Persistent
confusions

Esoteric debates only understood
by planners: Des McConaghy

The 1976 RTP1 working party report “Planning and
the Future™ suggests a planning role covering “those
activities of government at all levels which have a
direct bearing on the quality of life"—and "the plan-
ning process is to be a more comprehensive and
integrated activity at all scales of human activity™.
Such concern is more uspally ealled “povernmenr”,
ind even if we use the working party term “govern-
aince™ one suspecis planners are agein trying to up-
grade “their status too quickly for public credibility.
Clearly the RTPI itself still suffers from endemic
Lificultses in defining the scope of its concern vis.d-
¢is the actual machinery of public planning.
¥ Before we further increase the distance between
mch clitist planning and politicians (or the vast army
»f practical jobbists who also bave something to do
wyith public policy planning) we might consider why
we first came to invent a general planning system that
was precious little to do with government at all and
wothing to do with spending. Is it because eentral
tovernment likes it that way—since il is generally
easler to jog along in an ad hoc way with a dummy
planning system putting a gloss on things? Is it be-
:aupse academics like it that way, since the whole idea
of action is a threat to their intellectual standards?
Do professional institutions like it that way because
hey would much rather have impotence than sacrifice
their arrogant pretensions? One could be forgiven
uch extreme questions while many planners pursue
‘comprehensiveness” as if it were some sort of
iesthetic virtue at the expense of more practical roles.
Planners endlessly debating their fulure should
ittempt to get u few things clear about the present
ind their immediate past. The first fact they should
ce 1s that statutory planning remains what it has
always been: at base a town and country planmng
toncept dominanily concerned with physical plan-
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ning and land use. As such it is & very good system
and does not exclude public planning by others. But
for the past nine years planners have been trying
to pretend that this type of planning was a planning
system that embraced “economic™ and “social” plan-
ning whereas, of course, nothing of the sort has hap-
pened. Indeed we don't have any economic planning
at all and one of the greatest obstacles to the practical
development of expenditure-linked planning has been
the planners' spurious notion that we have it already.

The arrogance of traditional planners who claim
some specinl interest and knowledge of the “public
good” does not make them very objective when fac-
ing their own craft and its inherent contradictions
and confusions. These confusions are now endemic
and general to planning. Some planners are bomn
confused from planning education. Some achieve
confusion by promotion to highly paid stralegic posts
of negligible influence. All have confusion thrust
upon them by the academic debauchery that has
characterised planning debate since 1965, Before con-
tinuing our lurgely incestuous discussions, we must see
why these confusions arose in the scope and subject
matter of planning,

Post PAG:—

The rot started with the Planning Advisory Group
Report (PAG) of 1965. We squandered the more
prosperous sixties in an academic debate about land-
use planning as we tried to make town and country
planning into some comprehensive system of environ-
mental decision-making. This trend was consolidated
by the 1968 and 1971 Acts. Regard for the operation
of all this did not pay much attention 1o the prevail-
ing rcalities of decision-moaking a1 any level of
povernment. Planning practice developed, as it were,
in a vacoum and, in particular, ignored three impor-
tant areas of environmental decision-making. Firstly,
no interest was taken in the control of finance result-
ing in a mis-match between the aspirations of plan-
ners and any ability to deliver the goods. Secondly,
scanl attention was given lo the prevailing realities
of central and local government manapement sys-
tems. This has resulted in a credibility gap between
planners and their colleagues in public service.
Thirdly, the development of the planning system had
little regard for the pragmatic nature of our political
PrOCESS.

As a direct resull, during the expansionist sixties
town and country planners came to anticipate more
influence than, in et they could ever have. This
was reflected throughout the planning system and
inevitably led to notorious uncertainties among all
concerned. The confusion was even to affect local
planning and development control: an honest jobbist
role where the mass of people still have soniz basic
understanding of what planners do. Certainly at all
other levels of planning the confusion between what
the planner thinks he does and what, in fact, he is
able 1o do became general,
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The same confusions led to certain developments in
higher education following the Robbins Report of
1963. Education to provide specific skills became
chained to other irrelevant matters with the expansion
of the spending sixties. Reflecting the trends in plan-
ning practice, town and country planning moved
from a multi-discipline into a non-specific discipline.
Planning Schools began to expand their concern into
ever wider aspects of public policy planning about
which they had neither knowledge nor eXperience.

