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INTRODUCTION 

 

Over the last ten years, the main policy focus of the Government has been on 

people – their life chances, their education, their health and their prosperity. 

Recent Government statements show that places are about to receive the same 

kind of attention. Not just the places that need specific help through regeneration 

or particular protection to safeguard them for the future, but all places, 

wherever they are. This attention is signalled through the term ‘place shaping’, 

the identification of the central role for planning in local government and the 

local economic focus being given by the Treasury. 

 

So if places are to be the centre of attention, who will be contributing to their 

futures?  Local government leaders – politicians and chief executives will be 

providing the leadership and vision needed at the local level, both through their 

own council programmes and with their local partners. They will working directly 

with their public sector partners to maximise the effectiveness and efficiency of 

service delivery and creating clear investment frameworks for the private sector. 

Planning will be supporting this – helping to turn evidence based needs and 

community preferences into delivery at all scales, from town centres, enhanced 

suburbs to new benches on the village green. Planning’s strategic interventions 

and attention to detail at the point of delivery enhances places, delivers new 

public facilities, quality environments and creates secure investment conditions.  

 

Enhancing the local economic focus will combine people and places. Providing 

opportunities for entrepreneurship at the local level through skills development, 

support for business start ups and the development of business environments that 

are efficient and sustainable are all ways in which the nation’s economy can grow. 

Planning has a part to play here through the creation of new facilities and in 

helping to maximise the use of existing infrastructure investment through the 

efficient utilisation of its capacity. 

 

The value of our places and building stock underpins the nation’s economy. Recent 

reminders of the role of property in supporting businesses such as major retailers 

or attracting investment from private equity are the daily focus of the financial 

markets. Planning makes and supports this strategic value yet we rarely see it in 

this role, concentrating more on its provision of national infrastructure for 
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business. Yet the daily enhancement to value, the promotion of greater efficiency 

in the use of the nation’s infrastructure stock and the enhancement of business 

settings goes on each day as part of the local responsibility and contribution that 

planners make to delivering places. 

 

In Delivering Inspiring Places, we show that this new focus on places can be 

achieved in ways that will enhance what we already have. Major projects around 

the country have shown the benefits of regeneration and new development in key 

places – from St Pancras Station in London to the Sage in Gateshead, from 

Laganside in Belfast to the Millennium Stadium in Cardiff, from Manchester to 

Plymouth, Taunton to Kings Lynn. These are now key landmarks and repositories of 

local and national pride. These are the things that we see. Other places don’t 

necessarily have new buildings or land mark features but they are really important 

for all of us. We recognise the integrity of our suburbs and how to maintain this 

environmental quality for the future, we have enhanced market towns, we have 

developed parish plans to identify what needs to be done. All places are supported 

by this attention. 

 

So what is planning’s role in all of this? Planning makes daily contributions to the 

quality of what is around us and how it works, through the delivery of new public 

and private investment, enhancing the sustainability of our lives and in our sense 

of community and pride. We can see what some places mean to their communities 

by the care that is given to them and we want that kind of care to be extended 

everywhere. Planning can’t do everything but it makes a daily difference. It has an 

essential role. This is a major opportunity for places now and in the future. We 

can’t be complacent about our efforts and we need to adjust to major changes 

such as climate change. We need to use planning’s tradition and experience with 

new skills that will do justice to the places and people that we serve. Planning has 

delivered some inspiring places – and it can do the same for many more. The 

conditions, and the demands, are in place for a renaissance in planning.  
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The Study Brief 

 

The National Planning Forum (NPF) is the largest cross-sectoral forum focussing on 

planning in England.  It attracts high level representation from a wide range of 

organisations involved in planning and its work is supported by key players including 

the Planning Directorate, Communities and Local Government; the Local 

Government Association; British Property Federation; Environment Agency; Royal 

Town Planning Institute (RTPI); and Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.  

Further information on the NPF is in the Annex; examples of its work are on 

http://www.natplanforum.org.uk 

 

2.  The NPF makes a major contribution to work on delivery and culture change for 

the planning system in England.  We take as our starting point the Government’s 

commitment to planning in Planning Policy Statement 1: Delivering Sustainable 

Development as an activity that “shapes where people live and work and the 

country we live in (and) plays a key role in supporting the Government’s wider 

social, environmental and economic objectives and for sustainable communities”, 

and spatial planning as an activity that “goes beyond traditional land use planning”.   

The RTPI has devised a useful definition of spatial planning (in the Effective Practice 

in Spatial Planning: Executive Summary: 29 January 2007) that should be used for 

the purpose of this commission.  Spatial planning is defined as “the practice of 

place shaping at the local and regional levels that aims to: 

� enable a vision for the future of regions and places that is based on 

evidence, local distinctiveness and community derived objectives, 

� translate this vision into a set of policies, priorities, programmes and land 

allocations together with the public sector resources to deliver them,  

� create a framework for private sector investment and regeneration that 

promotes economic, environmental and social wellbeing for the area, and 

� Coordinate the delivery of the vision with other agencies and processes (eg 

LAAs and MAAs).”    

 

3.  Culture change requires action and behaviour change by all sectors involved in 

planning.  It requires planning to be seen as a positive force for change that ‘shapes 
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places’, rather than a system of control.  It is about planning that is an exciting 

profession rather than one bogged down in rules and procedures.  Planning consists 

of a wide range of work and activity undertaken by professionals in the public, 

private, voluntary and community sectors.  Change is happening already in response 

to both the challenges of implementing the new planning system.  There are 

encouraging signs of progress in different sectors and areas of the country, but there 

is now a clear need to capitalise on the high profile of planning to ensure that it is 

seen as a means of finding spatial solutions to a range of increasingly complex 

challenges.  In this way, planning and planners can regain creativity and make a 

distinctive contribution to shaping the future for communities, the economy and the 

environment. 

   

Making progress will mean making further changes and adjustments whilst retaining 

the best of existing resources in terms of people, skills and knowledge.  And it will 

mean more culture change for all those involved in planning – central government 

and its agencies, regional institutions, local government, the private sector, the 

professions, the 3rd sector, communities and individuals.  The NPF comprises the key 

players from all these groups.  It has launched a series of initiatives to help identify 

common ground in the area of culture change, including commissioning research 

into the Conditions for Creative Planning (POS Enterprises 2004).  More recently, the 

NPF Culture Change Working Group has defined key messages for the main players in 

a report entitled “Planning – renewing the approach” (NPF 2007).  This report has 

been commissioned by NPF to complement, and add momentum to, its drive to 

support continuing culture change.  It is envisaged that the final report will be 

circulated to the main opinion formers, policymakers and practitioners, and that it 

will have a significant impact on the future of planning in England.   

 

This part of the commission – a think piece on the issues - focusses on the following 

objectives:   

• identifying and summarising the key points from existing documentation and   

    evidence on the existing role and status of planning;    
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• highlighting the potential for providing greater clarity of the role, and 

improving the status of planning in the context of current high profile 

planning reforms – how to  deliver ‘inspiring planning’; and 

• making recommendations on an agenda for the changes needed to achieve an 

improved status for planning, including an action plan which the NPF can take 

forward – making the most of its unique position as a cross-sectoral body 

made up  of representatives from the key agencies and interests in planning.  

 

 

1. Delivering Inspiring Places 

 

Places are important. They affect how people feel, how businesses function 

and define where environment should be protected. Everyone has a view on 

the places they know – where they live, where they grew up, where they 

work and play. People might value different places as their lives change 

when ease of access to family or places of work take greater precedence. 

Some people want to remain all their lives in places where they have grown 

up, others have to move to find work and somewhere to live.  Some people 

prefer rural or semi-rural locations, where they are willing to trade reduced 

access for greater amenity, whereas others prefer to live in towns and cities 

with better access to work, higher education, arts and culture, social 

networks and a wide range of services.  In some cases, the boundaries 

between work and home in urban settings are becoming as blurred as they 

have been traditionally in farming communities, as more people work “at 

home” and have their social networks at work 

 

Businesses also trade from a variety of locations. Financial services prefer to 

be clustered in London, Norwich or Leeds whereas others need to be 

distributed to operate such as retail, leisure, culture, health and other 

services. 

 

All of these activities need space. The quality and relationship of this space, 

including the public realm that binds it, are supported through a series of 
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public sector interventions – through planning, highway and parking 

standards, public transport, fire safety standards and other licensing 

activity. Interventions in the spaces that we use occurs everyday and 

together they enhance the quality of our places.  

 

The challenge for all those involved in making and investing in places is to 

make them inspiring. To make them as good as they can be – clean and well 

managed, well designed in ways that fit their character and purpose, 

sustainable and with good infrastructure – is an achievable objective. What 

more is needed to make places inspiring to those who live and work in them 

and those who pass through? This is the challenge for all who contribute to 

place shaping and delivery 

 

The purpose of this report is to take a closer look at the role of one of the 

contributors to place shaping and delivery – planning. Along with these other 

partner activities, planning creates the framework for investment whether 

this be a new Headquarters Building or house extension. The role of 

planning in this process has been frequently considered but remains 

misunderstood (often by its own practitioners), frequently vilified and to 

some extent the scapegoat for lack of wider public policy action.  

 

Yet planning has not been very good at defending itself from these critics 

and in demonstrating its role in delivery, place shaping, maintaining value 

and creating investment. It has been more frequently the subject of reviews 

than it has been leading the debate. As some might say, ‘If you are not at 

the table, you’re on the menu’ and this is the place that planning is now – 

on the menu.  

 

So how can planning get round the table and rejoin those who are 

concerned with the role and use of places in our daily lives, in the national 

economy and for the future? This report has been commissioned to further 

understand the role of planning, and the importance of planning in the 

wider team. The report identifies an action plan to change the dimensions 
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of this debate, and to add planning to the automatic invite list to sit at the 

table for what it contributes to improving places for all who use them, both 

now and in the future. 

 

 

2. What are the drivers of change? 

 

As we think about places for the future what kinds of needs will they be 

required to meet? The key issues which will face places in the coming 

decade are already in train now and it is worth considering these as we look 

at the ways in which places can be made for the future. 

 

The key drivers are: 

 

• Changes in population composition – the average age is increasing as 

people are living longer, and they will work for longer and be 

increasingly active in their old age. Only 14% of people over 60 need 

care and support, but more of them and single people are living 

alone, leading to part of the increase in demand for housing.  The 

ethnic mix in becoming increasingly diverse, and there is a high level 

of migration within and between regions, as well as between 

countries.  People’s aspirations are higher and more differentiated 

than they have been in the past. 

