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Summary

This commentary :

• identifies the main themes in the work submitted for the degree of PhD;

• argues for their originality and their continuing influence in the field of 

planning;

• notes the research upon which they were based and the evidence this 

provides of my capacity to design and conduct research projects;

• suggests ways in which the body of work relates to some important 

contemporary discussions within and outside planning.

The field that the submitted work has contributed to (and, it is contended, helped 

define) is how planning operates in a racialised society. The work spans a period 

from 2000 to date. It is argued that it has retained a focus on a limited range of 

important themes over that period. The three themes identified are :

1. How do planners understand the implications of planning in a racialised 

society, and what links do they make between other policy areas and their 

own work?

2. The need for a non-essentialist conception of race and ethnicity, and the way 

these can be understood in relation to the social construction of space.

3. Given that the answer to question 1 is disappointing, how might the practice 

of planning be improved?

Among the key debates that the submitted work is related to are critical race 

theory, those surrounding multi-culturalism and multi-faith societies, and the 

increasing significance for public policy of acknowledging diversity .



Race and Planning in the UK : an evaluation of the field, and of the 

contribution of my work to it.

Introduction

The work submitted spans a period from 2000 to date. This commentary will 

identify three themes which run through that work. It will be argued that it has 

retained a focus on a limited range of important themes over that period. 

These themes emerge from policy and theoretical concerns. They have been 

addressed through research strategies which are discussed in the 

commentary. Of course, the world has changed in the period over which the 

submitted work was published, and the commentary will consider some new 

debates and issues which have arisen in recent years to which it might be felt 

the submitted work could, and should, be related. Finally, the commentary 

considers ways in which the submitted work might be taken forward in the 

light of these discussions.

Race and Planning in the UK : the themes and the research strategy

This section will set out the themes which have run through the work 

submitted, and the research designs and methods adopted to address those 

themes.

The field that the submitted work has contributed to (and, indeed, helped 

define, I think) is how planning operates in a racialised society (a term defined 

below). Research design and methods, and indeed implications for policy 

drawn from findings, are directly related to theoretical positions adopted in 

framing research (Massey and Meegan, 1985). From quite early on in the 

programme of research which issued in the works submitted for examination, I 

explored how ‘race’ and racism might be understood within a critical realist 

(and specifically materialist) view of the social world. There is an extended 

discussion of this in Race and Planning (Thomas, 2000), and some elements 

are re-visited in a later section of this critical commentary.
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One important implication of this theoretical position is that it interrogates the 

everyday vocabulary (and conceptualisation ) of the social world and seeks -  

notably through abstraction -  to define objects and processes which will 

provide fuller, more coherent causal explanations of the social world as 

experienced (Sayer, 1992 : 87ff). It seemed to me important then (as it does 

now) that the planning system’s involvement in ‘race relations’ and the lives of 

ethnic minorities (and the potential to promote race equality) needed to be 

understood in terms which linked those interactions to wider (and deeper) 

explanations of life in contemporary capitalist societies. This led to a review of 

the social science literature which convinced me of the lack of utility of race as 

a theoretical (ie explanatory) concept, but the usefulness of the concept of 

racialisation. The term ‘racialisation’ is defined in Thomas (2000:24) as :

‘a process whereby the socially constructed category of ‘race’ ( or, 

more usually, specific constructions of particular racial categories) 

structures the perceptions and interactions of people...’

A racialised society, then, is one where race plays a central role in structuring 

everyday understandings and social interactions. These interactions have 

material consequences, of course. A racialised society is one in which race 

helps structure the distribution of material goods and opportunities. In order to 

improve race equality the key question was not why different ‘races’ 

(sometimes) failed to get on, but rather under what conditions were social 

relations likely to sustain and be shaped by racial thinking ( i e the idea that 

society was composed of genetically or culturally defined mutually exclusive 

groups, which changed slowly if at all, were naturally supportive of their own 

‘kind’ and often antipathetic to each other, and were hierarchically ordered in 

terms of moral worth). Moving on to planning, I was concerned as to what 

might be planning’s role in these processes of racialisation, and how might 

planning be affected by its racialised social context ? Understanding this was 

important as a basis for understanding how planning might contribute to 

promoting race equality.
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It is in this sense that the work has sought to understand how the promotion 

