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Summary of Institutional  Memory Seminar: Strategic Planning and the rural urban fringe. 

Personal lessons 
What personal lessons have you  learned  
Board Notes 

· Should have stood up to government more firmly 
when threatened with higher housing targets. 

· Regional institutions are weakened when they engage in issues which lack a clear regional dimension
 

· Management of the politics of regional bodies is very undeveloped 

· Be prepared to react more proactively to perceived challenges to what works 

· Value of consensual approach 

· Convenience to politicians in having a scapegoat (real reason for demise of RSS) 

· The lessons I have learnt which have now been lost are (1) the need to develop effective partnerships (2) the need to incorporate a wide range of knowledge about other related areas to my core experience (3) the value of having a long term overarching view
 

· The importance of personal networks that go beyond institutions to carrying connections forward. 

· Strategy yes  Implementation poor
. 

· Implementation needed stronger clearer downward engagement. 

· Needed clearer legitimatisation and ownership by local authorities 

· Clearer and closer relationships between planning and strategic housing and housing related aspects of economic development and health i.e. better integration. 

· Experience in the wider context of Staffordshire and its relationships with neighbours. 

· Partnership working and integrated approaches; Building common agendas through joint understanding of challenges BUT all this needs to be managed through a structured approach. 
What personal lessons are you now applying in your current role? 

Board Notes 
· The value of working collaboratively on issues that impact on areas larger than one local authority 

· Trying to encourage joint approaches 

· Take opportunities if and when they arise both personally, professionally and commercially 

· Applying the need to understand and mange the unique politics of each major development scheme 

· Keep ones head down and keep busy 

· How to develop a sub regional policy based framework on RSS policies 

· Inability to redistribute and manage development allocations between areas of demand and areas of need/deprivation 

· Keep it simple 

· Ensure top level corporate buy in 

· Setting up a new futures network West midlands with the aim of maintaining a regional perspective on key issues 

Discussion 

Reasons for failure. 

There was a major crisis facing the intellectual dismantling of planning. The case for planning and intervention is not understood or ideologically accepted. The gulf is growing with the present government which in effect hates planning and planners. We have to deal with this otherwise we are simply moving deck chairs around.   

There was a strong feeling in the group that strategic planning had delivered as far as it could notwithstanding criticisms and concerns below but that as planners they had failed to communicate this more widely. There was a fundamental role for strategic planning in providing a degree of certainty, particularly given the diverging pressures in the region. Whilst planners did the planning and secured selective buy in, the strategy (RSS) was not sold to interests outside the planning profession.  In effect we never got that corporate sign up. This was due to poor PR and the mechanisms for information exchange which enabled people to distance themselves from the strategy, particularly when it was politically expedient to do so.  Ultimately this undermined its credibility and legitimacy. 

A key catalyst in this was the Spelman letter to LPAs which undermined planning in a major way. It told all elected members that regional planning was going to be abolished and therefore they (ie elected members) could disrespect that process. The language was inflammatory  and  wrong,  undermining  our profession. However we did not have a defender. The RTPI said little and with the new government we have seen further outbursts and systematic attacks on the profession, most recently by Cameron and Cable. This enabled MPs to join the bandwagon in devaluing the RSS as a political strategy. The issue of political hijacking was clear. Planners were important to stop it. Some key lessons emerging are: 

· To engage politicians earlier in the process across all political complexions at national to local levels
. 

· Improve structures for internal communication and cascading ensuring that people had capacity to sign up to decisions

· The need to explain what strategic planning was about; what it had done and its successes and failures and crucially how those had been developed. For example XXXX doing strategic planning for 40 years and the extent to which tangible outcomes and achievements identified;  i.e. what has strategic planning achieved. 

·  Not well understood by publics (hence abolition of planning departments and services?) . 

· The way GB policy tended to drive a lot of issues and became synonymous with the negative aspects of planning. 
The private sector has a view of planning too.  It sees planning as regulation and constraint; in effect holding them back and not being able to deliver what they want. They see planners as the reason; but there is much more that needs unpacking and putting in the public and political domain. The issues include wider bureaucracy such as filling in forms; the wider issues of permissions and information.  Much more complex
 .......