 

 

• The workforce is a reducing proportion of the population – like 

other EU countries, the UK population will cease to replace itself 

from c 2020 and other policies will need to meet labour force issues. 

Without managing this situation, labour wage rates and thus inflation 

could rise. A number of initiatives can help to retain an adequate 

work force including greater productivity of the existing labour force, 

longer working life spans and inward migration. A further approach is 

the Treasury’s policy of shifting people out of the public sector by 
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making it more efficient or by not recruiting labour into the public 

sector in the first instance. 

 

 

• Climate change (and both mitigation and adaptation to it) is going 

to shape our lives, how and where we live them – the need to lead 

more sustainable lifestyles will have influence over a large number of 

daily living decisions such as home/work locations, more home 

working, less business travel and a wholesale retrofit of the built 

stock of the country. It will also influence the management of waste 

and support energy production from sustainable sources.  It is likely 

to reduce the useable supply of, and increase the demand for, fresh 

water - making it imperative to manage this scarce resource more 

prudently.  It will also make protection of the environment and 

biodiversity much more important.    

 

 

• Energy security and diversity – is set to be a growing agenda item 

for all governments in Europe not least the UK. With Middle East oil 

and Russian gas supplies being increasingly uncertain, the domestic 

provision of energy supply, low or no carbon generation, and more 

efficient energy consumption will be major drivers in places policy. 

 

 

• Globalisation – will continue. However, as India and China become 

more affluent a higher proportion of their increasing levels of 

production will be used to support their domestic markets, and their 

increasing population and economic growth will compete for the 

natural resources on which we have come to rely.  Also the extent to 

which homogenous products can feed increasingly sophisticated 

markets may increase to more spatially differentiated product 

development.  
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• Localisation – the localisation of production and consumption is now 

seen to be a consumer preference. However as costs of moving goods, 

services and people around the globe continue to increase, localised 

production and consumption may result in a price as well as a moral 

choice.  The Local Government Act 2000 aimed to release local 

initiative and leadership, recognising the role of local authorities in 

promoting the health and well-being of their localities, and in 

developing the vision for the future of their area with stakeholders 

including their community.  The value of local engagement and 

consensus building underpins Government policy.  

• Cities and sub-regionalisation – city regions and sub-regions are 

emerging as the place and market construct for the first part of the 

21st century. As well as commuting and housing market areas many 

are becoming strong visitor and business attractors in their own right. 

Leadership and governance can also work better at this scale and can 

support sustainable lifestyles and economic patterns of delivery. As 

existing constructs they also allow the sustainable and efficient use 

of existing infrastructure investment, its replacement and upgrading 

to meet both the need for resilience and increased aspirations. 

 

 

All these factors will shape the places that we need for the future. How 

we harness these changes and support our places will have a significant 

impact on the global competitiveness of the UK and of the quality of life 

for those who live here. 

 

 

 

All sectors have a responsibility to play their part in ensuring we create the 

conditions that will enable future generations to build sustainable places. 
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3. What do inspiring places look and feel like? 

 

Local and social cohesion – calm and cared for places 

Communities value cared for places, whether these are in the city centre, in 

the suburbs or in rural areas. Much of this care will arise from the way in 

which the public realm in these areas is managed, including street cleansing 

and licensing. If a street is dirty and littered, if walls are covered with 

graffiti or furniture is dumped, these are immediately noticeable. However, 

although unsightly these environmental problems can be cleared quickly, 

within a day or so.  Mistakes in the built environment can last for years. 

 

People also have subliminal perceptions of places and these perceptions 

convey value and esteem. Every location emits a ‘place language’ just like 

body language. We all perceive it and respond to it immediately. Yet it is 

rarely discussed or the subject of active policy intervention. Just as with 

body language, ‘place language’ can be managed by a variety of methods – 

some of which are cosmetic and others which need to reach to the core of 

the place. How is the place valued, how it has been treated and what care 

is taken over the way it has been put together? 

 

In historic environments – York, Bath, Edinburgh, Ludlow, Durham, and 

Canterbury – places retain their historic character because of their long 

term commitment to – and investment in – heritage, backed by a strong 

legislative and policy framework at national level, supportive local policy 

and consensus and high levels of detailed management. Greater controls on 

shop fronts, building materials, painting schemes, and respect for plot size 

and scale immediately communicate a treasured and highly valued valuable 

environment. These historic environments justify such commitment by the 

demonstrable value added through their role as custodians of the country’s 

history and as tourist destinations – the quality of their environment is of 

cultural value and an economic generator.  
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Other environments also have increased value through similar means. 

Villages and urban localities which are within designated Conservation Areas 

stand apart from their immediate neighbours – the difference in attention 

means that it frequently possible to ‘see the join’. Since they were 

introduced forty years ago, Conservation Areas have had a major role in 

setting place quality standards to which other areas frequently aspire. The 

additional controls on development within the Conservation Area repay their 

owners through added property value. 

 

More recently, this kind of care and micromanagement has started to 

become the norm in town and city centres. The urban renaissance of 

Manchester, Glasgow, Birmingham, Sheffield, Newcastle-Gateshead, Leeds, 

Plymouth, and Brighton has been created through greater intervention from 

the public sector, whether this is through visioning, higher public realm 

standards, direct investment or event attraction as In Manchester. Private 

sector investment has followed a highly visible sense of civic leadership and 

certainty. Private/public partnerships will pave the way to private 

investment, once a critical point of confidence has been passed. 

 

Rejuvenation has also been occurring in market towns, using the same kinds 

of tools as the larger urban centres but generally using these to enhance 

their historic character1. Many of these towns were declining in their role as 

local service centres following the development of larger retail superstores 

and out of town, car borne development. Market towns have been able to 

regain their position as destinations in their own right - places where local 

food and produce, plants and goods can be purchased by people looking for 

more locally sourced goods. Farmers Markets have become a local service 

and an attractor of visitors from the wider area2 

 

All of these initiatives have depended on a number of different 

interventions for success – leadership, vision, private-public partnerships, 

                                            
1
 Market Towns Initiative see XXXX, also PPG/PPS 3 

2
 Markets as sites for social interaction The Policy Press 2007 
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some inherent quality to enhance and public investment. None of them 

would have been achieved without planning playing a role. Each site, 

building or open space makes a contribution to the quality and success of 

the whole. As economic confidence returns, public investment can stabilise 

and the additional gains from private sector development can add to the 

public good – whether this is through new affordable homes, public open 

spaces, adjoining public realm improvements or schools and health 

provision. It is the ability of planning to control and shape the development 

that enhances current and create new value as part of this process. 

 

If this is the case in those environments and places we value, then what 

goes wrong elsewhere? Why is planning not seen to contribute to a local 

value chain? Rather than seeing planning as a means of adding value to 

immediate environments, why is planning seen as something that gets in the 

way? Rather than being seen as a means of adding value to business 

premises and locations, why is planning seen inhibit the economy?  

 

One answer may be that within these set piece locations – town centres, 

historic environments, city centres – planning is less visible and is seen to be 

part of a common effort to make places better. Elsewhere, where planning 

is seen to be acting on its own, as a regulator, people are less sympathetic 

to its role. In the way that most people experience them, Individual 

planning decisions do not seem to be part of any overall investment or 

public management strategy for the locality.  The adversarial approach to 

planning that characterised the development control and appeal system in 

the past has not helped, however recent reforms are starting to encourage 

consensus based planning.  

 

The attention paid to the quality of the services and the decisions taken for 

other areas may be perceived to be lower, often due to lack of time, 

funding, people or skills.  Some areas do not have a well defined character 

or are easily seen as being transitional places. Yet frequently urban retail 

frontages sit on Edwardian or Victorian buildings whose scale and character 
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at street level has been lost.  Development proposals are too often 

considered in a piecemeal way, leading to poorly integrated townscapes 

rather than thought-through additions that help to create sustainable 

communities, adding value to adjacent sites and the locality as a whole.   

 

So what does all this tell us about planning’s role and effectiveness? It 

suggests primarily that planning is most effective when it is part of a 

combined effort in localities to make places better. What can we take from 

well understood practices of place management to apply to all the other 

places where we live and work?  

 

 

If it is possible to develop a more integrated approach to 

everywhere, then everywhere might become somewhere. 

 

 

Local prosperity and contribution to GDP 

People read places just as they read people – on first glance, judgements 

are made. Yet these judgements are not always based only on the way 

places look. Just as with people, places can emit confidence, a sense of 

their own worth and, importantly a sense of coherence, which is difficult to 

define but is generally a sense that the place is at ease with its 

surroundings. Places which communicate a positive aura can attract 

investment and others to them on this basis.  

 

However, there are many places where this sense of coherence is absent. 

This absence may have been there for a number of years or may represent a 

deteriorating environment. Retail centres and housing areas all look 

attractive when they are first completed so why do some of them decline? 

Why do some places look like a hotchpotch of buildings which seem to have 

no relationship with each other? Think of a place that you dislike or feel 

needs improvement? Even if you cleared the rubbish and improved the 

paintwork, would this place feel better? There are many small things that 
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communicate this lack of care and confidence in areas. It can be too many 

advertising hoardings, vacant sites or buildings, piles of refuse dumped in 

side streets, dumped sofas and mattresses, vacant shop, steel shutters and a 

damaged public realm that seems as if it has had no attention for some time 

(whether this is true or not). 

 

Yet if the national GDP is to rise, investment is needed in these places as 

much as in those where investors already have established confidence. 

Areas and neighbourhood which spiral into decline do not move from a 

reasonable to an unreasonable state overnight. This happens gradually and 

while some intervention might be able to make a difference. At the worst 

end, these environments are the subject of integrated action to improve 

them, but the vast majority of Britain is at neither end of the spectrum.  

 

How can we use existing public services to generate confidence and 

investment in the vast majority of places where people live and work, that 

are not the worst estates or newly vibrant city centres?  

 

 

How can all places be attractive to current users and future 

investors? 

 

 

 

Successful regions and sub-regions 

Places provide us with locations for services and activities that meet our 

needs. We need these in locations which are as convenient as possible 

within an economic framework of delivery. People effectively use their 

immediate sub-region as their source of services, places to visit and to take 

their leisure. They generally work within this sub-region as well. It becomes 

their locus, and the area with which they identify, where they choose to buy 

a house and to shop. The coherence of sub-regions depends on different 

things. It could be that they revolve around a major city and its transport 
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feeder routes such as Birmingham or Bristol. A sub-region can also be a 

coherent natural area – the Cotswolds, the Peak District – where landscape, 

geology and natural features define and delimit the place. Other sub-regions 

can be conceptual such as the Thames Gateway, West Northamptonshire, 

the M11 Corridor or the Haven Gateway, where obvious structuring elements 

such as roads or ports are used to create a thematic unity as new places are 

created. 