of race equality within, and through, planning can be best effected. Very little 

was published in this field in the UK, or about the UK, before the work with 

which I was involved in the early 1990s . The Royal Town Planning Institute 

(RTPI) and Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) had published a booklet 

which applied to planning some of the established principles of promoting 

race equality (RTPI/CRE, 1983). There were some pioneering academics and 

activists interested in the field ( eg Patrick Loftman, Ian Munt, Peter Ratcliffe) 

but the literature was still very small. So, while some halting progress had 

been made in pointing out to planners the potential for discrimination in the 

way bureaucracies operated (lessons long ago learned in fields such as 

housing -  Moore, 1995), there was

• no extended, systematic discussion of key terms in the field (‘race’ and 

‘ethnicity’, especially),

• no attempt to consider what might be distinctive about planning in a 

racialised society (perhaps because at that time planning was still 

largely thought of in procedural terms rather than as an activity bound 

up with the construction of space(s)),

• no discussion of the kinds of circumstances under which planning 

practice might change (what kinds of barriers there might be to 

changing practice in general, and in relation to race equality in 

particular).

The themes which run through my work relate directly to these

shortcomings :

1. The need for a non-essentialist conception of race and ethnicity, and 

the way these can be understood in relation to the social construction 

of space.

2. How do planners understand the implications of planning in a racialised 

society, and what links do they make between other policy areas and 

their own work?

3 Given that the answer to question 2 is disappointing, how might the 

practice of planning be improved?
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Research undertaken alone and with others in the 1990s began to address 

these gaps. The most significant projects were :

• the RTPI -  funded ‘Ethnic Minorities and the Planning System’ 

of 1991-3, where I was lead researcher and designed the 

research project, was responsible for analysis and wrote the 

report.

• the ESRC-funded ‘Race Equality and Urban Development 

Corporations’ of 1994-5, where I was joint principal investigator, 

and as such had a major responsibility for research design and 

management (the research assistants were based in my 

department rather than in the co-investigator’s department)

• the European Commission funded Marie Curie post-doctoral 

fellowship on the Multi-Ethnic City, 1998-1999, where I was 

responsible for supervising and training the fellow and designed 

the research project on which he and I worked .

Since then I have undertaken small scale unfunded research, such as that 

into the implementation of race equality schemes in Wales in the early years 

of this decade.

Research design and methodology

This section will discuss the research designs, and approaches to data 

acquisition and analysis used to address the themes identified above. In later 

sections there will be a summary of my findings and conclusions, and a 

discussion of the more recent literature.

Theme 1 was pursued through critically reviewing literature, largely 

sociological and social-policy focused in relation to race and ethnicity. As 

discussed later, my major concern here was that much of the literature was 

aspatial. I reviewed geographical literature in relation to debates about 

conceptualising space ( and, from the late 1990s , taught Urban Geography 

part-time for the Open University and hence was exposed to ideas of a group 

of Geographers that was at the forefront of re-thinking space). The work
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involved, then, an articulation of different disciplinary areas, and a drawing out 

of their implications for a third , namely planning.

Theme 2 involved exploring the perceptions and understandings of planners 

and planning authorities. In each research study, the unit of analysis was the 

planning organisation -  typically, the local planning authority, sometimes a 

planning consultancy. But as data collection involved exposure to, and 

engagement with, individual planners some evidence was accumulated of the 

understandings of planners also. The consistency of this evidence allowed 

some tentative generalisations about planners to be made, using inductive 

reasoning. However, the main focus of research has always been to 

understand planning organisations, and hence planners within their 

organisational contexts. The research challenges in relation to theme 2 were 

to achieve (a) a breadth of knowledge of what was happening in planning 

agencies (primarily planning authorities) at any given time, (b) an appreciation 

of the nuances and subtleties which were likely to be part and parcel of the 

perception and understanding of planning agencies, and indeed planners 

within them, (c) some understanding of the dynamic of the processes affecting 

the perceptions and understandings of planners , as a basis for addressing 

theme 3 (seeking improvements).

