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Introduction 

Governing informal and adaptive cultural and spatial practices that occur within formal 
spaces and sites comes with a unique set of challenges, especially in mediating 
competing interests that lay claim to that space. Heritage preservation, particularly via 
the increasing focus on intangible heritage, is one of the key mechanisms that is 
designed to intersect this process and represent the informal cultural practices in need 
of preservation. However, the interdependent relationship that exists between informal 
socio-spatial practice and formal sites, can be seen as challenging the heritage 
framework. Using the example of the entrance to Flinders Street Station – and the 
iconic steps and clocks that serves as a popular gathering point – we can see how the 
development of an informal cultural practice embedded within the Melbourne 
imaginary is also challenged by competing policy objectives.  

Adaptation in the Formal City  

Cities, and by extension the heritage and culture of its public spaces, exist in a large 
part in the tension between its formal and informal, tangible and intangible elements, 
and this has significant implications for the governmentality of the public realm. A 
prominent part of urban atmosphere is the socio-spatial negotiation of this tension – a 
significant “spatial practice” (Lefebvre, 1991) that is often performed in banal, 
everyday ways in cities.  
 
The public adaptation of utilitarian built urban forms – for instance using steps and 
ledges as somewhere to sit, a vestibule as somewhere to huddle from the street, or 
using public art or handrail as a surface to skate on – can be seen regularly occurring 
across cities, contributing to the public culture and ambience of the ‘urban’. Critically, 
such a process can also be viewed as a style of micro ‘spatial justice’ (Soja 2013) and 
reclamation of one’s ‘right to the city’, where the urban landscape is informally adapted 
for different socio-spatial needs.   
 
Case Study: Flinders Street Station Steps  

Looking at an example of a formal site, Flinders Street Station – a grand, heritage-
listed, busy central station in Melbourne’s CBD – is often seen as an ‘iconic’ site in the 
Melbourne imaginary and plays an important role in the city’s tourism/branded identity. 
While the station is known for its architectural heritage, the actual steps to the buildings 
main-entrance however, also hold cultural and civic significance. Despite the 
entranceway being a busy thoroughfare people will often use the steps as somewhere 
to sit, rest, gather, or to wait for someone – giving birth to the common phrase ‘meet 
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me under the clocks’, which features heavily within the city’s lexicon and imagination. 
Designed as a utilitarian form, the stairs become repurposed as a place to loiter, 
assemble and engage in public culture.  

Policing Space and Bodies 

Formally a popular spot with rough sleepers, the stations entryway and surrounds was 
at the heart of protests and a homeless camp in 2017 when people settled by the steps 
were asked to move on for the station façade to undergo maintenance. These events 
spurred the development and adoption of the Homeless Operating Protocol by the City 
of Melbourne (CoM), which allows police officers to move-on rough sleepers.  

Aimed at managing the “impacts on the amenity, enjoyment and use of the public 
space” (City of Melbourne, 2017, p.1), and indeed being less punitive than other policy 
interventions that CoM was considering at the time, much of this protocol is 
nonetheless susceptible to misuse and an infringement of spatial rights.  

Protocol 6 for example, specifies that “behaviour in the public space should not impact 
the enjoyment of other user of the public place”, and protocol 7 specifies that 
“unacceptable behaviour such as using drug paraphernalia, blocking the thoroughfare, 
intimation or unruly activity which impacts on others’ enjoyment of the public space is 
not permissible” (City of Melbourne, 2017, p. 2, emphasis added). Much of the protocol 
(as one example of a number of such interventions) clearly positions the homeless 
community against ‘other’ users of public space (i.e. the housed-population), creating 
two very distinct and largely unequal ‘publics’.  

For example, blocking a thoroughfare is unacceptable as per the protocol, yet at 
Flinders Street Station – the site that heavily contributed to the decision to develop 
these set of protocols in the first place – the thoroughfare is routinely blocked and 
obstructed by people sitting on the steps or waiting for someone under the clocks. 
When performed by certain bodies, this act contributes to the heritage of the site, while 
for others (left to the discretion of a police officer) such an act would be considered an 
offence – thus the informal cultural heritage that emerges in the site is not constituted 
or experienced by all users of the site equally.  

Such a critical framing of intangible cultural heritage poses a real challenge, as well 
as real opportunity for the development of urban heritage policy and to the broader 
governance of just public space: 
 
Critical Approach to Heritage: Policy Suggestions  
 
This process of responding to, and reclaiming, space in which to rest or gather 
happens frequently across the city yet can pose a challenge to heritage frameworks, 
where heritage is often dichotomise into tangible and intangible forms – despite 
growing criticism of this binary model (see Kaufman 2013, Smith 2014). In the case of 
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Flinders Street Station steps for example, the distinct cultural and spatial practice of 
meeting someone ‘under the clocks’ occurs when the station steps (a tangible form), 
are subverted and repurposed by people sitting and gathering on them (an intangible 
process). As such, this socio-spatial practice occurs at the intersection of tangible and 
intangible culture, as negotiated by the human body.  

Extending heritage frameworks beyond this binary should allow us to better 
understand how to valuate and manage urban spatial culture, as something that is 
resistive, responsive and/or informal. Such a reconceptualization is useful in better 
understanding what makes a city unique, culturally vibrant and accommodating, and 
what is worth safeguarding or advocating, as opposed to focusing only on the more 
formal, often insufficiently tested examples of tangible/intangible heritage (Munjeri 
2004, Turner & Tomer 2013).  

However, if heritage and place-based governance was to recognise and value the 
contribution that the adaptation of formal spaces has in the atmosphere and public 
culture of the city, we need to critically also acknowledge that such a process 
intersects with the politicisation of bodies and space.  

Citizens engaging informally in formal spaces and adapting the public realm to suit 
public life, is something that a city should foster – while also recognising that such a 
process is not experienced equally by all, nor is it equally policed or accessed. Cultural 
preservation and place-management frameworks must be cognisant of the politicising 
of bodies and the intersection with (competing) spatial-control policies, otherwise any 
attempts to preserve or even just better facilitate, informal cultures that occur in public 
spaces runs the risk of being inequitable.  

Responding to this is a critical first step in nuancing heritage frameworks to be more 
just. Moreover, perhaps by adopting a more critical position, heritage frameworks can 
begin to play a role in preserving/supporting forms of bottom-up socio-spatial justice 
within the urban landscape, and advancing a broader agenda of rights-to-the-city.  
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