 

Most sub-regions contain places that are more or less successful and that 

have greater access to the focal points. Employment opportunities may be 

distributed and it will be through the enhancement of these within the sub-

region that the greatest potential increase in employment may occur. More 

successful centres may attract more shops and services. More successful 

businesses may spin off or attract other businesses. Most sub-regions have a 

University which can help to generate employment from associated 

businesses and help to enrich local cultural life. Universities can serve local 

students and act as a bridgehead to national and international links for the 

sub region. 

 

At the regional level, coherence is more apparent from outside than from 

within. Within regions, it is the sub-regional differentiation that is 

understood and explains how the region works. Outside any region, 

coherence can appear to those who do not know it, yet every region 

represents a variety of interests, business and landscapes.  Some regions 

may have little to bind them – what does Watford have to do with Wells 

next the Sea? Gloucester is closer to Scotland than parts of Cornwall, how 

can the Isle of Sheppey relate to North Oxfordshire and will Manchester and 

Liverpool ever get along?  

 

Other regions have identifiable coherence already – London and Yorkshire 

are more similar to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland than to other 

regions of England in this respect. Yet experience in Germany shows that 

over time regions build coherence, recognition and identification from their 
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communities and businesses. Regions also offer a sustainable scale for the 

provision of specific services for health and the arts, for newspapers and the 

media. Not only does regional recognition develop over time, but regions 

which are more autonomous are seen to be more economically successful – 

with the autonomous region of Catalonia in Spain leading the way. Yet 

regions have difficultly in being more autonomous without the ability to 

support their own vision and identify through separate governance 

arrangements. Devolution in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland will 

demonstrate the efficacy of this model in the UK. In England, London’s 

devolution has been accompanied by economic growth, although it is too 

soon to see if London’s devolved status has been a major driver of this. 

 

Sub-regions and regions can sometimes be more elusive concepts than local 

authority areas. They can be defined by boundaries but in practice these are 

porous, as different sub-regions function for different reasons – housing 

markets or journey to work areas and will certainly be more complex at 

their edges. For this reason, sub-regions may need to form in more flexible 

ways to meet this variety of needs. Regions are easier to define and various 

structures which support them – for example Government Offices, Regional 

Assemblies and Regional Development Agencies - all help to create the 

region. Here the Regional Spatial Strategy, linked to the Regional Economic 

Strategy as part of an Integrated Regional Strategy and Programme, 

provides a mechanism for showing how the region works and where 

investment is needed in the future.  

 

People use places in a hierarchical way – they understand and read the 

differences between places.  People may not have overt views about their 

region or sub-region even if it comprises of all the places they know best. 

But they will know their regional airport, receive regional news coverage, 

see a regional version of Metro if they are in an urban area and know about 

the fortunes of their football clubs. They also have a coherent culture and 

language. They can share common expectations and patterns of behaviour. 

Regional leadership and pride can be as important as any other in making 
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inspiring places. Successful regions comprise of a number of inspiring places. 

The NW has benefited from both Manchester and Liverpool’s success. The 

NE is proud of Newcastle and Gateshead...and Sunderland Football Club.  

 

Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales have seen the benefit of preparing a 

National Spatial Strategy – in a variety of ways and producing quite different 

documents to reflect their differing needs and circumstances.  There is a 

continuing debate about whether there should be a National Spatial 

Framework for England (NSFE).  The Planning White Paper proposes National 

Policy Statements, which could be a step on the way to an integrated NSFE. 

   

Creating a framework for investment 

A range of tools combined with public service, private sector, and 3rd sector 

activity at all the scales we have considered – local, sub-regional, regional 

and national – will create a framework for investment which is more than 

the sum of its parts. Planning is one of the tools that is used to achieve 

these ends at all scales. Spatial planning can show areas to be protected, 

those which need investment and those where demand needs to be 

managed.  Spatial plans need to be integrated with delivery tools such as 

development management, integrated approaches to public sector 

investment, political leadership and confidence generated for private sector 

investment. Each scale needs to be able to communicate its character, its 

ambition and its programme for improvement. 

 

What difference does all this make? Can it help to make the UK more 

successful in the face of growing European and Global competitiveness? A 

sense of confidence and cohesion around localities, regions and sub-regions, 

defined by local leaders exercising leadership can make a difference3. Each 

scale need tools to advance their future and planning is one of these. 

Planning can show intent, commitment, opportunities and management of 

threats. Plans can show how investment can be protected and enhanced 

through regulation and effective management of places. Also what are the 

                                            
3
 Devolving Decision Making 2 2004, HMT: Devolving Decision Making 3 2006 HMT 
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alternatives? Localities within Europe that have levels of productivity than 

in the UK – Germany, has a spatial planning systems of this kind. Other EU 

countries, such as the Netherlands and Sweden, also coordinate their public 

sector investment to support the improvement in the quality of places and 

the quality of life of their inhabitants. Improved productivity in the UK 

could be supported by investment confidence that local and civic leadership 

provides. 

 

Planning can – indeed must - play a key role in all of this. Working with 

others, it can help to establish a vision, provide a positive framework for 

investment, help to nurture and shape investment through its daily task and 

give a greater degree of certainty to those who want to invest in a place 

and its future. It can help to define places, enhance their character, protect 

the spaces and landscapes that are precious for the future and promote a 

more carbon efficient lifestyle.  

 

 

Planning cannot work on its own, but others cannot create a 

framework for economic growth and investment without 

planning. 

 

 

 

4.  What makes places inspiring and successful?  

 

There seem to be a number of key ingredients to making successful and 

inspiring places: 

• Realising  that something can be done  

• Understanding the distinctiveness of the place and respecting this as 

it  is planned for the future 

• If the place has no distinctiveness deciding how this can be developed 

and fostered through visioning processes 
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• Translating these into formal processes such as Compulsory Purchase 

Orders  if this makes sense  to ensure achievement of wider 

objectives  

• Understanding the waste of failing to use legacy infrastructure 

investment in urban areas and using this to put sustainability at the 

heart of what is done 

• Providing leadership through the local authority and Local Strategic 

Partnership/city centre partnership 

• Auditing all the property and sites that are owned by the public 

sector because these can be sites where leadership and confidence 

can be demonstrated 

• Assessing ways in which development value can be generated through 

this public sector investment 

• Planning the public realm positively and in ways that are in sympathy 

with the place’s character 

• Delivering good services if they are going to get people to want to 

stay – street care, schools, parks – and managing and delivering these  

alongside other changes 

• Using the tools that are available – Business Improvement Districts, 

Conservation Areas, listed building grants, Housing Association 

Funding, local authority sites and capital programme, lottery funding, 

EU funding, Compulsory Purchase Orders 

• Engaging public sector managers in taking responsibility for places as 

well as services eg LB Barnet 

• Leading from the top Mayors, city champions, community leaders 

Chief Executives of local public organisations eg Milton Keynes, 

Manchester, Liverpool 

• Using all the tools available eg Plymouth, Ashford, St Anne’s 

• Achieving commitment from the private sector, joint public sector 

working eg West Northants, Gtr Nottingham, Greater Cambridge, 

Urban South Hampshire, Lower Lea Valley 

• Being ready for the future –ecocities, London 
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5. How can Planning help to deliver inspiring places? 

 

The Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 established the concept of 

spatial planning, and this is now becoming more widely understood as “the 

practice of place-shaping” (EPiSP) with key components of plan-making 

linked to delivery (the Local Development Framework) and development 

management (formerly known as development control).  Spatial planning 

thus “goes beyond traditional land-use planning” (PPS1). 

 

The Government’s main policy objectives for planning4 are for it to:   

 

 

- support housing growth in the areas identified for such growth; 

 

- support regeneration/market renewal in other areas; 

 

- ensure that all development is socially, economically and environmentally 

sustainable; 

 

- move from the periphery to the centre of the council’s activity; and 

 

- deliver change more quickly 

 

 

The Local Development Framework is a portfolio of documents which 

provide between them strategic and more detailed planning policy and 

guidance on the location and type of development within each local 

authority area for the future. It also provides the framework within which 

specific planning decisions are taken. At the heart of this process is the Core 

Strategy which sets out future of the area in spatial terms. The Core 

Strategy has two key roles. The first is to provide a sound and clear 

investment framework for the private sector so that future intentions and 

investment provide some certainty for medium to long term investors. The 
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Core Strategy is evidence based4 and all the other Development Plan 

Documents which make up the Local Development Framework derive from 

this. The second is to be the spatial expression of the Sustainable 

Community Strategy which sets out the public sector framework for the 

future of each local authority area.  

 

 

The contribution of the Local Development Framework has been set since 

the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 and has subsequently been 

confirmed in the way in which one of the key provisions of the Act, the 

Local Development Framework is assessed at the local level by the Planning 

Inspectorate PINS and their ‘tests of soundness’5. These tests include a focus 

on deliverability and implementation, although there is no explanation in 

this or other government documents about this should be accomplished or 

set out. The 2007 Budget6 has taken on this issue and proposes that each 

local authority should have an Implementation Plan to accompany its Local 

Development Framework which has been reinforced in the Planning White 

Paper published in May 20077. 

 

The approval of the Local Development Framework has to be undertaken by 

the whole Council. The promotion of the Council’s own development and 

proposals for change as identified in the Local Development Framework are 

the responsibility of the Council’s Executive.  

 

 

 

Tamworth Case Study 

 

 

 

                                            
4
 Using evidence in spatial planning CLG March 2007 

5
 PINS ref 

6
 The Budget 2007 HMT chapter 3 

7
 Planning for a Sustainable Future May 2007 HMG 
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Planning is not the only factor in successful place shaping and local 

investment but successful and inspiring places need both a planning 

framework and effective development management to provide them with 

the means to encourage and support investment from the private sector.  

 

Planning’s role is also to help to coordinate the public sector’s activities to 

provide their delivery component. In the next ten years this role is likely to 

increase as public sector investment converges within a more uniform local 

public capital programme, as the Core Strategy and other development plan 

documents come to be accepted as the spatial expression of the Sustainable 

Community Strategy.  

