TOWN PLANNING AND THE ONGOING
STRUGGLE FOR GOOD PLACEMAKING

Extract of a map by John Rocque, engraved by Richard
Parr, showing Kingston upon Thames around 1761.

Introduction
When I started to think about this talk I was at least as worried that I would be awake at
the end of it as that you would surely not be. But, actually it is not a stretch to say that the
history of civilisation could be mapped through our global and historic approach to
planning the places where we live.
It is an exciting story with heroes and villains. It is the story of how we defended ourselves,
the story of class war, the story of two tumultuous centuries of industrial development,
two world wars, and technological advances. It is the renunciation of two thousand years of
classical ideas about form and beauty and the embracing of visionary thinking, a modernism
where cities are machines for living in, and where beauty is merely ‘in the eye of the
beholder’. It is the saga of the shift of power from landowner to local authority and back
again to powerful land-owning developers better equipped to play the planning game,
overwhelm local wishes and the wholesale destruction of the purposes and intents of
placemaking. Oh, and big surprise beauty is making a comeback!
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Town planning and the ongoing struggle for good placemaking
This will very much be a whistle stop tour, in no way comprehensive but has as its purpose
to determine how we got to here (where ever ‘here’ is) from the first planning law of 1909,
and to consider some very interesting and potentially radical changes that are proposed by
recent White Papers and how that has turned, here in Kingston, into a call for candidates
for a ‘Citizens’ Panel’ to contribute to the local plan.
• We have been town planning for 10,000 years – a global overview
• Where it started in England – the Garden City movement
• 113 years of town planning – the 1909 Planning Act
• The current reforms to planning – NPPF and design codes
•

Kingston Citizens’ Panel – the Local Plan and beyond

IF TOWN PLANNING IS 10,000 YEARS OLD
HOW COME WE HAVEN’T GOT IT RIGHT YET?

How come we still haven’t got planning right?
This is what is going to happen to our town because:
1. There is a loss of relationship between planning laws and placemaking
2. We have unaccountable and unelected planning officers advising a technically undereducated and poorly equipped Development Control Committee with a flimsy grasp
on placemaking.
3. Our planning laws are prescriptive, anachronistic and disconnected from common
sense, and do not reflect a societal moral compass
It’s curious that the nation took to its heart the socialist National Health reforms of 1948
but not the reforms to shift the power of placemaking from land owners to local councils
and instead we have the National Health Service as the pinnacle of a caring society, and a
human right and yet housing and placemaking are not but largely in the hands of
commercial interests or toothless urban planning policies.

Despite considerably more than a century of town and country planning acts and national
planning policy frameworks and tinkering, the necessary role of place making needing to be
front and centre of planning decision has gone missing. Instead, we have an ethically and
morally blind system and we allow the commodification of housing and urban planning with
the only objective to make a profit for absent others, and to achieve growth at any cost.
In simple terms planning is politics. If you can accept, within my argument here, the
defining pillars of this country are The Monarchy, the Church and Government. The first
two are (more or less) constant with a clear and unchanging agenda. That cannot be said of
western Governments, which although fundamentally vehicles for distributing capitalism
have changing agendas. Capitalism despite its many benefits is a cold hard master as ruthless
and as blind to the individual as any dictatorship.
At a local level developers, at best, pay lip service to consultation. There is no obligation or
incentive or need for them to engage with the community, They turn up and tell us what
they are going to do. And our planners are powerless to respond except on policy. And
even then, as in the case of Eden ‘Campus’ – it’s not a Campus – local and national policies
are ridden over rough shod and declared development standards are dismissed as mere
suggestions. But I am ranting, let me return to my brief and whizz you through a range of
early planning ideas beginning a long time ago:

WE HAVE BEEN TOWN PLANNING FOR 10,000 YEARS

Kahun, an ancient
Egyptian settlement
built about 1890 BCE

We have been town planning for 10,000 years
Early cities developed in a number of regions, from Mesopotamia to Asia to the Americas.
The very first cities were founded in Mesopotamia after the Neolithic Revolution, around
7500 BCE. But town and city development has been essentially pragmatic and organic,
defined for thousands of years by the need to enclose in order to defend.
This is a recreation of Kahun, a town in Egypt which was erected for the overseers and
workmen employed in constructing the nearby pyramid of Al-Lāhūn, built by Sesostris II. It
was abandoned when the pyramid was completed. Excavations revealed a crisscross of
streets laid out in a regular pattern, with houses built of mud brick having beamed, flat mud
roofs, open courts and porticoes.
The streets of many of these early cities were paved and laid out at right angles in a grid
pattern, with a hierarchy of streets from major boulevards to residential alleys.
Archaeological evidence suggests that the Indus Valley in what is now Pakistan houses were
laid out to protect from noise and to enhance residential privacy; many also had their own
water wells, probably both for sanitary and for ritual purposes.
Many Central American civilisations also planned their cities, including sewage systems and
running water.

