private partnerships consortia, arguably more input 
from the public and those in direct contact with the particular spaces, could benefit the next stages of the sites’ development. As our 
paper shows, people on-the-ground can act as conduits or stewards between public and private interests, and they possess relevant 
knowledge and skills that are malleable based on their daily encounters with the space. Paying emphasis on such interstitial functions, 
operating between the more established and formalised property lines, can reveal how the flow of publicness operates in-between 
rights, uses, and place-hierarchies, and can truly carry meaning from and for the public. Foregrounding the everyday and the 
mundane can achieve exactly that.
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