 

 

Diagram 1 The role of the LDF in delivering local public sector investment 

LSP 
SCS 

 

LAA for public sector 
delivery 

Capital and revenue 

LDF for spatial expression of SCS and capital 
delivery programme for LAA 
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The policies in the Local Development Framework are delivered through 

Development Management. Decisions on planning applications are made by 

elected members (councillors) on the Planning Committee or by the 

planning officer.  In the past, all planning matters (policy, plans and 

decisions on applications) were considered by the Planning Committee, 

comprising Executive and backbench members.  Since 2000, the 

responsibilities for planning regulation have been separated from the 

functions of Executive Councillors.  

 

Development Management is a larger task than development control, which 

was mainly concerned with determining individual applications and 

enforcement of planning legislation, whether permission had been given or 

not.  Development management signals a larger task, involving supporting 

place-shaping with less detailed “control” and more influence via pre-

application advice and mitigation of impacts using planning gain (s106).    

 

The pressure on the Development Management process in recent years has 

been on the speed with which planning applications and enforcement action 

are taken.  The determination of smaller planning applications within eight 

weeks of receipt and 13 weeks for larger applications has been one of the 

driving measures of performance. The focus on these process targets has 

had a number of effects and has placed more pressure on applicants to 

ensure that their planning applications are accurate at the point of 

submission. (Some sources assess that over 70% of planning applications 

have some errors within them). As the pressure on speed for the 

determination of planning applications has increased, planning officers 

employed by local authorities have argued that the quality of the resulting 

development has suffered, although there are mixed views on this. 

 

The overriding focus on determining planning applications within a fixed 

time period has had further effects. The process of planning regulation has 

become detached from the wider objectives for places and the need to 
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create a sound framework for investment. Planning officers have become 

more skilled at negotiating planning gain to mitigate the effects of 

development, but these processes remain erratic and variable between local 

authorities.  Planning officers need to develop greater confidence in the 

process of negotiating mitigating benefits for their areas. And all local 

authorities need to develop a clear framework for what is to be sought as 

mitigating development or funding along the lines of those who already have 

these in place.  Direct and commuted payments need to be tracked to 

ensure they get spent appropriately – again there are good practice 

examples of tools to help do this.  When new facilities are delivered as a 

result of planning gain these should be celebrated through formal opening 

ceremonies, plaques and press notices.  

 

 

The community should be able to appreciate planning gain 

that has been negotiated and provided in their name. 

 

 

Every area deserves special and focussed effort to develop and enhance its 

character, whether through the coherence of appearance or through the 

facilities which are needed to support further investment.   Proposals in the 

Planning White Paper should enable development managers to be released 

from work on low-impact householder developments and enabled to spend 

more time taking a proactive approach to the whole of the area in their 

care – not only Conservation Areas or those with strong regeneration 

programmes.  Development management can then become regarded by 

senior politicians and local public service managers as a major tool of 

managing infrastructure investment, place shaping and enhancement.  

 

Development management needs to play its full part in 

generating investment and promoting character everywhere. 
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In areas which require regeneration or change, teams are frequently 

established led by specialists and are now increasingly accompanied by a 

dedicated organisation – a Special Purpose Vehicle or Local Delivery Vehicle 

such as an Urban Regeneration Company, Urban Development Corporation or 

Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder. These ‘vehicles’ are generally small 

groups of people who have delivery objectives to achieve and have various 

tools available to them to achieve these including funding and planning. 

These teams can be innovative and promote schemes for change.  

 

A similar approach can be applied outside the Growth Areas.  Local 

implementation teams could sit within the Planning Department or 

elsewhere in the Council. They could be associated with the LAA or with the 

Local Strategic Partnership.  Wherever they sit, they will need to clearly 

identify what is required in each local area and how it is to be provided 

using all the tools available.  They could become the “Place Team”. 

 

 

 

Each local authority area should have a multi-disciplinary 

“place team” to deliver public sector investment and identify 

private sector investment opportunities to enhance the 

character of their area.  This team should include pro-active 

development management as one of its key agents of delivery. 

 

 

This approach will have some significant bearing on the way that 

Development Management operates. For a planning applicant, the LDF 

should eventually provide a clear and transparent statement of the 

consensus approach for each area – possibly detailed down to specific roads 

and streets. Flexibility in negotiating within Development Management will 

remain but within more tightly constrained parameters on both sides. 
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Planning gain will become an accepted mechanism for local investment, 

backed by a means of showing the cumulative impact of public and private 

sector investment - openly required and accounted for on delivery - via a 

planning gain register8. 

 

 

 

Diagram 2 Developing and delivering the local capital investment 

programme through the Planning Process 

                                            
8
 For more detail on this see Shaping and Delivering Places Morphet et al RTPI 2007 
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We also need to look at the wider context.  As Public Service Reform 

continues in the coming periods to 2012 and 2016, there is increasing 

pressure on local authorities and others to reduce the costs of the public 

sector and to improve the delivery to citizens. The expected ways in which 

this will be achieved have already been set out in variety of reports, many 

of which have been prepared for the next spending period, 2008-2012 which 

will be covered by the next Spending Review. These reviews, led by 

individuals reporting to the Treasury will have a significant impact on public 

sector services. In summary, those most likely to have most effect on places 

and planning’s role in their delivery are: 

 

 

Lyons   place shaping, local taxation9 

Hampton  integrating business regulation10 

Varney integrating customer services at point of delivery across 

the whole of the public sector and reviewing the public 

estate as an asset to be used for investment11 

Stern active management of the costs of climate change12 

Eddington  the active integration of infrastructure delivery with 

other policies13 

Barker the delivery of additional housing within communities14 

Leitch delivering the skills required to support the economy15 

 

Public service reform will have a number of influences on the way in which 

public sector services and investment will be delivered at the local level. 

They will have effects on the whole of the public sector which will need to 

demonstrate that its investment, services and advocacy are based on: 

                                            
9
 National Prosperity, local choice and local government for the 21

st
 Century HMT May 2006 

10
 Implementing Hampton: form enforcement to compliance HMT/The Cabinet office 

November 2006 
11

 Service Transformation: a better deal for citizens and businesses, a better deal for the 
taxpayer HMT Dec 2006 
12

 Economics of Climate Change HMT 2006 
13

 The Eddington Transport Study HMT 2006 
14

 The Barker Review of Land use Planning HMT 2006 
15 Leitch (2006) Leitch Report: Prosperity for all in the global economy: world class skills, 
The Stationery Office, Norwich 
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• A common and transparent evidence base 

• Community preferences 

• Common relationships with the community, business and the 

voluntary sector 

• Common relationships with Government and its agencies 

• Pooled budgets 

• Common investment programme 

• Integrated service delivery 

• Devolved services from central government to be integrated 

• Common front end for customers 

• Common [and reduced] back office processes 

• Common performance management systems 

• Integrated risk assessment 

 

Within this convergent public sector, many services will have new roles to 

play.  For some services, such as those dealing with children or older 

people, changes are well underway with pooled budgets, aligned 

performance standards, workforce reform and combined management. 

These changes have also had important effects on the ways in which the 

private and voluntary sectors are organised to support them. Planning has 

made less progress to date in more integrated public sector delivery.  A 

change will also be required in the way private sector perceives the role of 

planning in investment delivery.   This can be summarised as follows: 

 

 

Implications of public sector reform for public planning services 

 

Planning policy Core Strategies are set within the SCS 

framework for action, priority and 

investment 
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Places team identification of local character and 

requirements with proactive development 

and other initiatives to deliver them within 

a programmes approach 

 

Development Management operates within much more tightly defined 

parameters of local deliverables as 

established by planning policy and the 

places team 

 

 

 

Implications of public sector reform for private sector 

 

Developers will need to engage in public sector 

planning and investment processes earlier 

and be aware of likely requirements as 

part of development appraisals   

 

Investors will need to be aware of the wider 

approach to public sector investment and 

the associated opportunities for medium 

and long term investment in a wider range 

of localities 

 

Planning consultants will need to advise their clients on the 

wider requirements of the area as 

expressed in the SCS in additional to 

restricting focus on traditional planning 

documents; will need to be aware of the 

changing local infrastructure framework 
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The effective elements of planning in the future will need to be16: 

 

• A new role for planning within local authorities linked with other 

activities including Sustainable Community Strategies and Local area 

Agreements 

• A common evidence base and information repository shared between 

partners that is also accessible to the public 

• The key role of development management in delivering tomorrow’s 

places 

• A Local Infrastructure programme, together with a Local 

Infrastructure Group to deliver places through effective resource 

management an coordination 

• A Regional Infrastructure Programme, together with a regional 

Infrastructure Group to deliver places through effective resource 

management and coordination 

• Active horizontal and vertical integration between strategies, policies 

and resources for regions, sub-regions, localities and communities 

• Provision of new skills and training for planers including MBAs and 

courses on project and programme management 

 

With such an important role, it is clear why the role and status of planning, 

particularly in the public sector, will remain under continued increasing 

scrutiny as planning is set to take a greater role in the delivery of places 

and their social, economic and environmental infrastructure17.  It makes it 

even more important that planning and planners regain the ability to instil 

confidence in the users of the service, including politicians, applicants and 

communities.  

 

                                            
16

 Shaping and Delivering Places RTPI 2007 
17

 HMT the Budget 2007 chap 3 
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More recently, the private sector’s concerns have primarily been channelled 

through the Barker and Eddington Reports18, where the national economy is 

said to be held back through a lack of provision of adequate housing in 

appropriate volumes and locations, inadequate investment in local and 

regional infrastructure and delays on major planning decisions which 

concern airports, energy provision and other key national infrastructure. At 

a local level, there is concern from all sectors about the cost and delay of 

planning consents for smaller householder development with low impact. 

 

Local authorities are now performing better19 at making decisions within 

eight weeks for householder applications with a greater number of planning 

applications delegated to officers, but the larger number of applications in 

the pipeline has increased pressure on planners and planning.  

Implementation of the proposed new ‘impact’ regime should reduce the 

number of minor householder applications substantially. After this is 

introduced, local authorities should be able to concentrate on more 

significant planning applications in their area.  

 

There has been support for local authorities to improve the effectiveness of 

their performance. Local authorities have received Planning Delivery Grant 

from Central Government for the period 2005-08 in order to help them 

invest in their service and to modernise. However, much of this funding has 

gone into the provision of temporary staff to enable performance targets to 

be met. Much remains to be done in capturing the benefits realisation from 

IT investment, business process reengineering and local customer service 

integration. After 2008, once Planning Delivery Grant comes to an end, 

planning authorities will need to take a more business like approach to their 

service delivery.  