In addition, the research was always conducted with an appreciation of the 

political and sometimes individual sensitivities of the research topic. It is of the 

USA that Babbie (2007 : 75) writes when saying that ‘ Nowhere have social 

research and politics been more controversially intertwined than in the area of 

racial relations’, but in the UK too researchers have to be aware of the 

potential sensitivities and anxieties in relation to ‘race’ of all those they may 

come across -  research sponsors, interviewees and questionnaire 

respondents, and indeed the audiences for the research findings. [The 

continuing strength of feeling in some parts of the population on issues such 

as race/immigration/inequality in the UK is for example illustrated by Utting 

(2009, section 1)]. These implications will be identified in appropriate positions 

in this commentary. In relation to data acquisition, it meant, for example, 

careful wording of questions -  in interviews and questionnaires -  to ensure 

that respondents were unlikely to interpret questions (or indeed the wider 

research project) as implicitly accusatory in relation to planning practice.
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Considering the body of research which addressed theme 2 , using Hakim’s 

(1987/1994) classification of research types a three —pronged research 

strategy was, in effect, adopted , and most of these prongs were also evident 

in individual research projects. Hakim (1987/1994 : 144-145) argues for the 

advantages of combining different research designs (‘studies’ in her 

terminology) in a programme. In my case, this was not a deliberate strategy, 

but nevertheless as years went by the research benefited in drawing on the 

strengths of different kinds of research designs. The most important kinds of 

studies used were :

• ad-hoc sample surveys The surveys were usually of organisations 

(usually local planning authorities) and the views of individual planners 

were accessed in their roles as employees of organisations .The 

selection of local planning authorities (Ipas) to be surveyed was 

generally as extensive as resources and timetables allowed. The two 

largest ad hoc surveys were 1) of all 414 Ipas in England and Wales, in 

relation to exploiting the potential of Best Value in promoting race 

equality (Thomas and Lo Piccolo, 2000); and 2) of 135 Ipas with 

above-average proportions of ethnic-minority residents, in RTPI- 

funded research on the sensitivity of the planning system to the needs 

and aspirations of ethnic minorities ( Krishnarayan and Thomas, 1993) 

[response rates were generally reasonable for a postal survey -  49% of 

the 414 ; and 69% of the 135; details are reported in Thomas, 2000:

84; and Thomas and Lo Piccolo, 2000]. Smaller surveys -  eg of Urban 

Development Corporations (Krishnarayan and Thomas, 1993 ) or all 

Welsh planning authorities (Thomas, 2004) were 100% samples.

Where samples were under 100%, the criteria reflected the third 

theme running through the research -  the desire to improve the 

practice of planning in relation to race equality. Consequently, the 

attempt has been made to gain knowledge of ‘best case’ authorities 

and other organisations . Thus the selection of Ipas with higher than 

average proportions of ethnic minorities as residents was (and is) 

justified on the grounds that of all Ipas such Ipas are more likely to 

exhibit reflective understandings of planning’s role in a racialised and
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ethnically diverse society. Arguably, they thus presented a best case 

scenario in relation to how planning authorities understand and 

respond to their racialised social context. This rationale carried over 

into the selection of follow-up case studies of aspects of the activities of 

survey respondents. In the case of research into private consultancies’ 

approaches to race equality , for example, consultancies which 

appeared to have responded with more understanding than most to the 

issues pursued in the survey were followed up.

Ad-hoc surveys used questionnaires with a mix of closed questions 

(usually relating to standard equal opportunity procedures and 

instruments that might be in place) and open questions which allowed 

opinions to be expressed on the significance of race equality, or issues 

related to race equality within a broader view of planning (Bryman, 

2001). Respondents would be asked to provide copies of, or 

references to, relevant official documentation -  committee reports, for 

example.

• case studies . As indicated above, case studies were usually selective 

(Hakim, 1987/1994: 61 -62), being used to explore issues arising from 

the sample surveys. This exploratory function in relation to phenomena 

which are little researched is a common use of the case study method 

(Yin, 2003 ; Bryman, 2001 : 51 -  52). Thus, for example, in the 

research on ethnic minorities and the planning system, there were case 

studies of the use of particular approaches to promoting race equality 

such as employing ethnic minority liaison officers and ethnic monitoring. 

