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A seat without a receipt

The case for public places where staying costs nothing.

A café will sell you somewhere to sit. A shopping centre will lend you a seat, provided you look as
though you might buy something. Between the two lies a modest question for a city: where can a
person rest without becoming a customer?

The question sounds small until you need an answer. A bus is late. An elderly parent needs a
break halfway home. You have arrived early for an interview, and buying a drink would mean
spending money you had set aside for the journey back. In each case, a place to sit changes what
you can do next.

We tend to judge a shopping street by how much happens there. Busy tables and full shops make
success easy to see. Someone sitting quietly produces no receipt and may leave no useful trace
in a footfall report. Yet that person is using the street for a perfectly ordinary purpose: getting
through the day.

The price of staying

There is nothing wrong with charging for a table. A café has rent to pay and staff to keep. The
problem begins when almost every comfortable place belongs to a business, while the spaces
that remain free offer little shelter and nowhere to rest. The ability to spend then becomes a
condition of being comfortable in public.

That condition sorts people more efficiently than a sign. A visitor with an expense account can
buy an hour indoors. Someone counting the cost of a bus ticket must keep moving. Both may be
equally welcome in theory. Only one can afford to stay.

Nor does a bench become unnecessary because some people have somewhere else to sit. Its
value is greatest when the alternatives are poor. A seat near a bus stop matters differently to a fit
commuter and a person who cannot stand for long. The same piece of furniture can be a
convenience for one and part of a viable journey for the other.

INDEPENDENT PORTFOLIO / EN + VI



BRIEFWORK STUDIO

The bill still has to be paid

Free seating costs money. Someone must choose the site, repair the surface and empty the bin
nearby. A badly placed bench can narrow a pavement or disturb residents. Public space also
brings disputes about who gets to occupy it and for how long. Calling a bench inclusive does not
resolve any of those questions.

But removing the seat resolves them by excluding everyone who needs it. It is a tidy answer from
the perspective of maintenance and a poor one from the perspective of use. If we judged other
public facilities only by the inconvenience of looking after them, a locked gate would qualify as an
improvement.

A more serious proposal would fund upkeep at the same time as installation. It would leave
enough room for wheelchairs and prams to pass, put seats where people actually wait, and ask
nearby residents about problems after the furniture has been used. Those choices require
attention. They are hardly an argument for making a purchase the default price of rest.

What counts as a return

The easiest defence of a bench is that a rested visitor may stay longer and spend more. That may
help persuade a shopping district to pay for one. It also leaves the case dependent on the wrong
person. What happens to the visitor who rests, buys nothing and goes home?

That person has still received the service. We do not need to invent a future purchase to make
the use legitimate. A city pays for many things whose benefit arrives without a transaction. The
question is whether a public budget should make ordinary journeys possible for people with
different bodies and different incomes.

No city can offer unlimited space or solve every conflict over its use. It can, however, decide that
a person waiting for a bus should have a reasonable chance of finding a seat. The commitment is
small enough to put in a maintenance budget and concrete enough to check. Walk the route.
Look for shade. Count the places where someone can stop. Then count how many of them require
a receipt.

Original essay for the Briefwork portfolio. English and Vietnamese editions.
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Ngoi xuong ma khong phai mua gi
Mot chd nghi mién phi ddng dugc tinh vao chi phi van hanh thanh phé.

Muén ngéi nghi trong phé, cach dé nhat thudng la goi mot ly nudc. Quan cé ghé, cé mai che, déi
khi c6 ca diéu hoa. Nguoi khach tra tién, ngéi mét IGc réi di. Moi thi rat hgp ly, cho dén khi ta haéi:
nguoi khéng muén mua gi thi ngoi é dau?

Xe buyt dén mudn. Ngudi me I6n tudi can nghi gitra duong. Mot ngudi téi sém trude budi phdng
van, nhung soé tién con lai chi vira du di vé. Vi ho, chdé ngdi quyét dinh viéc cé thé ti€p tuc chuyén
di mot cach dé chiu hay phai ding chiu mét. Nhu céu 8y chang cé gi dac biét. Ta chi it nghi dén
né khi con da sic dirng hoac du tién goi nudc.