 

Other opportunities to improve the service are available. The development 

team approach is being used on larger applications to establish early 

                                            
18

 Insert refs 
19
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timetables for process and many local authorities provide pre application 

advice to applicants. The Planning White Paper (2007) is also proposing that 

planning fees be set at the local level, thus potentially stimulating local 

authority interest in generating larger planning applications and charging for  

pre-application advice. 

 

However  at the other end of the size scale, Government and business 

interests continue to be concerned about the long time-frames needed for 

major infrastructure planning and decision-making; although much of this is 

covered by non-planning legislation, decisions include deemed planning 

consent.  The Planning Inspectorate has already speeded up delivery of 

major planning inquiries following revision of the Inquiry Procedure Rules.  

Proposals contained in the Planning White Paper 2007 include creation of a 

National Planning Commission to deal with Major Infrastructure Projects and  

 

The performance of planning in delivering economic investment and housing 

has been under the spotlight for thirty years. In the last ten years, pressure 

to reform the system and make it more responsive to these economic needs 

has been undertaken through  

 

• Local Government Act 2000  

• Planning Green Paper20 in 2001 

• Barker Review of Housing  

• Planning Act and Compulsory Purchase 2004  

• Development of the Planning Portal 

• Eddington Review of Transport 

• Barker Review of Land Use Planning 

• Review of Householder Consents 2005 

• Consultation on LSPs 2005 

• Spatial Plans in Practice project 

• Development of ONEAPP 
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• Lyons Review 2006 

• Audit Commission Review 2006 

• Planning Together 2007 

• Budget 2007 

• Planning White Paper 2007 

• Shaping and Delivering Places 

 

All of these reports and reviews have suggested ways in which the planning 

system needs to be changed to deliver more effectively and a number of 

changes have followed.   As many of these changes have yet to work their 

way through the system, it is too soon to see their full impact, although we 

have begun to see some unintended consequences in the separation of 

planning regulation form other planning issues in the council and the lack of 

fulfilment of the two other key roles for councillors – that of promotion for 

the executive and full policy debates for Councils. 

 

In addition to these proposed changes to the planning system, increasingly 

there has been an emphasis on planning practitioners in the public sector: 

  

• Are there enough? 

• Are they working efficiently? 

• Are they being supported through the change agenda? 

• Do they have the right skills? 

• Do they have enough resources? 

• Are they sufficiently senior in the organisation? 

 

These questions have been raised through a series of studies and subsequent 

initiatives to support public sector planners including Egan, and the major 

implications as discussed in Section 7.  

 

6. A barometer of the nation’s economic health 
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The Planning White Paper calls for more consideration of market indicators 

by the planning system.  However that goal is pursued, an understanding of 

development economics and the way it is changing should be part of every 

planner’s toolkit.  The role and value of land in Britain is fundamental to 

personal and corporate wealth. As a means of providing an alternative 

pension and underpinning the balance sheets of British companies the role 

of property cannot be overestimated; the pressure that it creates on 

planning regulation and this situation is unique compared with the rest of 

the world. For the vast majority of householders, no alternative forms of 

pension product are perceived to provide an expected financial gain of the 

same proportion, and if these resources are not needed for the individual, 

then they are being used as a mechanism to pass on wealth as inheritance21. 

This situation is mirrored in a number of other parts of the world.  The only 

way that it is likely to change is through the recognition22 of alternative 

investment products with the same likely yield over time. 

 

The same is true in the private sector. Since in the 1950s, one of the key 

indicators used to assess the country’s economic health has been the 

number of new housing starts on green field sites, and the reaction of the 

financial press and government if new housing starts fall23. The structure of 

the housing construction industry also reflects this division with new build 

being run by separate companies within group structures. Housing finance 

for buyers is also tied in more closely with new build, and incentives are 

given (although this replicates the vendor’s ability to adjust price in the 

second hand market). Despite the major increase in brown field 

development and investment in home extensions, this new build housing 

indicator is still in place24 although it has long ceased to be an indicator of 

housing development activity. The maintenance of different tax regimes, 

comparative profit levels and under performance of local authorities in 
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achieving appropriate planning gain levels all serve the interests of those 

who wish to keep new housing building in this position. 

 

In the business sector the position is much the same. Property values are a 

key feature of the balance sheets of UK companies. Since the 1950s, when it 

became clear to many smaller manufacturing companies that their site was 

worth more than their business, property ownership, valuation and 

management have become key features of City assessments of company 

success. The recent revaluation of Sainsbury’s properties that was used to 

stave off unwelcome takeover bids25 is an example of this as is the recent 

takeover of Boots by a leverage finance company26. Indeed the principle of 

leverage finance is to maximise the utilisation of a company’s assets – 

including property – by breaking it up into more profitable component parts. 

The growth of the leverage finance business in the City of London is in part 

due to the growth on the London markets overall, but is also due to fact 

that there is a long established tradition of buying companies in order to 

maximise their assets rather than their business in the UK.  Residential as 

well as commercial property is now routinely part of company assets rather 

than owned by individuals.  

 

Once we bring together the elements of this evaluation we find that we 

have a demand and supply market. People want housing value growth to 

improve their pension funds and the private sector, also frequently driven 

by Pension Fund investment, wants to maximise the value of the investment 

in property on a separate agenda from that of businesses as a whole.  

 

Planning acts as a market regulator by conferring value on those sites where 

need can be demonstrated and supplied by the market.  On the occasions 

where planning has been derestricted, most famously in one of the first 

Enterprise Zones set up in the Isle of Dogs in 1982, development faltered. It 

was at this point, when the planning system was under the most likely 
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position of dismantlement that the political penny dropped. Planning 

conferred value by both restricting supply and by guaranteeing value 

through regulating neighbouring uses in the same way.  

 

Where the market has little or no interest in investment, planning 

developed into economic development and regeneration. Here planning has 

been used positively as a public investment intervention and market maker 

to provide certainty to private investors by the scale of social and physical 

investment – transport, public goods such as schools and training. In the 

past, some of the energy in markets that were overheating was attempted 

to be diverted to areas where markets were failing – regional policy was an 

example of this trickle down economic policy in practice – but such policies 

have now seen to be of limited use. Known as the ‘seagull syndrome’, 

companies flock in when the investment grants are available but leave as 

soon as they are ended leaving only their mess behind them. Also, where 

markets have generated more demand, it has been shown that the land 

market and planning  have responded through the increase in permissions 

given to greenfield sites for development and through the change of land 

use away from those with lower market values eg industrial sites to those 

where the market wishes to invest eg housing and retail.  

 

At the local level, the urban fabric has also proved to be remarkably adept 

at change. Here the restructuring of the branch banking system has created 

the opportunity for expanding requirements for pubs, restaurants and coffee 

bars to suit mobile and flexible working patterns whilst eating outside the 

home has become commonplace. Grade 1 Listed Buildings, which have long 

struggled to find suitable uses, are being utilised by Universities – Derby 

University’s role in Buxton supported by HEFCE and English Heritage has 

made a major impact on investment in other listed buildings in the town. 

The same is true in Manchester, UCL and Strathclyde Universities where 

former warehouses and hospitals have been used for new academic 

accommodation. At the local level, other spaces have been found for uses 

that match changing life styles. Church halls, formerly infrequently used, 
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have had a new lease of life as day nurseries for working parents. Cinemas 

have been created from warehouses and factories – as in the Printworks and 

Northern Quarter in Manchester, Fort Dunlop in Birmingham and shopping 

centres from Engine Sheds or stations as in Swindon and Bath. Former 

operational land is being released to create new urban space as in White 

City, Ancoats, and Kings Cross whilst former MoD sites are proposed as the 

location of new eco-cities. Other former public sector sites have created the 

opportunity for new employment development to meet modern needs in city 

hearts as in Nottingham and Leeds.  NOTE: add examples from rural areas 

here and elsewhere…. 

 

In all of this the role of planning to support the regulation or making of 

markets has been critical.    Yet the role of planning in creating value is 

little understood, particularly at the local level. Much of the success of 

planning as measured through planning award schemes have been for major 

redevelopment or regeneration schemes or ‘set pieces’ that have 

transformed major area of towns and cities. These are fundamentally 

important. At the same time, it is also the day to day decision making on 

planning applications at the local level which contributes significantly to 

financial and social value. Areas which are more heavily regulated such as 

Conservation Areas and those within areas designated to be controlled under 

an Article 4 direction generally reward property owners with increased 

value.  

 

Planning regulation guarantees not only the standard of what is 

implemented but, through enforcement, polices those things which are done 

which detract from these areas. Outside these more regulated areas, value 

is conferred by other activities including investment in infrastructure, the 

public realm, community safety considerations and energy conservation. 

Less recognised is the role that planning has in ‘calming’ environments, 

making them fit well together and respecting what is there already. This has 

a significant role in supporting mental health and community cohesion which 

is rarely discussed. Planning is almost always associated with mending and 
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enhancing local environments as it conducts its daily business and this is as 

much an important role as the larger processes of regeneration and change. 

 

7.  Implications for Planners, Planning Management, IT and 

Training  

 

So what are the implications for planning management, planners’ 

professional development, IT and training?  The Egan Review identified the 

skills needed to create sustainable communities. It considered a number of 

key issues for planning, including both the skills required and the overall 

number of professionals available. 

 

Key generic skill for sustainable communities as defined by the Egan 

Review27 

 

Inclusive visioning 

Project management 

Leadership 

Breakthrough thinking/brokerage 

Team and partnership working 

‘Making it happen’ 

Process and change management 

Financial management and appraisal 

Stakeholder management 

Analysis, decision making, evaluation 

Communication 

Conflict resolution customer awareness 

  

 

The evidence for the Egan Review recommendations for planning for making 

these judgements was taken from high level data sets.  Subsequently an in-

depth study was commissioned on the skills issues by the Academy of 
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 The Egan Review: Skills for Sustainable Communities ODPM 2004 
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Sustainable Communities in March 200728. This project had as its aim to 

assess the information available on skills gaps across all the professions who 

contribute to making sustainable communities and also to make projections 

for the future. This study found that it is the generic skills that gaps remain 

and these are: 

 

• leadership 

• community engagement 

• communication 

• project management; and 

• conflict resolution 

 

In respect of planning, the ASC study recognises that the RTPI is already 

undertaking further work on identifying how these skills gaps could be 

remedied. For other professions, it points to work being undertaken with 

the Regional Centres of Excellence and the Academy for Sustainable 

Communities, pointing out engineering as the professional group needing to 

pay more attention to these generic skills. 