Case studies also have acknowledged strengths in seeking to 

understand processes, which of necessity involve linking phenomena 

and ‘context’ (Sayer, 1992 :241 ff; Yin, 2003 : 13). For example, my 

research attempted to understand why some local planning authorities 

are more responsive to the race equality agenda than are others. A 

case study allows an attempt to be made to relate phenomena such as 

the degree of sensitivity to race equality issues to ‘contextual’ factors 

such as professional discourse in an office, the organisation of the local 

authority, and the local politics of race , and of planning.
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The case studies drew on multiple data sources (Yin, 2003) -  

questionnaires, documentation, and interviews. The latter were 

typically semi-structured interviews -  where identified topics were 

explored in conversations (Babbie, 2007 : 306) - with key informants 

(Burgess, 1984).These informants would be selected on the basis of 

their different relationship to the planning process : thus, local authority 

planners, applicants for planning permission, agents, race equality 

activists, and politicians were all interviewed for various projects.

• research based on administrative records and documentary evidence 

( such as development plans, committee reports, planning application 

files), where an ‘analytical reading’ of documents (Hakim, 1987/1994 : 

44) provides insights which are not necessarily those intended by the 

authors of the documents. These are what Scott (1990 :14) refers to as 

officially authored (as opposed to personal accounts). These were 

analysed as socially situated documents (Scott, 1990), written within 

an organisational process that needed to be understood, for particular 

audiences (and it should not be assumed that there was always one 

audience for each document), and in particular circumstances.

In addition, a very basic, but I think useful, amount of secondary analysis and 

meta-analysis of existing data (Hakim, 1987/1994 : 8 -  10) was undertaken in 

the book Race and Planning (Thomas, 2000 : 82 -  91), where the results of 

a series of sample surveys of local planning authorities over a ten year period 

were compared in order to draw conclusions about trends in practices.

As indicated above addressing theme three -  which considered how practice 

might improve -  involved developing an understanding of the dynamics of 

planning practice, drawing on case studies. In some respects, there was a 

resemblance to what Burawoy (1991) refers to as the extended case method, 

where case studies are used as a way of deepening understanding within 

existing frameworks of knowledge rather than as sources of data which can 

suggest new explanatory concepts. So, for example, the use of the notion of
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policy processes to analyse planning (as in Healey et al, 1988) was 

something which informed the way that case studies were conducted and 

data analysed. The case studies -  as indicated above -  involved generating a 

variety of qualitative data (primarily semi-structured interviews, documentary 

sources, occasionally newspaper clippings).

The data collected were largely qualitative. Data analysis involved searching 

for patterns in the material according to concepts and themes central to the 

questions being posed in specific projects (Babbie, 2007). There are dangers 

of decontextualising material when it is coded in this way (Bryman and 

Burgess, 1994), but sensitivity to this possibility helps avoid this pitfall, as 

does feedback from respondents, and in some cases -  notably the RTPI 

study -  key elements of the analysis were checked against perceptions of 

respondents.

While the research strategies adopted were appropriate for exploring the 

themes that have been central to my published research, there were two other 

research designs which might, in principle, have been undertaken, and which 

could be pursued in future research. These are :

• Action research , understood as systematic evaluation of initiatives in 

which one has been personally involved (Costello, 2003). If the 

opportunity arose, it would be very interesting to be involved in trying to 

improve the sensitivity of the planning system to promoting race 

equality, while reviewing the initiative in a systematic way. Such an 

approach would be especially relevant to the third theme identified 

above.

• Ethnography. Running through the research presented for a PhD is a 

concern to understand the way the idea of race is understood and used 

within the planning system, and why this is so. Theoretically informed 

ethnographic work of the kind advocated by Burawoy (1991) would be 

a powerful way of addressing these concerns, for as Silverman (2005) 

qualitative research can explore the way categories can be used and 

gain purchase in the concrete activities of people studied (eg Salzinger 

(2002) in relation to gender categories). Such an approach is 

especially sensitive to the temporality of social processes. For example,
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reviewing recent ethnographic research Smith (2001 : 225 ) concludes 

that ‘Ethnographies ...have uncovered how work sites recreate gender 

and race stratification overtime...’. There can be constraints involving 

the time-consuming nature of ethnographic work , and also gaining 

access to sites (Smith, 2001), and one option explored in my work 

(see Thomas, 2004 a) was a tentative use of ‘second-hand 

ethnography’ (Porter, 1994) where data are generated by others’ 

experiences, but are analysed by the researcher at a distance. While 

this approach has clear limitations in that the data are mediated by a 

third party with her or his own framing of the social context being 

studied, it can take understanding forward and provided a basis for 

useful results in Thomas (2004a).