RENAISSANCE AND BAROQUE EUROPE (1400-1750)

Florence 1495 – a fortress
town built to transform
from the city-state to the
metropolitan centre of a
regional state

THE INFLUENCE OF FLORENTINE CITY PLANNERS

Map of Palmanova
north east Italy in 1593.

Renaissance and Baroque Europe (1400-1750) and the influence of Florentine
city planners
Between 1400 and 1600 the transformation of Florence from the capital of a city-state to
the metropolitan centre of a regional state raised new inter-urban and areawide issues for
Florentine planners for example, regional transportation facilities, jurisdictional issues, and
energy and environment problems.
It was an early model of considered urban planning, and took on a star-shaped layout
adapted from the new star shaped fort, and designed to resist cannon fire. This model was
widely imitated, reflecting the enormous cultural power of Florence in this age as this map
of Palmanova in north east Italy in 1593 demonstrates.
Fast forward 250 years to Paris…

HAUSMANN – 1852 REMODELS MEDIAEVAL PARIS

Georges-Eugène
Haussmann

Hausmann – 1852 remodels Mediaeval Paris
… and an ambitious politically motivated reconstruction was undertaken in 1852. GeorgesEugène Haussmann was commissioned to remodel the Medieval street plan of the city by
demolishing swathes of the old quarters and laying out wide boulevards. Haussmann's
project encompassed all aspects of urban planning, with regulations imposed on building
façades, public parks, sewers and water works, city facilities, and public monuments.
Over 17 years, Haussmann knocked down more than 12,000 houses and by forcing wide
promenades through the city, Haussmann put an end to the rampant barricading, allowing
police to break up riots more easily.
Of course, many people weren’t happy with the change, seeing it as an imperialist means to
silence dissent. On the other hand, Haussmann also created 27 parks and squares, improved
the disastrous sewage and public transportation systems, and even built aqueducts to
supply Paris with clean drinking water. The broad boulevards lined with bright streetlights
housed the cafes and shops that inspired artists to lounge about drinking absinthe and gave
birth to the café society still existing today all over Europe, if not the world.

EIXAMPLE (EXTENSION) – CERDA REMODELS
MEDIAEVAL BARCELONA

Catalan engineer
Ildefons Cerdà

LOW RISE HIGH DENSITY HUMAN SCALE

Georges-Eugène
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Eixample (meaning Extension) – Cerda remodels Mediaeval Barcelona - Low
Rise, High Density, Human Scale
Elsewhere a concurrent plan to extend Barcelona was based on a scientific analysis of the
city and its modern requirements. It was drawn up by the Catalan engineer Ildefons Cerdà
to fill the space beyond the city walls after they were demolished from 1854. He is credited
with inventing the term ‘urbanisation’ and his approach was codified in his Teoría General
de la Urbanización (General Theory of Urbanisation, 1867). Cerdà's Eixample consisted of
550 regular blocks with chamfered corners to facilitate the movement of trams. His
objectives were to improve the health of the inhabitants, and the blocks were built around
central gardens and orientated NW-SE to maximise the sunlight they received, and assist
social integration.
Some parts of the Eixample were influenced by Modernista architects (not to be confused
with modernists, this was about Catalan identity), chief among whom was Antoni Gaudí. His
work in the Eixample includes the Casa Milà.

