W

|
|
!

46

'%\.\._!Mn I

N ———

Research Highlights

‘ ‘ Despite the theoretical emphasis on participatory planning in

planning practices, research has identified a lack of community
participation in planning-related contexts, leading to the current gap
between urban planning and public participation. , ,

Urban planning necessitates public participation
to ensure that every individual's voice and require-
ments are heard and considered, thereby promoting
inclusive urban development. According to UN-Hab-
itat (2018), public participation fosters a positive re-
lationship between a government and the public by
communicating effectively and solving conflicts
collaboratively. Despite the theoretical emphasis
on participatory planning in planning practices, re-
search has identified a lack of community partici-
pation in planning-related contexts, leading to the
current gap between urban planning and public
participation. The incompatibility between com-
munication preferences and the public's preferred
method of engagement significantly contributed
to the lack of public engagement in urban planning
using traditional approaches [1]. Furthermore, in the

local context, the existing participatory planning
methodologies are outdated and fail to motivate
people to voice their opinions. Given this situation,
we hypothesize that incorporating advanced digital
technology and an augmented reality application
into a participatory planning methodology could en-
hance community involvement in planning and de-
signing public spaces in cities based on their needs.
Researchers and planning practitioners have tested
the use of digital, immersive technology to enhance
public participation with various applications in re-
sponse to the growing interest in using immersive
technologies such as virtual reality (VR), augmented
reality (AR), and mixed reality (XR) for urban plan-
ning in a global context. The assumption is that the
use of augmented reality can support quality assur-
ance in planning processes [2]
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Figure 1: City BuildAR Demonstration at Sentra Court, UOM

Research indicates that realistic visualisation tools
and techniques are more effective than abstract
representations, especially when it comes to en-
gaging a non-specialist audience [3]. Augmented
reality serves as a platform to identify the needs
and problems of neighbourhoods due to its ability to
integrate with the real-world environment realisti-
cally, providing an overview of the issues in the ac-
tual context [4]. More importantly, AR enhances and
motivates youth and children’'s engagement in the
planning process by helping their design proposals
come to reality with an understanding of the plan-
ning context ([5]; [6]).

To test the “CityBuildAR” app with users, the Uni-
versity of Moratuwa conducted a pilot test.
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“City BuildAR" is a mobile augmented reality appli-
cation that is under development and focused on
planning and designing public spaces in urban envi-
ronments. Once the app launches, users can install
it on their mobile phones and design public spac-
es by arranging various objects provided as assets.
We developed the 'CityBuildAR' app using the Unity
3D engine and AR toolkit. Depending on the type or
category of the public space (park, playground, bus
stop), the user can manipulate various objects and
ultimately view the real-world situation through the
AR app. Furthermore, this app incorporates gam-
ified elements such as badges and progress bars
to improve its users’ urban planning education. For
example, if the user adds more built-up spaces to
the public space, it shows the ratio of green and
built space required based on the guidelines, and if
it exceeds the ratio, the user can see it on the app
display. Users can publish their designs on the app
platform, and planning practitioners can consider
people's needs before designing a particular space.
We conducted an initial demonstration at UOM
with 25 urban planning undergraduates to identify
their willingness to use AR in planning, and to test
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the efficiency and impact of the CityBuildAR app
in engaging users in planning and design. We de-
signed the university cafeteria (Sentra Court) area
using pre-existing methods like 2D hand sketching,
3D modelling (Sketchup Pro), and the City BuildAR
app, as illustrated in figure 1. According to the re-
sults, the majority of the participants, 83%, agreed
that CityBuildAR is effective in the sense of han-
dling and user friendliness, and all the participants,
100%, agreed that AR is effective in planning and
designing public spaces from a user perspec-
tive. Only 66% of participants agreed that AR is a
cost-effective tool to use.

In Sri Lanka, we can use mobile augmented reality
as a participatory planning tool to bridge the exist-
ing gaps between urban planning and community
participation. However, the availability of expertise
in creating the AR platform and mobilizing within
the community is critical to enhancing inclusivity
in public participation.
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