
	
Historic preservation is a large task. Local governments and nonprofit organizations are often 
reticent to invest needed resources into preservation projects. Even when they are taken on, 
the timeline is slow and costly. Can individuals speed up urban renewal or the preservation 
process? Michael Lydon and Anthony Garcia tackle this question in Tactical Urbanism: Short-
term Action for Long-term Change. Utilizing real-world examples of citizen action, Lydon and 
Garcia explain tactical urbanism and attempt to arm readers with skills necessary to make 
change in their neighborhoods. Incremental change can have large impacts. While preservation 
specifically is not discussed in Tactical Urbanism, the principles within can change our 
approach to preservation planning. Tactical Urbanism is an approachable introduction to 
community problem-solving for citizen activists, local and state government officials, and 
preservationists. 
 
Mike Lydons is a principal with the New York office of consulting firm Street Plans, as well as 
an urban planner, writer, and speaker. He is the creator of The Open Streets Project and has 
worked at a variety of urban planning firms. He has a Master’s in Urban Planning from the 
University of Michigan. Anthony Garcia also works with Street Plans as a principal, but in the 
Miami office. He is an architect who has an M.Arch from the University of Miami. He, along with 
Mike Lydons created the series Tactical Urbanism: Short-term Action, Long-term Change Vol. 
1-4. Their educations and work experience have made them experts on small scale urban 
renewal. 
 
Tactical Urbanism 
Tactical Urbanism is not just the title of the book, but a concept of neighborhood building. 
Tactical Urbanism is defined as “short-term, low-cost, and scalable interventions and policies” 
that encourage community development and activation (2). Rather than a recommended 
solution, tactical urbanism is a flexible response to frustration with inaction. Tactical urbanists 
reject so-called “Big Planning” and engage in civically minded improvements quickly and 
temporarily to spawn further change. 
 
Tactical projects are not unprecedented—communities have developed urban improvements 
for centuries. The core placemaking values of temporary, low-cost, flexible, iterative, and 
participatory change can be seen as far back as the Neolithic period. The authors stress the 
importance of this history in providing a context for activism today. Tactical urbanism is not a 
new concept that guerilla urbanists created, but a tradition tied to our need to improve our 
communities. However, both the Internet and the Great Recession, and also increased urban 
populations and distrust in government are making tactical urbanism more relevant than ever.  
 
The authors argue that tactical urbanism is an ideal method for neighborhood building and 
activation today. Communities can see much-needed improvements to infrastructure and 
quality of life through low cost, temporary, citizen-led projects such as intersection repair, 
parkmaking, and guerilla wayfinding. Actions may be government sanctioned or unsanctioned, 
but either way, they cut through the bureaucracy and allow projects to be tested in real time.  
 
Analysis 
Tactical Urbanism is an approachable and colorful introduction to the methodology. The book 
is filled with photography of real world projects. The simple structure of definitions, history, and 
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examples clearly articulates the concept and potential applications for tactical urbanism to this 
audience. The work’s greatest strength is its attempt to turn frustration to excitement and 
action. The book is not an academic endeavor but a professional one, designed for 
practitioners and citizen activists. The enthusiasm of the authors is palpable; their casual yet 
passionate tone is engaging. The examples they share of successful projects range from 
repairing a single crosswalk to changing the transportation culture of a city. The authors spend 
significant time introducing the key actors for each project, which communicates to the reader 
that they do not need to be a professional planner or a Robin Hood to affect change in their 
own neighborhood. Readers will finish the book believing that they too can be a tactical 
urbanist. 
 
However, readers may also feel unsatisfied with the work. While the authors define tactical 
urbanism and work hard to demonstrate its effectiveness, they fail to outline the practical 
process of executing a project. Yes, projects vary in scale and desired outcome, but the 
authors have knowledge and experience that would benefit the reader. The vagueness with 
which the authors speak makes the reader question whether they really understand the general 
principles of the phenomenon they are advocating. Such a claim is a serious one, but the work 
leaves much to be desired in terms of practical advice. The colorful photography and pull 
quotes on every page adds a shiny quality to the work that seems to try to distract from the 
lack of straightforward, practical principles. 
 
Tactical Urbanism is not a book about historic preservation. However, the tactical approach is 
a tool that could be utilized by professional and non-professional preservationists alike. 
Preservation is a large task that is often slowed by bureaucracy and public opinion. The tactical 
approach of temporary and low-cost interventions is not designed to be the final answer for 
preserving a site or intangible resource, but it could be a step in the process. Tactical 
preservation could prevent further decay or loss, raise new awareness, or demonstrate 
effectiveness of proposed plans. Preservation is a daunting task, and the tactical approach 
requires a change of mindset. Preservationists of all skill levels and positions would benefit 
from including tactical elements in their long-term planning. 
 
One caveat: some preservation projects require specialized knowledge. A tactical urbanist may 
be too aggressive in their actions and attempt projects outside of their skillset. Non-
professional preservationists should be aware of this limitation and avoid guerilla actions that 
they are unqualified for. 
 
Conclusion 
Even with the above criticism, the work is worth reading. The authors’ passion for the topic is 
contagious. Small scale, incremental change has power, which is demonstrated in many real-
world examples. Tactical Urbanism suggests a culture change that values grassroots 
motivation, short timelines, and small budgets. Projects in community building, neighborhood 
activation, and historic preservation can all be improved by adding tactical approaches to the 
planning process. Tactical Urbanism finds a space as a casual introduction to the concept of 
tactical approaches for the beginning grassroots activist.  
 