LE CORBUSIER’S RADIANT CITY
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Jeanneret
known as Le Corbusier

Le Corbusier’s Radiant City
I can’t avoid staying in Europe because it was there, at the German Bauhaus school that
the modernist architecture movement began. The enormous cultural, philosophical,
industrial and technological changes of the late 19th and early 20th century threw almost
everything up in the air. And to reduce an entire thesis of mine to a few words if there is a
more ruinous legacy than modernism responsible for the look of our towns and cities, I
should be glad to hear. But despite that damming condemnation the reforms and revisions
came from the very best of intentions to make a better post-war world. When the time
comes to understand the effect of 21st century inventions like social media I will be
surprised if we are judged as a better society.
Over in France in 1930 Charles-Édouard Jeanneret,, better known as Le Corbusier of
course, was designing the never built Radiant City or Ville Radieuse
In the centre of the asymmetrical masterplan were 24 cruciform skyscrapers standing 200
meters tall, intended to house businesses and hotels. Around it were residential districts for
the skyscraper workers, made up of apartment buildings. Each block would house 2,700
residents and would follow a mixed-use style of architecture, with a laundry, restaurant and
day care centre on the ground floor and a swimming pool on the rooftop terrace.

Le Corbusier is blamed for having an exceedingly rationalist vision of the city. His colleague
and contemporary, Hugo Häring, argued that the design was "…a proposal of an abhorrent
future, organized like a Prussian military world orderly, aligned, disciplined, but cold".
Another controversial point that put an end to the project was that its construction would
have involved demolishing practically the whole part of central Paris, wiping out the
architectural history of the city of light. Across the water, the Empire State Plaza, a
complex of state office buildings in Albany, New York was been criticized for its adherence
to the concept.
What really matters though is that this symbolically marks the loss of human scale in
architecture and the abandonment of centuries of stable belief in beauty as a law of nature.

There is nobody against this plan –
nobody but a bunch of MOTHERS!
Robert Moses

AMERICAN URBAN PLANNING

CITY PLANNING IN 1950 S NEW YORK

Jane Jacobs and
Robert Moses
The city is like an insane asylum run by
the most far-out inmates
Jane Jacobs

America
Speaking of America: the majority of European cities which date back centuries were not planned,
but rather, simply grew in unorganized fashion as demand and population increased. However,
American cities were developed differently, and, in the 20th century, many existing cities were
reformed and re-shaped using modernist approaches.
Perhaps the most prominent implementation of modernist ideals is evident in New York City, and
this is thanks to essentially one man: Robert Moses viewed as the “master planner” of New York
City. He was deeply influenced by the modernist principles of uniformity, simplicity, the political
ideology of capitalism, and the importance of the motor vehicle. Watching the remake of West
Side Story recently I was reminded of the wilful and insensitive destruction of the Puerto Rican
neighbourhoods. In all 13 neighbourhoods were destroyed in the name of building Expressways.
Fortunately for many, a hero emerged in the fight against Moses, and this was the journalist and
activist Jane Jacobs. She was opposed to government urban planning and promoted an alternative
vision of citizen-based decisions, where the people would actually have a say in the city projects
that would affect their lives.
Jacobs viewed the essential spatial components of healthy urban life as togetherness, where
citizens of a neighbourhood can define a neighbourhood based upon their own culture, essentially
defining a city not by its civic projects as Moses thought, but through its unique blend of cultures.
Her book ‘The Death and Life of Great American Cities’ argued that urban renewal and slum
clearance did not respect the needs of city-dwellers.

EBENEZER HOWARD AND THE GARDEN CITY MOVEMENT

Ebenezer Howard
Author To-Morrow: A
Peaceful Path to Real
Reform (1898),

He proposed that society
be reorganised with
networks of garden cities
that would break the
strong hold of capitalism
and lead to cooperative
socialism

Ebenezer Howard and the Garden City Movement
In England of course we had the polymath Christopher Wren who, just after the Great Fire of
London (1666), designed an ordered structure of London streets, replacing the mediaeval
layout, and with John Evelyn drew plans for rebuilding the city on the classical formal model. But I
won’t dwell here on early English planning but will instead jump to the influence of the industrial
revolution and the first world war on city design in the 19th and 20th centuries
The industrial revolution, from about the late 1700s until the middle of the 19th century saw the
move from land to town, and created an unprecedented and largely unregulated town
development system leading to urban sprawl and ribbon development. Bear in mind too that by
the middle 1800s that this was also the time of William Morris, the Arts and Craft movement and
a push back against a perceived over mechanised society. This huge and unprecedented social and
technological change created as many problems as it created opportunities for upwards mobility
as the UK population increases from 9 to 16 million between 1801 and 1841.
The garden city movement arose from a concern that the values of rural life were abandoned
despite the advantages of urban living. And 1898 by Ebenezer Howard developed his concept to
capture the primary benefits of a countryside environment and a city environment while avoiding
the disadvantages presented by both. During his lifetime Letchworth, Brentham Garden Suburb
and Welwyn Garden City were built in or near London according to Howard's concept and many
other garden cities inspired by his model have since been built all over the world.
These very attractive illustrations indicate well his remarkable ideas.