Considerations of research ethics are significant in research in the area of 

‘equalities’, and while the research underlying this submission was conducted 

at a time when formal research ethics approval from one’s university was 

rarely if ever necessary for a social researcher I was still acutely aware of 

ethical questions which needed addressing. Foremost among these was to be 

sure not to exploit the co-operation and trust of all those who generated data 

for the research by consenting to be interviewed and observed or by 

commenting on work. Often, those who are suffering from inequality are, in 

effect, treated as what Ladson-Billings (2000) has called ‘data plantations’. I 

was mindful of the need for openness in explaining to respondents what the 

research was about, and what it might achieve. That said, my own stance in 

relation to race equality was not hidden; and in reporting and following up the 

findings of my research I have always sought to maximise its practical impact 

-  eg through activity in the RTPI. These follow-up activities provided 

opportunities for me to work with activists in the field of race equality, and 

while I never used these experiences as research data, I am sure that as the 

years wore on they shaped the way I interpreted research data in this field.
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The themes explored

My book, Race and Planning. The UK experience, drew upon a number of 

pieces of research, and addressed each of the points set out above. In doing 

so it laid the foundations for a more systematic approach to understanding 

planning in a racialised Britain. The book had its limitations, and some of the 

more important ones of which I am aware will be discussed below. But it has 

proved systematic and authoritative enough to provide a key reference point 

for the (still relatively small) amount of subsequent planning scholarship in the 

field, including international work (e.g.; Beebeejaun, 2004, 2006; Ellis, 2001; 

Ellis and McWhirter, 2008 ;Pesticeau and Wallace, 2003; Ryan, 2006 ; 

Uyesugi and Shipley, 2005.) It has also received attention outside its 

immediate field but within urban studies (eg Inch and Marshall, 2007; Ray et 

al, 2003; Talbot, 2004, 2006; Talbot and Bose, 2007). The additional work 

submitted for consideration for a PhD on this occasion can be regarded as 

helping to flesh out aspects of the approach and framework which is initially 

set out in Race and Planning . Three themes -  identified above - run through 

this body of work and will be discussed in turn.

Planners’ understandings of racialisation, race equality, etc..

My work has documented the persistent difficulty which planners have in 

understanding how their work relates to promoting race equality. The most 

stark finding of research into ‘race and planning’ over the last twenty five 

years is the sustained ignorance and uncertainty of planners and planning 

agencies in relation to how planning should take account of debates, 

discussions about (and indeed the reality o f ) racism, racial disadvantage, and 

the racialisation of social relations more generally. This was the picture 

painted in 1983 (RTPI/CRE, 1983), again in the 1990s (including in work 

conducted by myself and Vijay Krishnarayan). More recently, case studies (eg 

Beebeejaun, 2006 ) and surveys (Hutchings and Thomas, 2005;

Thomas,2004b ; CRE, 2007) have confirmed that relatively little has changed 

(see also Greed (2005) in relation to gender equality).

Reviewing four surveys conducted in the 1980s and 1990s, Thomas 

(2000:82) argued th a t:
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‘...it seems reasonable to conclude that with a few notable exceptions 

British planning authorities have continually failed to perceive the 

relevance of concerns about racial discrimination or racial inequality for 

their work...’

In 2007, the CRE reported on a formal investigation into physical regeneration 

in Britain. It involved collecting evidence about a range of agencies in the 

public, private and voluntary sector, and concluded, inter alia, th a t:

‘We were very concerned by the number of officers , at all levels, who 

said that racial equality and good race relations were irrelevant to the 

work of regenerating the built environment and that they used a ‘colour 

blind’ approach to their work’.

(CRE,2007:127).

It is pretty evident that there is a persistent blind spot among built environment 

professionals, including planners, when it comes to thinking through the 

connection between race equality and the development, use and 

management of the built environment. Why this might be will be discussed 

below.

In 1995, Robert Moore was astonished at the apparent backwardness of 

discussions of race equality in planning compared to policy fields such as 

housing. The evidence of the CRE -  which confirms the findings of Booth et al 

(2004) in relation to respecting diversity within and through planning -  

suggests that it is unlikely that there has been significant change since then.