 

This ASC study also reviewed the labour market and training issues for each 

specific professional group including planning.  

 

ASC SURVEY OF SKILLS GAPS 2007 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS - PLANNING 

Labour market issues 

Figures indicate that public employers are struggling to recruit and retain 

sufficient numbers of planning professionals.  This appears particularly acute at 

senior and experienced levels within public planning. 

Survey evidence suggests that over half of public employers face recruitment 

difficulties, and one third have to offer market supplements to candidates. 

Research in London shows that these problems may in part be a result of fewer 

                                            
28

 Gap Analysis for Sustainable Communities Professionals Draft Final report York Consulting 
for Academy for Sustainable Communities March 2007 
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planning graduates and competition between public employers.  Furthermore, 

public planners appear to be being attracted into the Private Sector or out of 

the profession altogether. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that recruitment and retention difficulties are also 

being felt among private firms. 

Involvement of private firms in public planning is on the increase. 

Generic skills issues 

Recent studies and commissioned work indicate an increased focus on generic 

skills by the profession and, more specifically, the RTPI. 

Based on their own assessments, planners would like to develop further their 

project management and presentational skills the most.  Other areas identified 

by more than half of those asked included leadership and motivation; financial 

appraisal; budgeting;  community involvement; strategic thinking; and change 

management. 

External assessment (by the Audit Commission) suggests that the profession 

should focus on communication, leadership, and negotiation and conflict 

resolution. 

 

This report also pulls together information from a range of studies which 

looked at the shortage of planning staff and staff turnover. 

 

Table 1: Recruitment and retention difficulties (from ASC Skills Gap Study 2007) 

% of local authorities 
 Planning 

development control* 
Other planning* 

Recruitment difficulties 55%  50% 

Use of market supplements 35% 26% 

Retention difficulties 33% 28% 

*managers and professional posts only 
Source: Local Government Pay and Workforce Strategy Survey 2006 
 

 

Table 2: Labour turnover and vacant posts  (from ASC Skills Gap Study 2007) 

  Managerial & professional Support & admin Total 

Labour turnover 15%  11% 13% 

Vacant posts 9% 6% 8% 

Source: Skills Base in the Planning System, 2004 
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Finally this study draws upon the RTPI Survey of Skills Requirements which 

have been identified by planners.  

 

The main findings from the RTPI Skills Survey were as follows: 

(1) Four skills were cited as strengths by fewer than half of respondents: staff 
appraisal, change management, financial appraisal and budgeting.  Financial 
appraisal and budgeting were the least cited strengths (34% and 42% of respondents 
respectively) 

(2) Most popular areas for further development were project management (62%); and 
public speaking and presentational skills (60%) 

 
(3) Other areas for further development mentioned by more than half of respondents 
were leadership and motivation; financial appraisal; budgeting; community 
involvement; strategic thinking; and change management 
 
 
From Oxford Brookes ‘Skill Base in the Planning System’ ODPM 2004 quoted in ASC Study of 
Skills Gaps 2007 

 
 

 
Other work has been undertaken to support planners in their roles in more 

practical ways. In the Comprehensive Spending Review in 2004, a number of 

key initiatives were introduced: 

 

• Planning Delivery Grant 

• A culture change programme for planning supported by Central 

Government29 

• Bursaries to support the initial training of more planners 

• The creation of the Planning Advisory Service 

• The establishment of a distance learning course in spatial planning at 

UWE 

 

Some efforts have been made to make planning more efficient and 

effective. The early development of the Planning Portal and subsequent 

ONEAPP project have been attempts to help to streamline the planning 
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application service for both the applicant and also to help to integrate 

planning applications in to the back office. Allied initiatives deriving from 

local authorities were developed through Parsol which introduced: 

 

• Fast Track – an approach for registered planning agents 

• Expert Systems – to help applicants receive an indicative indication of 

planning application requirements on line 

• eService Delivery Standards to enable each local authority to 

benchmark its planning service against standards which are set at 

three levels 

• Parsol Exchange 

 

The role of e-planning was also reinforced through the local e-government 

programme 2000-2006, when local authorities were provided with additional 

funding to e-enable their generic services. Applications for Building and 

Planning permits were also one of the core public service on-line 

applications identified as a priority by the European Commission. 

 

Although these activities have been focussed on planning delivery by 

planners, there has been less interest within local authority planning 

departments of mechanisms for joining up with other services to improve 

the effectiveness and efficiency of service delivery through one stop shops 

and integrated service delivery. Planning IT systems can be linked to 

Customer Relations Management Systems to include customer tracking of 

their planning applications. 

 

The benefits of using these approaches is that planners can concentrate on 

case work and dealing with Development Management and their work on the 

LDF whilst trained generic customer service staff can advise those seeking 

planning advice on whether they need consent. They can also check 

planning applications once submitted and calculate and receive fees. Many 

planners in local authorities still answer all these queries themselves and 

undertake this basic work. Given this it is not surprising that many planners 
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feel stressed and beleaguered and yet some changes in the way in which 

they work could make a significant difference in their workload. This 

approach may also be one of the reasons that new planning graduates find 

private sector practice more interesting as a career path. 

 

 

 

Case study here South Norfolk 

 

 

 

 

 

Other approaches to promote more effective working include Business 

Process Re-engineering, which entails reviewing all the working practices 

within the planning service and stripping away all wasteful processes and 

finding more streamlined ways of doing things. These approaches cover both 

officer handling processes and the use of IT, for example rationalising 

multiple filing systems, and encouraging officers to plan their site visits 

using route planners to optimise their time.  

 

Most planning authorities use some kind of IT system to support their 

planning services but frequently these are operating at sub-optimal levels. 

This will mean that many of the features which are within the system are 

not used even where these would make the tasks of professionals and 

administrators much easier. Why does this occur? Probably because the 

training which accompanies the system is inadequate and of the wrong type. 

Most operational professionals benefit from short one to one training 

sessions whilst they are using the system whereas most planning system 

training is undertaken in larger groups long before the system goes live. 

 

Bolsover Case Study 
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Other studies have been undertaken to assess whether the use of increased 

number of technical support staff could help professional planners be more 

effective. A study undertaken for ODPM in 2004 found that there were a 

number of reasons for enhancing the role of support staff in planning30: 

 

 

Reasons for enhancing the role of support staff in Planning Departments 

 

Helping to address local authority’s current difficulties in recruiting and retaining 

qualified planners 

  

Freeing up qualified planners from routine tasks, to enable them to concentrate on 

more complex work relating to the assessment of planning applications and plan-

making 

 

Making greater use of currently under-utilised skills and abilities in the planning 

workforce 

 

Providing opportunities for staff development and progression 

 

The changing nature of some tasks 

 

Source: ODPM 2004  

 

This study found a variety of practices in different local authorities in the 

use of technical and other support staff. Where enhanced roles for support 

staff were found it was in a range of tasks: 

 

Where support staff are helping in the planning process: 
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Validating planning applications, including checking fees and the determination of 

appropriate consultations and neighbour notifications 

 

Acting as the first point of context for planning enquiries and the provision of 

general planning advice in person or over the phone 

 

Dealing with written permitted development enquiries and minor planning 

applications 

 

Data analysis and survey work 

 

Source ODPM 2004 

 

This study found that support staff were deployed in several different ways 

and indeed each planning department was organised differently. Many local 

authorities had minor planning application teams set up within their 

development management groups. Other groupings of staff were those 

involved in validating and registering planning applications. Where these 

support staff were under the direct control of planning managers, then they 

were seen to be ‘part of the team’. The support staff could also see some 

benefits in having these roles which could lead to better career 

development opportunities. Where the support given was in generic 

customer service and one stop shops, planners were much more sceptical 

about their roles and the support these staff could give, although the study 

only cited the views of the planners in this and no other evidence from the 

customers or studies in the actual increase in effectiveness where these 

changes have been implemented. 

 

Improving the planning service also means considering the role, experience 

and quality of planning management. Like most professional areas in local 

government, those who take on the most senior posts have been promoted 

through various planning posts either within one authority or by moving 

around. Issues relating to the quality of planning management have rarely 

been discussed and although some initial planning courses spend a small 



v 1 

 47 

portion of their time on planning management, there is little or no provision 

to support the development of management education for planners 

anywhere in the country. Some planners decide to take generic 

management qualifications including a Diploma in Management Studies 

(DMS) and a few take MBAs. However, in other professional areas, specialist 

MBAs are now emerging for managers in Housing, Engineering, School 

Leadership and Recreation Management in addition to legal and accountancy 

specialisms. Shaping and Delivering Places Effective Practice in Spatial 

Planning (April 2007) has recommended that a specialist MBA programme be 

established. 

 

In some local authorities, planning managers have been appointed who have 

no specific planning experience. Planning profiled the business manager of 

planning services in North Wiltshire in 2003 (16 May), who has a background 

in Public Relations.  

 

Other issues for planning managers include the necessity to be part of the 

wider public service community and to be aware of the issues other service 

providers are facing. Planners have been seen to be increasingly isolated31 

and this will need some specific skills and development to change these 

behaviours. The kinds of approaches that might be used include: 

 

• A Planning  Managers’ Academy 

• Action Centred Learning Groups for small groups of pubic service 

managers including planners 

• A Planning  Managers’ network to be established by the RTPI 

• A planning leaders’ network similar to that established by Central 

government for leaders of  Major Regeneration organisations 

• Development and support arrangements for new planning managers 

similar to those which are available to local authority Chief 

Executives from SOLACE. These include the appointment of a mentor 

when a new Chief Executive is appointed to post and membership of 
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a development group of chef executives who are appointed at about 

the same time to create an action learning set. 

 

It is clearly important for all staff involved in delivering planning services 

have a role in performance improvement.   

 

 

The role of staff in delivering high quality public services 

 

There is a belief that staff engagement in performance improvement activities 

brings positive benefits in improved service performance, higher productivity, 

improved staff morale and staff recruitment and retention 

 

A positive association from staff being involved in delivering service action plans 

 

The provision of feedback to staff who have been involved in reviews and 

performance exercise was seen to be positively associated with CPA results 

 

Some evidence that investment in staff engagement have led to improvements in 

staff morale and in recruitment and retention 

 

Source: The Role of Staff in Delivering High Quality Public Services ODPM April 2004 

 

 

How do planners feel about this? 