THE MODERN BIRTH OF TOWN
PLANNING

Robert Unwin
architect and town planner,
with an emphasis on
improvements in working
class housing

The modern birth of town planning
Sir Raymond Unwin was a prominent and influential English engineer, architect and town
planner, with a keen interest in making improvements in working class housing.
His Letchworth and Hampstead initiatives – inspired by the ideals of Ebenezer Howard
were the main inspiration behind the 1909 Housing and Town Planning Act, and the Garden
City Association lobbied actively for it. The Act at last made illegal the infamously unhealthy
‘back-to-back' housing which had been popular with Victorian developers. In compelling
local authorities to tackle substandard housing it encouraged them to develop new estates
using ‘garden city' principles. But the war soon came and afterwards the appetite for change
was much bolder than mere garden cities, however wonderful their qualities
Concurrent with this Octavia Hill was busy founding the National Trust (1895) From her
time in the bleak, treeless housing estates Octavia became convinced of the need for open
spaces for the urban masses, ‘…a few acres where the hill top enables the Londoner to rise
above the smoke, to feel a refreshing air for a little time and to see the sun setting in coloured
glory which abounds so in the Earth God made’. She firmly believed that, ‘We all want quiet. We
all want beauty … we all need space. Unless we have it, we cannot reach that sense of quiet in
which whispers of better things come to us gently.’

A quick look at 20th century planning laws and housing acts
I have split the next diagram over four slides for visual clarity, and large as it is, it is not an
exhaustive list but representative of the many acts that have passed in the last 113 years.
There was huge demand for new housing in England after the end of the first world war
and the 1909 Act was no longer useful. In 1919, the government passed an ambitious
Housing Act which promised subsidies to help finance the construction of 500,000 houses
within three years.
Subsequent Housing Acts gave substantial grants to local authorities to provide new
housing. The Housing Act in 1930 obliged local councils to clear all remaining slum housing
and led to the building of 700,000 new homes.
In 1932 the first Town and Country Act was passed extending planning to include the
countryside, and the 1935 Restriction of Ribbon Development Act aiming to remedy the
chaotic industrial age expansion.
The '1947 planning system' is shorthand for a range of measures and acts which, taken
together, formed the basis for land management in the post-war era.
Complex though this now seems, it created a system capable of fulfilling the social,
environmental and economic objectives of reconstruction and long-term land management.

There is a logic and clarity to the structure of the system which has never been matched
and it delivers on housing and conservation objectives in an unprecedentedly successful
manner.
Above all the 1947 system had a radical and socialist heart. By nationalising development
rights, landowners lost the right to develop their land. They could enjoy the existing use,
and those whose land was about to be developed could apply for one-off compensation. To
develop land for a new use, you had to apply for planning permission.
It gave the majority of the power to decide these applications to local councils creating the
biggest shift in power between landowning interest and ordinary citizen in British history.
Coupled with comprehensive land tax, the 1947 system was elegant in structure and poetic
in outcome.
Many of the issues 1947 solved are now a confused mess for example how to deal with
strategic housing growth sustainably. Heavily deregulated and underfunded, the notion of
public interest planning focused on sustainable development is effectively dead in England. It
seems that as a nation we will have to relearn why 1947 is so important to us and why its
principals are as relevant and vital to our society as they were 70 years ago.