In general it could be said that new planning
aspirations rescued the social sciences by giving them
something to bite on but it is not at all clear what this
did for planning itself. Planning education mopped
up geographers and other academic disciplines and,
while all this led to important academic work in-
herently good in itself, the credibility pap widened.
Planning graduates faced increasing difficulties in
finding real life job opportunities to malch aspira-
tions rarely found in public service. Until recently
the wealthier and more “prestigious™ local authority
planning departments were able to cope with this
supply of graduates, as they themselves took on the
"ivory tower" characteristics of planning schools and
developed the potent myths of “participation™ and
“strategic planning” in dreadful isclation from the
rest of public service.

The political parallel

But it would be unfair to suggest that largely aca-
demic planning systems were solely the result of
unbridled professional ambition. After all, the new
planning system was given to us by Parliament. In-
deed the politicians concerned welcomed the naiveties
of PAG and all the ringing optimism that was to
blossom in the Dan Smith era, It seemed to many
that physical planning had a major part to play in
pioneering much wider government strategies.

Since the war politicians have been struggling in a
losing battle of accountability for increasingly com-
plex government and associated bureavcratisation at
all levels, The response in management terms led to
the corporate planning myths of the early seventies.
In financial terms the sixties saw the evolution of the
Treasury's Public Expenditure Survey System (PESC)
as a further struggle for accountability and control.
There is no doubt that spending politicians also wan-
ted the visibility of physical planning to strengthen
both control and constituency roles. Nobody was very
concerned about how these and other innovations
came together, Mothing was clear except perhaps the
dominant belief of the sixties that various technolo-
gies would lead to the organisational conquest of
government and hence to accountability,

So prappling with the complexities of modern
government the Labour Party was prepared to take
a shot in the dark and then the 1968 Town and Coun-
try Planning Act went through in spite of profound
uncertainties about how it would be operated. Wind-
ing up the debate in Westminster in 1968, Lord Ken-
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net said: "My Lords we take leave of a long bill. 1
regret that it is in places an obscure bill but if it were
any clearer than the surrounding landscape it would
give rise to greater obscurity™.

Back-lash

So there it was; and Governments were stuck with a
planning system which many planners took to be a
new mini-system of “government” (governance?)
while the general management systems of govern-
ment and actual spending controls were developing in
quite separate ways. The consequent confusion about
what the planner does do and what he cannot do
could be tolerated, and even fostered, in a climate of
economic opportunity and growth,

Given the general economic problems of the seven-
ties a back-lash was to be expected. Central con-
fusions about the real scope of planning became
more evident and of eritical importance. For example,
the Treasury has now become almost “paranoic™
about local government staffing and about planning
staffs in particular., This reflects a widespread con-
cern among the mass of people about rising public
service costs. Whether justified or nol, this concern
exists and is growing rapidly. Against that back-
ground the wiliul perpetuation of basic confusions
about the planners' role is academicelly and profes-
sionally suicidal.

Central confusions at DoE

The worst problem is that these confusions persist

and are still actually promoted in the central govern-

ment. In Whitehall generally there is consensus that
planning is mainly concerned with the physical en-
vironment; the wider aspirations cultivated by plan-
ners themselves generally go un-noticed and when
noticed are regarded as uninformed. Even in the

Department of the Environment (DoE) there is no

generally accepted formal view of the scope and

content of the Development Plan System.

For example, in DoE a wide spectrum of opinion
exists about the extent to which plans are, could he
or should be vehicles for executive action. Our
“Structure Plans” remain the only statutory planning
mechanism for bringing together all the policies and
priorities of government departments and loecal
authorities. But the fact that the Environmental Sec-
retary's approval is on behalf of the government must
limit the scope of such plans. The arguments against
using plans as a vehicle for decision-making include;

i) they are not amenable to major fluctuations in the
management of the economy and complementary
fluctuations in local management;

ii} social criteria used by local and central spending
departments are not comparable;

iii) time horizons in the Development Plan Systems
are not compatible with the forward estimating of
local depariments, central government depart-
ments or the Treasury; and;

iv) the principle of subjecting programmes of “eco-



nomic”, “socinl” and environmental policies to
formal statutory procedures of public debate and
resolutions is not compatible with the political

process.

From these and other criteria our physical planning
system is demonstrably not the vehicle for gencral
planning anticipated by many planners. Indeed it can
never be. The system provides useful background in-
formation for quite separate aspects of public policy
but, of course, remains essentially land-use planning
as the principal statutory basis for local development
control. .