In some ways this is surprising, because the British legislative context in 

relation to race equality has been strengthened considerably since the Race 

Relations (Amendment) Act 2000, passed as a response to the report into the 

police investigation of Stephen Lawrence’s death (Thomas, 2008). Especially 

important has been a shift towards requiring public bodies (defined in 

particular ways, but definitely including local planning authorities and ‘stand

alone’ public sector regeneration agencies), to consider the implications of all 

their activities (policies, actions, and as employers) in relation to the 

promotion of race equality. This is a quite different model from the essentially 

reactive model that has underpinned equalities legislation in the UK since the 

nineteen sixties. It would be a plausible supposition that such a requirement 

might encourage, even force, planning agencies to learn from agencies in
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other policy fields which had more experience than them. My own research 

into the early years of the Act’s implementation, looking at how planning tasks 

were considered in the newly required Race Equality Plans (Thomas, 2004b), 

suggested no great engagement with these new challenges, though it is 

probably significant that apparent lack of engagement of planning authorities 

was not noticeably out of line with the approaches of the councils of which 

they were a part (see also CRE & Schneider-Ross, 2003). In the private 

sector, too, planning firms appear pretty much unmoved by new corporate 

vocabularies about ‘valuing diversity’ (Hutchings and Thomas, 2005). Yet 

since the turn of the century the RTPI has been as active (and consistent) as 

ever in promoting the importance of race equality (see, eg, RTPI, 2007; 

Thomas, 2008), and central government has also produced advice (ODPM, 

2005). There remain, then, very difficult questions about how to promote 

change in the day to day understandings of planning agencies, and individual 

planners, of their tasks and social context. One part -  but only one part -  of 

that task is introducing into the everyday mentalities and practices of 

planning a clearer understanding of what race and ethnicity mean. This was 

something that my book tried to tackle and which has influenced the work of 

others in this field since.

The questioning o f essentialism

The body of research which Race and Planning drew upon was the first 

attempt within the discipline of planning to consider how we might best 

understand the concepts of race and ethnicity. Up until that point the notions 

were pretty much unexamined among planners in professional practice and 

among academic planners, and terms such as ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ were used 

interchangeably and unreflectively (Thomas, 1997). My work has used the kind 

of anti-essentialist conception of race which had a secure place in social 

science by the nineteen eighties (eg Miles, 1989; Hall, 1996). My work has not 

discussed notions of nation and culture much, but I take a similar anti- 

essentialist approach to nation and nationality also (see, eg, Macdonald and 

Thomas, 1997). The theoretically important distinction for me in the Race 

and Planning book relates to explanation and causation. The great limitation 

of the notion of ‘race’ is that it does not identify a phenomenon that has causal
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properties which can be invoked in an explanation of the way the world works.

I believe that ‘nation’ has the same limitation. There may be conceptions of 

ethnicity and culture which can be used in such explanations . Thus, racial 

categorisations, national distinctions, ethnic categorisations and cultural 

affiliations can all describe aspects of the world (they are not entirely arbitrary 

terms, for if we can make sense of these categories in social intercourse it 

can only be because they are not arbitrary in their application), but race , 

certainly, offers no deep insight into why the world is the way it is. They are 

categories which arise within and from social interaction.

Though some geographers , notably Peter Jackson (1989) and David Sibley 

(1995), had written about racism and racialisation my work has been the 

first to relate the social construction of racialised space and place to planning . 

It has used the idea of racial formation (Omi and Winant, 1994) to explore the 

way that racialised identities can be partially constructed or confirmed 

through planning procedures and processes and through the way planning 

helps create and manage place. Often it is the silences and omissions in 

plans and rationales of projects which are as relevant as any explicit 

reference to racial groups (Thomas, 1995, 2000).