“In the post-war rush to turn town
planning into an applied science much
was lost – the city of memory, of desire, of
spirit; the importance of place and the art
of place-making...”
Leonie Sandercock
(Urban planner and academic focusing on community
planning and multiculturalism)
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PLANNING: EVERYTHING SLOTS TOGETHER NICELY
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Planning: everything slots together nicely…oh no it doesn’t – it is very complex
That’s a very pretty chart but it doesn’t really show the extent of the inputs from the large
number of bodies and ministries that want to influence the planning process.
A great many national and local bodies, ministries and commissions have their own evolving
and partisan agendas, often in competition. These coalesce or more likely compete and
result in outcomes that attempt to create working national and local planning frameworks
but in reality have, to be a little simplistic, ‘lost the plot’. Surely, though it’s just a technical fix
or reboot?
The Raynsford Review of Planning in England: Planning 2020 concluded: “The defining
challenge for the future of planning is not to be found in any technical fix, but in the degree to
which there is consensus in favour of an effective and democratic system to manage the future
development of our communities and our nation. The institutional and technical changes are
possible and achievable.
The question is whether we have the will and the foresight to secure the health and
wellbeing of all our communities now and for the future.”
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THE CROWDED PLANNING ARENA

2010 - The emerging
need for a change in
the planning approach

The Crowded Planning arena: 2010 - The emerging need for a change in the planning
approach.
The modern system, we have seen, is defined by a patchwork of legislation and policy:
primary legislation, secondary legislation, EU directives, policy guidance, separate regimes in
the devolved nations of the UK, an individual framework in London and other regional
cities; and, a separate consent regime for Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects.
As always, a libertarian led government sees over-regulation as the key inhibitor to growth.
Since at least 2010 England’s experiment with deregulating a planning system that it sees as
the main barrier to delivering adequate housing supply, which in turn is required to make
housing more affordable. This framing of the housing crisis as a failure to allow the market
the freedom to deliver enough housing has led to a relentless focus on planning as a barrier
to delivering housing numbers. The orthodox economic discourse is also profoundly
sceptical about the value of state regulation. The resultant deregulatory approach
necessitates bypassing the very land-use planning system that has been the primary
mechanism for securing affordable housing and worse, of course, entirely repudiates the
need for place making. But the government is only one of a number of influencers at work.

Seeking to influence the planning conversation
As we saw earlier there are many vested interests both commercial and civil trying to
influence the conversation.These slides show just a few.
The most obvious influence of recent government strategy is the right wing think tank
Policy Exchange who suggest, and don’t under estimate the revolutionary idea here, that
land should be divided in two primary classes, not hundreds of finely tuned zoning areas.
One class of land is protected against growth, either for historical or environmental
reasons.The other class of land largely permits growth.
By eliminating uncertainty about the permitting process, development can become faster
and cheaper. If the rules of the game are clear from the beginning, then builders will be able
to deliver the housing England needs. Really? And place, where is place in this?
Elsewhere and of particular interest to me the Living with Beauty report by the Building
Better, Building Beautiful Commission proposes hard-wring Beauty (capital ’B’) into the
very fabric of a design code driven local planning. Candidly, I am astonished that this
government could embrace such a ‘soft’ concept. But delighted.

SEEKING TO INFLUENCE THE CONVERSATION
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SEEKING TO INFLUENCE THE CONVERSATION

The Living with Beauty Report of The Building Better Building Beauty
Commission
The story of our thinking about beauty could be seen as a single movement from certainty
to doubt. We had 2000 years of understanding beauty as a law of nature: classifiable,
rational and readily and indisputably apparent.
The Living with Beauty report has three clear outcomes:
Ask for Beauty,
Refuse Ugliness and
Promote Stewardship
Much of this thinking has been included in government White Papers as we see later.

WHAT INFLUENCES KINGSTON?
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What influences Kingston
Planning is a top down process and it is not difficult to argue that by the time it gets to us
it is done and dusted and we have not much chance to influence our outcomes. The
National Planning Policy Framework sits at the top and The London Plan seals our fate,
which is why we have been told to create 964 new houses every year. But Kingston does
attempt to define itself through Core Strategy documents, Neighbourhood plans - of
which the only one is North Kingston much to my annoyance and admiration, and I have to
acknowledge the dedication of Diane Watling in driving this through. And finally, we have
our own local plan. Although oddly only 39% of local authorities have one, it is essential to
help keep local decisions local, and to ensure that important decision making powers are
not removed and vested elsewhere.

Government Planning Initiatives
The Planning for Future White Paper of August 2020 started:
“The challenge we face – an inefficient, opaque process and poor outcomes. Planning decisions are
discretionary rather than rules-based: nearly all decisions to grant consent are undertaken on a
case-by-case basis. This paper and the reforms that follow are an attempt to rediscover the original
mission and purpose of those who sought to improve our homes and streets in late Victorian and
early 20th-century Britain. That original vision has been buried under layers of legislation and case
law.We need to rediscover it."
The proposals from the Planning for the Future White Paper form three pillars of action
from the master plan and look like this: (I have highlighted the areas concerning Beauty and
digital planning tools for no reason other than they are my passion).