The RSS was a strategy but also a process, and there was some debate amongst the group over the extent to wish people signed up to and engaged with the process. This became a major issue as it had too many policies and things that were not really deliverable but which made it far too complex to appreciate. It needed to be based on fewer big things to make them happen. The issue of engagement was particularly interesting when unpacked. The trouble was that politicians were engaged and to that end might have signed up to and supported the general principles. However the devil was in the detail, and they then distanced themselves from unpopular policy decisions. There had also been attempts to consult with MPs via letter to give individual briefings but with little 
response. Issue of engaging with wider publics were beset with problems as strategic problems had no real perceived immediacy. It was only when there were specific development proposals that people’s interests were raised and, ironically, then it was too late.  Engagement also had major capacity issues. As the RSS evolved it was difficult to keep everyone on board.  The need for clear lines of communication and involvement were crucial and there was a view that this foundered
. It was mentioned that one county council had accumulated a war chest 
of 100k to allow for engagement over plannnig issues, both to the national and down to the local. This helped consultants go out and communicate with publics to ensure that people understood the direction of travel
. 

For example the regeneration of Birmingham is a big success story (from the RSS) but let us remember that the Black Country was not so good. We need to unpack that. Perhaps one of the problems was that the RSS did not allow the market to develop where it wanted to. It was about planning and stop raising the issue of social and geographic polarisation 

The issue of internal communication was particularly significant. The regional structures had representatives who attended meetings and were then charged with cascading information and decisions and policies back. The extent to which this happened was questionable with particularly important implications for elected members and committees who may not have fully understand what officers were signing up to and indeed whether they actually had the authority to do so without reporting back first. The issue of governance was raising its ugly head. There was also a large amount of political opportunism going around. Elected Members were able to blame the RSS for the problems. Furthermore, you might talk to officers who then talked to politicians who then talked to .... . How much good communication was there out there? How much time do people have to fully engage when there all these competing activities on time? We failed to appreciate that given the huge breadth and scope of RSS???. 

A further political dimension to this was the way the strategy was skewed by ministers viewing everything through SE glasses. For example the strategy was out there but the DFT did not win the strategy: they said it was undeliverable. Civil servants from London didn’t understand the W midland strategy: they also perceived everything with SE glasses. These centralising viewpoints were not effectively challenged.  

There was general recognition that the Labour government did go over the top with institutionalisation of the regional idea.  There was a strong feeling that the West Midlands uniquely did secure some form of regional consensus, which be difficult to ever get again. The government should have taken the housing figures and then run
 .  There was real concern at the focus on housing which seemed to dominate the regional strategy process; which in effect became synonymous with the strategy above all else. The debate focussed on the housing numbers. We really got bogged down in housing.  We needed more of a focus on implementation and delivery. The focus on housing also meant that the wider issues of regeneration got lost in the melee
. The housing numbers though were very significant in the minds of local members.  With high numbers it meant that authorities had to go for urban extensions which then involved cross boundary issues and tensions with issues of new infrastructure and different winners and losers. With voters that’s what got people upset. . 

The issue of Europe was touched on reflecting one
 participant comment.  Again the view was posed that Europe does not feature in the Tory government thinking.   

There was, however, no easy black or white view on this issue as the RSS did identify large development sites which allowed for opportunity planning. However a further problem lay with the numbers. The RSS was about large numbers which cannot readily be fully comprehended by the public. In some areas, particularly the rural ones, the numbers were too small to actually feature. 
The role of LEPS attracted significant comment. The view that LEPS had more business input notwithstanding that the RSS did secure some business buy in was thought to be a positive step. However there was the concern that once the full bureaucracy and burden was appreciated, the business interest might wane. If business remains involved it will certainly move the agenda away from housing. It was interesting to note that some LEPS were pursuing different non-spatial agendas 
such as skills gaps. 