Much of the concern about the role and status of planning has been 

generated by planners employed in the public sector. They have been 

feeling the pressure to perform better and are aware of criticism of their 

role in the press and from Central Government. Their views on their own 

position have to some extent been justified by the award of the Planning 

Delivery Grant for the period 2005-2008 when it has been possible to 

demonstrate their needs through the provision of extra resources. The 

provision of PDG has varied between councils as has the availability of the 

funding for planning purposes inside the Council once it has been received. 
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Some of the PDG has been used to invest in IT systems. In many places it has 

been used as short term funding to deal with backlog through the 

employment of temporary staff rather than to support a more fundamental 

review of planning services and procedures as a whole. The provision of the 

grant has also justified a more separate approach for planning and has 

encouraged a more hands off approach from senior managers. 

 

Planners also feel they are not in control of their activities. A recent study 

of Planners at the Coalface states that: 

 

 

(Planners) report that their prime motivator for being planners is a genuine 

desire to make a difference to people and places but there are concerns the 

profession is becoming bogged down in bureaucracy. Overall the majority 

(63.1%) of planners are not convinced the reform agenda helps to speed-up 

and simplify the planning system. There are concerns that reforms increase 

red tape and have not been properly resourced but there is also support for 

the reform agenda in principle’ 

 

From Planning at the Coalface: The Planners Perspective Survey preliminary results Ben 

Clifford Match 2007 Kings College London 

 

This study shows that planners are motivated but also 70% of the planners 

surveyed for this study did not feel that ‘planning is a well respected 

profession’.  

 

This study demonstrates that there are considerable challenges in the way 

in which change is being managed within planning departments in the public 

sector. This also fits with the sense that planners are attempting to retrofit 

changes in the system – both the changes from the Local Government Act 

2000 and the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 to their notion of 

the previous system. There is much talk about insufficient resources but 

little evidence of rethinking the planning task in the office. There is some 
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evidence that the planning task is managed in much the same way that it 

has been for many years. 

 

Planners have also experienced other changes. Twenty years ago, the 

planning service would almost certainly have been represented by a Chief 

Officer or head of department on the Council’s management team. This is 

now far less likely as departments have been amalgamated into larger 

directorates. As planning has become more inward looking at its own 

regulatory environment and detached itself from wider council and 

community concerns, its role has diminished and it is more likely to have 

been included in a directorate of technical or environmental service with 

other professionals at the head.  

 

Recently, the Local Government White paper32 has suggested that planners 

should be placed back of the management top table and this has been 

reaffirmed in the Planning White Paper33. However, this seems unlikely to 

be supported through the creation of a legally defined requirement 

(Planning 26 May 2007). In any case, there may be other ways to confront 

this issue. If planning is to move to be part of the place shaping and 

investment programme of the local authority, its activities will need to be 

at the centre of the local authorities concerns. However this does not 

automatically mean that a planner will be leading this unless they can 

demonstrate that they have the skills to deliver the place making agenda. 

 

How does the media view planning? 

This is an under-researched area and a recent study of the media’s coverage 

of planning between October 2003-2004 may give us some indication of what 

concerns there are and what images are projected34. This study covered a 

range of national, local and professional papers. What emerged was a 

differentiation in coverage and tone which could be associated with the 
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political stand of the newspaper.  Clifford found that overall the stand 

towards planning was negative. At the local level, the press was more 

engaged in specific issues in what Clifford calls ‘planning in action’. The 

other key issue that was covered in the press at all levels was that of  

housing provision and planning’s role in restricting the supply of housing, 

although as Clifford states the period under review in his research included 

the publication of the Barker Review of Housing. Other issues that attracted 

press attention included wind farms and mobile phone masts as well as 

broader issues such as urban regeneration, retail development and urban 

design. 

 

In his search for views of planners in the press, Clifford concludes with an 

interesting observation – that planners are largely absent from the press at 

national or local levels. 

 

All too often planners are simply not mentioned in articles connected with 

such big issues as urban design, environmental protection or sustainability.  

….Thus in the national press the planners is either conspicuous by their 

absence or a figure of fun, and in the local press a technical expert 

occasionally commenting on particular developments. 

 

It therefore seems that although the national press has a view about 

planning, it has few views about planners.  In comparison, coverage of 

planning within Local Government Chronicle has increased significantly in 

the period since 2006, as local authority managers and councillors become 

more interested in the place shaping role in their own areas. 

 

Progress is being made by the RTPI to turn this situation around, and this 

will continue, however the general media attitude to planning is still a 

cause for concern.  We will have to wait and see the impact of the recently 

announced (1 June 2007) BBC TV initiative to commission “The Planners” …. 

“a fiery, funny and touching new ‘fly on the wall’ documentary series that 

will give viewers a unique glimpse inside some of Britain’s local planning 
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authorities..”   In the meantime, we have undertaken a small exploratory 

study of planners’ attitudes; the results are summarised in S ??    

 

 

 

 

 

How far is the media’s approach to planning, and professional 

planners, responsible for negative attitudes and a siege 

mentality? 

 

 

 

 

 

What more could NPF members do eg to use press coverage to 

generate a more positive view of planning and planners? 
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8.  What does the public expect of planning? 

 

What does the public expect of planning?  They expect it to be quick and 

effective when they are seeking planning permission for their own 

development and to be tougher when the wish to object to development 

proposals. 

 

 

A common public view of planning… 

 

Planning is too tough when you want to do something and too 

weak when you want to stop something 

 

 

However, most people’s experience of planning is from the places that they 

use everyday – where they live and where they go to work. For many people 

these are not remarkable environments and some have more choice than 

others about these locations. Many people have no expectation that these 

environments will be changed or improved. Even when change does arise, it 

is generally about the kind of change that make people feel uneasy – larger 

scale change than they are ready for.  

 

A more proactive approach to enhancing local character and service delivery 

could make a considerable difference. People may feel more secure to see 

public services on the streets. They may feel positively encouraged if they 

believe that all the public services are not only doing their job but also 

attempting to improve places and their facilities. 

 

An understanding of the public’s expectation of planning, its satisfaction 

levels and the ways in which grater confidence could be generated in the 

new approach to planning delivery, regulation and place shaping 



v 1 

 54 

9. Why are planners not heard? 

  

Planning, once seen as a means of changing places and improving 

environments, is now seen to be a problem, at all levels of governance. Why 

is this loss of status and confidence in planning occurring? There are likely 

to be a number of reasons.  

 

The first is the separation of Executive and backbench member involvement 

in planning, which has tended to divide the planning service and legitimate 

member involvement in it.    The second key reason why planning has lost 

status is its limited engagement with the general move towards integration 

of public services35 at the local level.  Up to now, planning has been omitted 

from Local Area Agreements and Multi Area Agreements, although it is 

understood that this will be addressed following the implementation 

Spending Review from 2009 onwards.  Following a consultation paper in late 

2005 on improved management of SCS36, guidance is expected to issue in 

November 2007.  This is likely to focus Local Strategic Partnerships on place 

shaping, and may give them executive power to deliver directly. The Local 

Government White Paper 2006 proposes a closer working arrangement 

between the SCS and LDF which has subsequently been reinforced through 

the publication, Planning Together (CLG/RTPI, 2007). 

 

From the research undertaken for the study mentioned in the project scope 

(and undertaken by the lead member of this team), Effective Practice in 

Spatial Planning (May 2007), it is clear that planners do not understand this 

integrated relationship, nor the wider role of spatial planning in the public 

sector. Rather than looking forward at the role of planning in delivering and 

shaping tomorrow’s places, there are continuing attempts to retrofit new 

systems into approaches to planning as they have been operated since the 

early 1990s. 
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The Local Government White Paper 2006 has suggested that position this 

might, in part, be rectified by the restoration of a senior officer responsible 

for planning to each local authority’s management team37. Recent proposals 

in the Local Government White Paper to amend this legislation to allow 

executive members to sit on the planning and licensing committees of local 

authority may not fully address this issue38. 

 

 

Why is planning not seen to be important by leaders and 

decision makers? 

 

 

This report has demonstrated the current and future role of planning and its 

central position in maintaining and creating value through its daily activities 

in shaping and delivering places. Yet planning has a low status in the wider 

development industry and is frequently seen as a hurdle rather than positive 

tool to be used. Why is this? 

 

Planning is predominantly in the public sector 

Many of the professionals who work within the development industry 

operate from the private sector – chartered surveyors, solicitors, barristers, 

investment finance houses all operate for predominantly private sector 

clients. This group has now been joined by a growing band of professional 

planners who work in the private sector – the RTPI’s membership is now 

comprised of more planners in the private than the public sector, although 

this is not generally perceived. The relationship between the public sector 

planners and the private sector development professionals is based on the 

adversarial nature of planning processes in the UK. Earlier in the report the 

role of planning creating value, the role of property for investment, 

company and leverage finance interest is such that it has its own construct 

                                            
37

 Strong and Prosperous Communities, Oct 2006, vol 2 
38

 Specific councillor training is now being delivered by the IDeA; the team lead on this 
proposal is contributing the session on the role of members in the new system 
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which rests on the uncertain outcome of a regulatory process. In 

comparisons with planners in the private sector, public sector planners are 

less well paid and have to meet public service targets which are more 

onerous than those for business operation. As planners have been castigated 

by government for failing to meet planning delivery targets, it has become 

common to see public sector planners as the problem ‘bone’ that the rest of 

the development industry pats as the source of many of the problems in the 

development system. As we have seen earlier this is not the case. 