GOVERNMENT PLANNING INITIATIVES

GOVERNMENT PLANNING INITIATIVES
The government has created an Office for Place
within the Ministry of Housing, Communities
and Local Government to support communities
to turn their visions of beautiful design into
local standards

The long-standing, fundamental principles for
good design are that it is:
Fit for purpose, durable and brings delight
We can also make judgements about its
beauty

The three pillars of The Future of Planning White Paper
I have highlighted two particular areas: Beauty and Technology.
I am resolute in my belief that reclaiming beauty and building it into a national design code
will eventually lead to place making as it should be.
Note the proposed appointment of a chief officer for design and place-making in each local
authority – imagine a planning officer who might represent a shared vision for this place.
And Technology. Trust me as someone who has read many hundreds of documents often
after pasting multiple documents together I welcome the potential of Big Data to
democratise and rationalise development management resources and our responses.
Scary potentially of course but I have no fear of an AI algorithm looking at a proposal and
flagging that it breaks (say) London Policy D9 – Tall Buildings and auto-requiring the
applicant to revisit the proposals.

The emerging need for
a change in the
planning approach

The evolving digital
planning system

Minister Christopher
Pincher said “we are
moving away from notices
on lamp posts to an
interactive and accessible
map-based online system –
placing planning at the
fingertips of people.”

Planning for digitisation – building on work in progress
Most will agree that the way different users interact with the planning system is archaic and
in need of an overhaul. Hopefully, the frustration of attempting to navigate policies and
guidance set out across multiple documents and websites or download a Design and
Access Statement that’s been divided into 12 separate PDF files will become a thing of the
past.
But this needs a digital revolution, not tinkering. Current user-experience aside, the
Government recognises that the planning system fails to optimise the use of much of the
data produced for plan-making and individual development proposals, with much of this
stored in PDFs rather than machine readable formats that most other modern industries
have adopted.
The Government has high hopes for change in this area and this is probably one part of the
not universally supported Paper that will be welcomed across the board. The next slide
gives a schematic overview of how this might look:

The purpose of the
National Model
Design Code is to
provide detailed
guidance on the
production of design
codes, guides and
policies to promote
successful design.
It expands on the ten
characteristics of good
design set out in the
National Design Guide,
which reflects the
government’s priorities
and provides a common
overarching framework
for design.

The National Model Design Code
We have finished our tour of the past planning enactments and covered some of the
proposed changes, Now I want to drill down and look at the exciting but oddly toothless
NMDC. - The National Model Design Code.
Exciting because it promises to codify good and beautiful design; toothless because to be
effective there is an incredible amount of work to do at a local level and where is the will
and the budget for that?
There is no time to look at this in depth but the following slides show the ‘Ten
Characteristics’ whose detailed development should result in a well-designed place. And
then a random but typical page which shows the essential, but it is to be hoped, not too
elusive principles like: ‘All schemes should be designed to respect and enhance the existing
character of the surrounding area’

“…a revolution in local democracy”
The 12 missions – to improve everything from pay, jobs, research
and development spending, and transport connectivity in
struggling areas, to “restoring local pride”

Planning reform
Little mention of the previous Secretary of State’s planning
reforms.
Mentions plans to digitise the planning system to make the system
quicker, and more accessible to the public.
Proposes an revised Infrastructure Levy looking at ways to capture
the most value for communities from development.

The Levelling Up White Paper
To be honest I don’t quite know what to think about this White Paper. With the sacking of
Robert Jenrick and the appointment of Michael Gove, in a cabinet reshuffle on 15
September 2021, as Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government.
He was given responsibilities for the government's ‘levelling up’ agenda.
This aspirational, and entirely unbudgeted proposal makes little mention of planning, but
claims ‘..a revolution in local democracy’ and paper sets out how the Government has
already changed the planning system for England and identifies the changes it intends to
make, to ‘ensure that planning becomes a tool for levelling up across England’
The white paper argues that, as only 39% of local authorities have adopted a Local Plan
within the last five years, effective community engagement about development is limited.
Local Plans will therefore be made simpler and shorter, underpinned by better data. This
will give communities more of a say and make the planning system more efficient.
The white paper also sets out how local communities will be engaged in planning, through
the creation of new local design codes, widening the accessibility of neighbourhood
planning, encouraging more accessible hybrid models for planning committees in England,
and piloting “greater empowerment of communities to shape regeneration and
development plans”. Well good – but will it happen under the weight of other extremely
important and needed initiatives?