Mot con pho séam uéat thuong dugc nhin qua ban an kin khach va nhiing ctra hang déng nguai. D6
la nhirng dau hiéu dé thay, dé dua vao bdo cdo. Nguodi ngdi nghi mudi phut réi vé khdng tao ra
héa dan. Nhung ho van dang dung thanh phé vao moét viéc chinh dang: di lai va nghi chan trén
duong.

Gia cua viéc nan lai
Quan ca phé thu tién la chuyén duong nhién. Chu quan phai tra tién thué, trd luong va gilr ban
cho khach. Diéu can ban la phan viéc cta thanh phé khi hau hét nhirng ché ng6i tir té€ déu thudc

vé hang quan, con noi mién phi thi nang hodc chang c6 ghé. Khi a8y, muén & lai cho dé chiu, ngudi
ta phai c6 kha nang chi tiéu.

Khéng can treo bién tir chéi, cach bo tri &y da tu phan loai ngudi dung. Ngudi dugc cong ty thanh
toan cong tac phi c6 thé€ mua mot gio ngdi trong quan. Ngudi dang tinh tirng khoan tién xe phai
ti€p tuc di. V& nguyén tac, con phd ma clra cho ca hai. Thuc té€, chi mot nguoi du tién nan lai.

Mot chiéc ghé cling khong tré nén thira chi vi phan déng nguoi qua dudng chua can dén né. Nguai
khde cé thé xem ghé & tram xe buyt la tién nghi nhd. Véi nguoi khong diing lau dugc, dé cé thé la
diéu kién dé ho tu di lai. Cing mdt mén do, muirc dd can thiét rat khac nhau.
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Ghé mién phi van cé nguoi tra tién
Lap ghé ton tién. Bao tri, don vé sinh cling tén tién. Dat sai chd, ghé cé thé chan 16i di hoac gay

phién cho nha bén canh. Cé ghé rbi sé cé chuyén ai ngbi, ng6i bao lau, xi ly thé nao khi xay ra
tranh chap. Goi dé la khong gian danh cho moi nguoi khéng lam nhiing viéc nay tu bién mat.

Tuy nhién, dep ghé giai quyét rac réi bang cach tuéc ludn chd nghi ctia ngudi can nd. Bon vi quan
ly bét viéc, con ngudi di bo phai chiu phan bat tién. Néu chi tinh céng cham séc ma b qua ich |gi
sr dung, khda clra mot céng vién cling cé thé dugc xem la cai tién.

Mot dé xuat nghiém tic phai danh tién bao tri ngay tir khi mua ghé. Phai chlra 16i cho xe 1an, dat
ghé & nai nguai ta thuc su chd va hoi nguoi séng gan dé xem c6 van dé gi sau mot thoi gian st
dung. Nhing viéc ay doi hoi sy chu ddo. Chiing chua du dé€ bién minh cho viéc day toan bd nhu
cau nghi chan sang hang quan.

Nguoi khédng mua gi van duogc tinh

Cé thé thuyét phuc mot khu thuong mai lap ghé bang ly 1&: khach dé mét sé & 1du hon va mua
nhiéu hon. Ly I& dy dé dugc chap nhan, nhung con nguodi ngdi nghi xong réi vé, khdng mua thém
mon nao? Néu khoan chi chi dang lam khi kéo theo mét hdéa dan, ho lai bi bd ra ngoai phép tinh.

Trong trudng hgp nay, ngudi 8y da nhan dugc ding th& thanh phé bo tién cung cap: mot chd nghi
trén dudng. Khéng can gan cho ho mét giao dich tuong lai d€ chirtng minh rang chiéc ghé cé ich.
Ngan sach cong cé thé dugc dung dé€ ngudi it tién hoac di lai kh6 khan van stir dung dugc nhiing
con duong chung.

Thanh pho khong thé danh vo han dién tich cho ghé, cling khéng thé tranh hét tranh chap quanh
chdng. Nhung bao dam ngudi chd xe cé co hdi tim dugc chd ngdi la mét cam két vira sic. Co thé
tinh chi phi, phan cong bao tri va ki€m tra ngoai thuc dia. Di th&r mot tuyén dudng. Xem cho nao
c6 béng raém, ché nao c6 thé nghi. R6i dém xem bao nhiéu chd trong sé dé doi hdi mét héa don.

Bai nghi luan do Briefwork viét cho portfolio. Cé ban tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét.
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