 

Planning is too complex 

The process of determining planning consent confers both rights and 

responsibilities on the applicants. The rights are for development but the 

responsibilities are set out in how this can be achieved and to the 

communities within which this development sits.   But it is seen as: 

 

• taking too long 

• too inflexible 

• not seen to deliver 

• too inward looking 

• not corporate activity 

• no clear role for political leadership 

• failure expected 

 

 

This will draw on the Young Planners and RTPI General Assembly material 

 

 

So why (with some exceptions) are planners not heard? There seem to be a 

number of key reasons which are all capable of solution: 

• Don’t know about agenda for public services including LAAs/LSPs 

• See no benefit in being part of wider process 

• Think that they know it all eg on Community Strategies and 

Consultation and so alienate others 



v 1 

 57 

• Assume that others will speak their language 

• Have little management training 

• Have been left on their own too long 

• Too inward looking 

• Don’t know about the way in which what they are doing fits into 

whole 

• Training not focussed on how to operate 

• No management training 

• More adaptable planners going into the private sector 

 

Barrier and Gap analysis 

 

(1) PLANNING 

Strengths 

 

• Well known 

• Confers value 

• Seen to be working better in 

delivering decisions 

Weaknesses 

 

• Seen to be focussed on 

process and not on delivered 

outcomes 

• Not seen to be delivering the 

same agenda as the rest of 

the local public sector 

• Detached from senior 

politicians and officers 

 

Opportunities 

 

• To deliver place shaping 

• To be central to new public 

and private investment 

• To deliver the public sector’s 

capital programme 

 

 

Threats 

 

• Be bypassed by others 

• Be seen to be the problem 

• Be seen to add to the costs 

of delivery rather than 

enabling it 
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(2) PLANNERS 

 

Strengths 

• Analytical approaches 

• Able to deal with complexity 

• Understand process delivery 

• Good relationships with 

councillors 

 

 

Weaknesses 

• Focussed on process 

• Prefer to work on their own 

• Management skills not 

generally seen to be 

important 

• Poor relationships with the 

rest of the organisation 

 

 

Opportunities 

• To be at the heart of place 

shaping and change 

• To enable the vision and its 

delivery 

• To be at the heart of the of 

the future of places 

 

 

Threats 

• To stay looking at process 

• To discourage young planners 

from public service through 

out- dated practices and poor 

management 

• To discourage other from joint 

working from sense of superior 

processes 

 

 

Barriers 

There are a number of key barriers which can be identified which are 

standing in the way of planning being recognised and utilised fully in shaping 

paces and creating local investment frameworks which we have identified in 

this report. These are: 

• lack of expectation of what planning can deliver from planners 

and those who manage the context in which it operates 

• culture – in all sectors – public, private, voluntary, in allied fields, 

from users – planners need to change themselves 
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• adversarial style 

• planning is seen to be a negative tool 

• inadequate financial understanding is so poor that it is leading to 

underperformance in local delivery through failure to engage with 

investors and set out planning gain requirements 

• Current levels of integration in the system are poor , and 

• myths  

o quality suffers if performance improves 

o health won’t work with us 

o we know more about consultation than anyone else 

o we can’t work with anyone else because of the legal     

nature of our process 

o we are too busy to get involved 

o we know what the community wants delivered 

o we don’t have time for pre-application advice 

o customer services can’t be involved in delivering advice to 

the public because they are not planners 

o we need paper filing systems 

o we can’t read plans on a screen 

 

10. How can planners contribute more? 

 

Being more effective leaders 

Leadership inside the public sector brings its problems and some now say 

that these are more challenging than in other sectors because39: 

• Managers in local government have come through a professional 

career path and that ‘people arrive at the top table with first –hand 

experience of only one area of business’ 

• Relationships between officers and members in local government are 

closer and all officers have to serve all members 
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• Setting out the common purpose is hard and (at present)  there is less 

interdependence of the parts and no overarching goal although place 

is now seen as that binding factor 

 

Effective leadership of planning and planners is an essential feature in 

crating inspiring places. As Professor Wendy Thomson states40: 

 

Leadership is widely held to be what makes the greatest 

difference…in local government, finally ‘place’ is being 

recognised as integral to the leadership role…place is not a 

new idea…but it does have a new emphasis in UK local 

government 

 

As place becomes a central feature of local leadership, the potential to 

create inspiring places will rise. Planning will have an essential role in this 

process but at present planners do not seem to be able to represent what 

planning can offer to their colleagues. It may take others to recognise what 

planning has got to offer and to demonstrate how it can contribute to place 

shaping. Can planners turn form their negative view about the changes to 

their system to one which makes them enthusiastic and sought after 

partners and team members? Without the leadership of the managers of 

planning activities this seems unlikely to occur. But this might need a new 

style… 

 

Whether in prescribing leadership qualities or assessing capability, these 

approached risk breaking one of the first tests of good leadership – the overrated 

tendency of telling people what to do…once you have learned how to replace one 

pattern of behaviour with another…once you have learned how to learn…it is 

relatively simple to learn which ones to learn 

 

Source Wendy Thomson 2007 
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Understanding the agenda 

At present many planners are struggling to understand the agenda of change 

in the delivery of public services. Whether in the private or public sector, 

all planners need to understand not only the legislation which affects the 

delivery of planning but also what this means in practice and where this is 

going. Every planning regime has been seen to be problematic, until it is 

changed when there is an immediate wish to go back to the past. 

 

So planners need to: 

• Understand Local Area Agreements 

• Engage with the wider public sector 

• Work within Sustainable Community Strategies 

• Learn to use evidence to make their case 

• Understand the place shaping agenda 

 

Using a wider repertoire of approaches to places and their challenges 

• Develop partnership working strategies and move away from 

adversarial approaches in order to more efficient an create better 

outcomes for places 

• Think delivery of a specific list of requirements 

• In addition to speaking with different community groups as part of 

consultation, also think about what can be delivered for younger 

people, children, older people and so on 

 

Planners need to look forward and not back 

• Live in the present – the past is not going to return 

• Work towards a tipping point of change 

• Recognise the cultural cul de sac in which they now find themselves 

and remerge into the mainstream 
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11. How can planning contribute to delivering inspiring 

places? 

 

Changing the context and expectations of planning 

Planning can deliver more if more is expected of it. At present expectations 

are so low from all sides that many opportunities are foregone through lack 

of ambition. It all seems too difficult. 

 

If Council Leaders, Councillors and Chief Executives understood the scale of 

planning’s power to deliver at the local level, planning performance and 

delivery would improve. 

 

 

More transparent assessment of the added value that 

planning brings to the public and private sector 

 

 

Planning adds value but we never count it – why not? A transparent 

assessment of the uplift in value form planning consent both to an individual 

property and to the wider area would create a much more realistic 

understanding of what planning contribute to the character and quality of 

places and people’s lives. Once planning gain and other improvements 

associated with developments are included – highways, design, landscape, 

restoration, and habitat – everyone can start to appreciate the added value 

that the planning process brings. 

 

New approaches to harnessing and creating the market 

Planning can help to create and harness the market. It can contribute to the 

establishment of confidence and to help to enhance the character of all 

areas. 
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Local distinctiveness is a key component in local success 

People want places to be distinctive and recognisable. Many comments 

about identikit high streets have appeared in the press over the last twenty 

years. Yet nearly every change in the appearance of places is regulated and 

controlled by planning. Corporate identity and branding for retailers is 

important but there are also many examples in historic environments which 

demonstrate that other approaches to fascias, shop front, scale and plot 

size can be achieved. Using local materials is also both a sustainable and 

appropriate approach. 

 

Partners and stakeholders need to be part of the change process 

Planning cannot work on its own. It needs its public and private sector 

partners to maintain and improve character and quality environments. 

However it can also help these partners in the generation of planning 

frameworks which provide some investment certainty. 

 

Where development sits in landscaped environments, the design and quality 

of this, including realistic assessments of its maintenance regimes is 

important and if appropriate funding contributions to keep landscape areas 

at the standard intended. Grass may be the cheapest surface initially but 

does provide a long term option in many environments. 

 

Partners also need help and support when they want to undertake joint 

development with other land owners or service providers (in the public 

sector). Planning can be proactive to support these joined approach 

approaches and helped through the process to a sportive end. 

 

Introducing clarity on deliverables – i.e. linking LSP/SCS, 

evidence and public preferences to the development 

management process 
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Planning needs clarity on local deliverables. It could be helped by a local 

‘shopping list’ developed through evidence and probably not by the planning 

process, but by others. However, planning can be central to the delivery of 

many of these elements in local and area improvement that may have been 

identified. It can be instrumental in providing new health facilities and 

revenue funding to run them until they can be taken into mainstream 

budgets. 

 

Need clear political leadership from the Executive and senior managers 

Senior politicians could achieve much of their agenda by using planning to 

deliver it. This can be achieved in the normal mode of business as 

development management undertakes its daily task. Where the council and 

its partners wants to deliver its own programme of facilities and 

development, executive councillors can take a promoter role for the 

development, speak to the Planning Committee and underline its benefits 

for the local community.  

 

Need to move away from the adversarial system 

Planning thrives on its adversarial culture. Some of the participants in the 

planning process seem hooked on the thrill of the appeal process. Yet 

appeals cost time and money and frequently people believe that the 

outcome is sub optimal in comparison with a negotiated outcome. How can 

this change? One approach is the development team approach and another 

is pre-applications advice. But both of these need to be undertaken in good 

faith. Some way of taking these processes into account when considering 

planning applications and at present this is still too uncertain. 

 

Greater transparency of planning gain requirements for localities should also 

make the development process easier. Applicants will be able to identify 

their contributions at an early stage and cost them into their development 

appraisals. 
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This will need a major change for the private sector. Many professional lives 

are founded on the adversarial system. Can this energy be used to achieve 

more positive outcomes? 

 

Should be planning re-branded? 

Would planning’s contribution be more successful if it were rebranded? Just 

as market failure has espoused the tools of planning and utilised them as 

part of the regeneration repertoire, would mainstream planning be better in 

a place shaping activity? If planning cannot deliver through the tools that it 

has in the 2004 Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act and the changes 

proposed in the Planning White Paper, this may be a serious option. 

 

Greater use of mainstream delivery rather than the use of special 

purpose delivery vehicles which can add to complexity  

There are mixed views about special purpose vehicles. They are preferred 

by those who are involved in them but they are dispiriting to others. They 

are seen to represent layers of additional costs without necessarily 

delivering. Special purpose vehicles in Growth Areas and in the Thames 

Gateway have been criticised for their lack of delivery. They also provide 

means of channelling funds which are quasi localised but retain a central 

government golden share or handcuffs. There is a fundamental realisation 

that special purpose vehicles represent either a lack of trust on the part of 

central government of local government or that central government does 

not want to give up their power of direction and control. Both are 

uncomfortable positions but these issues remain and need wider discussion. 

If it is only possible to have funding through these means, then local 

partners will accept them and the priorities than accompany them. But this 

does not mean that they are successfully applied to deal with issues that are 

of the highest priority. 

 

Blame culture needs to be dealt with 

If planning’s contribution to delivering places, crated added value and an 

investment framework is recognised by those in the public sector, then 
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there will be far greater pressure for it to deliver to its capability. There 

will be pressure to make it work rather than to blame it for being too 

complex, too slow and getting in the way. This will place far greater 

expectations on planning and what it can deliver.  

 

A greater variety of delivery options e.g. 

o Cambridge Futures 

o Ipswich 

o Worcestershire 

o Shropshire  

 

12. Recommendations 

- to be drafted once text of final report is agreed 

 