A PLAN FOR THE KINGSTON TOWN CENTRE

Kingston Council is setting up a Citizens’ Panel for two main reasons:
• To help create new design guidance for future development in the Kingston town
centre area
• To respond to feedback from communities received as part of the Local Plan
engagement last summer
The panel will follow the new National Model Design Code which focuses on
working with local people, to create a community-led vision and design guidance
for their neighbourhood.

The Citizen’s Panel
This will not be the only opportunity for people to be part of creating the new plan, and
engagement with communities and groups like this (The Kingston Society) is also likely to
be necessary later on in 2022 to make sure that there is wider local input.
The panel will be selected blindly. They will be sorted in a rather complicated spreadsheet,
which has the borough breakdown percentages for the demographics extracted
information from the application form. The selection will follow this process:
• Identifying details will be hidden from the data manager conducting the selection
• The sheet will then be randomised using an ‘randomise data’ function in Google sheets
to prevent any bias to people signing up earlier or later
• The participants will then be selected to broadly represent the characteristics in our
borough. Due to small sample size it might not be possible to match these percentages
precisely but every effort will be made to match as closely as possible.

CONCLUSION
• The public often rightly have a low opinion of the planning
system. The proposed changes are radical, far reaching but
uncosted and unbudgeted.
• They are to be welcomed but only if they are truly
democratic and do not solely serve the needs of a profit
agenda.
• It is unclear whether the Levelling Up white paper might
water down the ambitions of the Planning for the Future
proposals.
• The potential of new digital technologies must be deployed to
encourage participation and reduce costs and complexity.
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• It is unclear whether the Levelling Up white paper might water down the
ambitions of the Planning for the Future proposals.
• The potential of new digital technologies must be deployed to encourage participation
and reduce costs and complexity
The proposed changes to the planning system are to be largely welcomed. If they seem to
propose deregulation that favours developers that is because they do. It is a free market
solution, plain and simple. With the assumption that ‘simplify it and they will build.’ But
intriguingly, and for me surprisingly place making and Beauty are baked into the ideas too. If
they can be made to work, design codes offer a granular local control created by
communities and not in the hands of over worked, over whelmed planners whose ideals
and standards we are not allowed to access nor question.

The planning system – through spatial planning at national, regional and local
scales, regulation of development proposals and proactive proposals for development –
can only operate in the public interest if it is democratic. This means that it should
allow and encourage the full involvement of local communities alongside inputs from
key stakeholders and be fully transparent in its decision-making.
The public at present often have a low opinion of the planning system and
its opportunities for consultation and participation. Planning needs to be re-enchanted with
the democratic ethos. At all scales, planners should deploy greater creativity and resources
should be made available for public engagement.
Democratic involvement does not automatically happen; it has to be fostered.
The potential of new communication technologies should be deployed to bring
planning debates to a broader audience but political parties should also engage in a
debate on planning issues that is more relevant to a wide range of community concerns.
The lessons of past attempts to engage community organisations and representatives at the
urban and regional scale could be drawn upon, as with the involvement of civil
society organisations in Regional Assemblies.

Finally - There is a place in Holland where an experiment is taking place to rewrite the
rules. The Homeruskwartier district of Almere in the Netherlands has been divided into
plots that are being sold to individuals and groups to build their own homes. The rules of
the plot, are very simple: regulating the position, size, and use of what can be built on the
plot. The neighbourhood is being built one house at a time and no one knows quite what
the result will be. There is a masterplan that gives it structure, but provided they stay within
the parameters of their “plot passport”, and are able to negotiate with their neighbours,
residents can build what they want.
This is a neighbourhood that has been coded rather than planned, and ideally over time the
programme parameters would be tweaked to create the neighbourhood residents want. It
may seem radical, but actually it is the way that we used to do things in 1947, but since
when the well-meaning planning system planned away the art of building good places.
Tony Lancaster
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