LEPS also have LA representation on boards which raises the previous issues of governance. Can people at LEP meetings sign up to specific decisions and policy without securing council approval? This will make things very difficult for decision making and could result in the same outcome as the RSS, with local authorities distancing themselves from it when it become politically expedient to do so.  The governance of LEPS is going to be really interesting. Will elected members who are on boards of LEP have executive powers ???? The key role of backbench elected members who were not part of the process. 

 In the current situation there is a real risk in our rural areas that we will revert to a pattern of development with little bits of development everywhere. Scatter in the long term reinforcing existing settlement structure based on agricultural economy which is no longer there. Petrol prices will impact badly on villages cut off and service demands. If we are not careful we are going in the wrong direction. 

In terms of future issues it was felt that the value of strategic planning would only come apparent when there was failure of development. The system would have to fail . One key issue here was the need for intervention for wider societal good.  This would be lost in the localisation agenda. The reality of market failure and success needed to be made clearer particularly given the current focus on market led approaches to planning. Who are the winners and losers? 

The current coping strategies appear to be to apply the positives from strategic planning to the current sub national context. The idea of stitching it together . It was clear that we as strategic planners don’t throw our experience away  we can maybe sell RSS principles under a different name. Using the same sort of assumptions about how you are going to relate with areas around conurbations. Strategy could still hold.. Promote the principles. Eg urban renaissance as a good first step
.  Thge other approach was to build a new regional forum network to keep a handle on what is going on and keep the regional perspective alive. We need to look at LEPS, LA strategies and cross boundary cooperation. The network will (1) Identify the nature of change (2) Draw together and maintain the evidence base (3) Evaluate how government structure and policies are responding to this (4) Challenge what is happening. 

The key role seemed to revolve around evidence. This group might break down into different subgroups but it was an idea with a prospectus soon to be out to involve key players. This might be one way of maintaining the regional expertise and not losing the memory. 
Other GREEN Board Notes
 
· European dimension largely neglected in formulation and delivery of major projects by regional bodies 

· Loss of multi area prioritisation ie rfa this may well be needed again 

· How will rural communities defend their interests when facing development interests direct with no statutory planning framework to protect them 

· The potential for politicians to influence the planning process with little opportunity for professional /neutral “pushback” to balance it 

· The reality 5 years from now when no houses are built, no roads or infrastructure delivered, no businesses delivering economic growth 

· The impact of under resourcing of process now and in the future 

· Insufficient leverage over national resources ; government never really bought into it as their strategy 

· Inability to influence ofwm? Etc
. 

· Centralisation through national policy imperatives for growth – imposition of initiatives 

· Loss of an area for the development of strategic planning expertise 

What lessons have you  learned from the conduct of this workshop
 

�But to what extent is it possible to do so with any effect?


�Really interesting point; can people expand here and give examples./ 


�Really interested in this point which did not get much airplay on Friday





What do we mean by a long term view how many years 


What was the overarching view  





�So was the lesson that you developed a strategy but the implementation of it was poor. If so how would you address this if regional planning comes round again. 





Surely the strategy had an implementation plan or did it? 


�What about MEPs. 


�Were the right people coming to the meetings. Did you need more elected members there. 





We have already had the point that elected members understand some of the big issues but not necessarily the implications of particular courses of action. 


Are clear paths worked through for all the various decisions that are taken. 





�Can people add here 


�More accurately no?


�This issue of engagement is key ; how do you ensure that developments are adequately communicated so that people do not feel alienated and then object late in the day. This ia generic issue facing all of us!!!!


�How was this spent; with what effect?


�Was this a unique example and was it a good idea that should be promoted within councils. 





I am interested why on one mentioned community strategies????????? How did they feed into or inform processes. Could not have strategic planning made ore use of these. 


�Unsure about this point; need a bit more background. Can someone lease fil in. 


�Interested in the way environmental issues other than through the green belt were dealt with./ 


�Only one – so what do others feel about the European dimension?


�And what might the effect of this be – what is happening to (spatial) planning as so few LEPS want planning functions?


�Is actually rban renaaisance a good thing. 





What were the priorities of RSS as you saw them 


�I note that few of these were addressed. I would be very grateful for any further additions 


�unclear post it 


�This is the catalyst for your additional responses 
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