Perhaps gll this could have been made much
clearer if it were not for the unresolved question of
DoE's interest in regional policy. Very nominally
DoE has some “‘responsibility” for regional plans
and “stralegies”. This is a very uninfluential function
largely unrecognised by financial controls or spend-
ing departmenis and, of course, there is no statutory
provision. Nevertheless DoE still holds that such plan-
ning is the key factor in relating “economic™ plan-
mng to physical planning. Regioaal plans are said to
hink the management of the economy to every other
kevel of town and country plaaning although this
remains such a gross over-simplification as to be
totally misleading

Positive planning postponed

The "cloud cuckoo lund™ syndreme of the Develop-
ment Plan System has tended to produce a “Walter
Mutty™ type planner, pontificating on aspects of public
policy from a quite imaginary world. The younger
planners often become totally dissatisfied with the
"whule system” while their elders are too often seen
o Cnuisance” Lo politicians and colleagues of the
real world,

""""'r.i.elirrnrmrtt'l.rlr.lj.r the unrealisic concept of com-
Plrhcnnwnﬂgs diverts attention from innovations
wiwilly possible in the financial field. The “trigger”
# more positive planning is firmly attached to the
nichinery of public expenditure but, for most plan-
bers, lh{! 5 uncharted territory. For example; a
hort while ago, planners hailed the 1975 Community
::d Act as an instrument of “positive planning”
:-I :-':: astouunded Eu Nnd that fis operation would
m: 5 ve regard to" plans. It could not be other-
pao n the other hand a 1otal lack of interest by
h_“"”" in_principles for operation and control of

Land Key Sector made sure that there was
*evious little planning in the measure at all.
IHT”I“E;II':MEI.I o m:flur Structure Plans more amen-
e '; udgeting disciplines still show a lamentable
nn.:”f; of the financial arrangements of govern-
b S t Improved prospects of Regional Reports
e nd are not really due to any development
P II';: T;:.: skills but more to the consistent interest
Rt ot oltish Office, since 1972, in involving the

of local government in the annual PESC cycle.
o l:1"_“"5“1!-!-'!1 Transport and Housing Policies and
mmes may also develop more effectively within

overall innovations for local government finance.
Clearly the planner's own effectiveness here will de-
pend on his descent to the practicalities of acquir-
ing new skills in public finance and the “hard tack™
management aspects of, expenditure-linked plans.
There is a great dea' of work to be done once plan-
ners stop arguing sbtout false dichotomies: physheal
versus “social” planning: rescarch and anti-rescarch
binses. Such polarisatipns only emphasise the overall
academic nature of planning and its distance from

practical and positive tasks.

Condclusions s )

To Government and the mass of people, the idea
of a planned approach to environmenial matters re-
mains, at base, town and country planning concepls.
In spite of the spurious claims of comprehensive
planners und mind shattering intellectuals, this type of
planning provides a good base of public credibility.
In this country, attempts to extend the planned
approach to other areas of public policy should use
this credibility and not erode it further. Every jour-
ney begins from where one is. ,

Allempts to expand the planners’ influence in the
sixtics conspicuously failed because the developmeni
af skille did not relvte to the realities of decision-
making in environmental matters; notably; (a) pub-
lic finance and controls; (b) the prevailing manage-
ment realities in central and local government; (c)
environmental legislation in general; and (d) know-
ledge of the political process. To aveid the errors of
the sixties planners can only extend their influence
by building up hard knowledge in the above frame-
work of aectual controls. This has to include a
thorough understanding of the conventions and lan-
gunge used in these pther areas of public service,

To be at all convireing planners will need to have
the humility to reject comprehensive and “‘omni-
scient” roles including the more extravagant claims of
the Development Plan System. With financial strin-
gency they will need 1o put greater emphasis on
developing more operational skills and that means a
more informed approach in the financial field.

To ignore all this is to continue the confusion about
what ihe plaune: duoes and what he does not do. Thie
confusion has been endemic in central and local
government and a rabid feature of planning educa-
tion. The same confusion also troubles students and
Validating Bodies and there is now widespread con-
cern that a future esoteric debate may develop that
is only understood by planners. Avoiding such philo-
sophical dissertations, planners must become casily
understood by the public and those sections of public
service more directly concerned with decision-making.
Financial stringency may even increase the market
for operational planning skills as the public sector
moves towards more critical corporate attitudes. This
is one way in which planners could clarify and extend
the scope of their concern 10 overcome present con-
fusions while diversifying career opporiunities.
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