Racial identities cannot be understood in isolation, an account of the social 

formation of racial identities, no less than of ethnic identity, must take account 

o f :

the significance of bases of identity and culture such as gender, 

sexuality, class, disability and age which do not just cut across ethnicity 

leaving, leaving the phenomenon itself unchanged, but shape its every 

significance and meaning for particular individuals and groups 

(Thomas, 2000: 29)

This appreciation of the significance of intersectionality was pioneered by 

feminists and entered the field of race and ethnicity through scholars and 

activists such as Floya Anthias, Stuart Hall and Ali Rattansi. Intersectionality 

identifies
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the way that race, like other social divisions, reconstituted altogether 

the way in which oppressions were manifest and experienced rather 

than just adding another layer 

(Bagilhole, 2009 : 51)

Significantly for planners, ‘intersectionalities are bound up with spatialities’ 

Peake (2010 : 65), because it in particular places that differences come 

together and are mutually constituted. The management and planning of 

space can therefore influence the way that intersectionality plays out. Yet, as 

Bagilhole (2009 : 52) notes, the complexity flagged up by the notion of 

intersectionality must be ‘contained’ if effective action is to be taken to 

address inequality. She outlines two approaches that can be taken as 

appropriate . These she labels :

• intracategorical: which focuses on particular social groups at neglected 

points of intersection

• intercategorical: which ‘strategically adopts existing categories to 

investigate the multiple and conflicting dimensions of inequality 

between them’ (Bagilhole, 2009 : 52).

It could be argued that government, through its concern for sensitising 

planning to social diversity (ODPM, 2005), is beginning to promote an 

intracategorical approach. Certainly, Dory Reeves (2005), for example, has 

seen the increasing concern in public policy for improving sensitivity to 

diversity as responding to a growing awareness of the significance of 

difference , and a need to get beyond mechanical working, through lenses of 

crude social categories. The term ‘diversity’ has been used in many ways in 

relation to debates on social equality in the UK (Cooper, 2004), and Harris 

and Thomas (2004 : 475 -  478) suggest that there are two meanings which 

are especially pertinent to discussions of planning. The first regards diversity 

(and difference) as the outcome of persistent and structural inequality. It 

recognises that differences are socially constructed and sustained and that as 

argued above these processes are power-laden. [This view appears to depart 

from Reeves’ opinion (2005: 201) that equality speaks to power and diversity
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to difference; an understanding of diversity, too, must address the power- 

relations underlying the significance of the social differences that are being 

identified as significant.] The second way that the term ‘diversity’ is important 

is in recognising that the reality of social differences makes it dangerous -  

and unfair -  to think in terms of ‘typical’ citizens. This point recognises the 

force of intersectionality. Harris and Thomas (2004) argue for the usefulness 

of proofing as one tool in sensitising policy development to diversity; this is 

something emphasised and developed at some length by Reeves (2005 :

77f f ) in her discussion of the significance of mainstreaming .

Additional arguments, issues and debates

Intersectionality and diversity were two ideas which became prominent in 

discussions of race equality in planning from the late 1990s onwards , and 

while neither was discussed fully in the book of 2000, subsequent work has 

tried to at least be sensitive to the implications of the ideas and debates 

around them. With faith/religion the matter is somewhat different. This was an 

issue which was significant in the very early discussions of race and planning 

in the UK (see RTPI/CRE , 1983), where the fear was that faith groups 

largely composed of ethnic minorities were finding the planning system 

especially insensitive to their needs largely because of an eliding of faith and 

ethnicity into a generalised ‘Other’. It is probably fair to say that most scholars 

and commentators at that time believed that ethnic minorities would become 

as secularised as the rest of the UK population and that racism in relation to 

ethnic minorities would thereby become clearer and less clouded by the 

possibility of its being mixed with religious bigotry.

In fact, of course, this kind of secularisation has not happened. Religious 

identity (and observance) remains significant for substantial proportions of the 

UK population and especially significant in some ethnic minority groups.

What we have here is an extremely important illustration of intersectionality. 

For some people, ethnic identity appears to be intimately bound up with 

religious identity, so that being Moroccan, say, is in part to be a particular kind 

of Muslim (Thomas, 2008 : 4). A minority of those appear to understand 

their faith and ethnic identity in terms of some kind of unchanging essence; in 

so doing they are on the point of racialising both religious and ethnic identities
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by suggesting that these are natural kinds which are unchanging, 

unchangeable and mutually exclusive in relation to other religious and ethnic 

identities. As Thomas (2008 :5) points o u t, we need more research on the 

relationship of faith and ethnic identity. Yet there is some evidence that 

among relatively new immigrants religious and ethnic identity re-enforce each 

other. Ley (2008) illustrates the way that churches have long been used by 

immigrant groups in Vancouver as ways of providing welfare support to co

ethnics, and also as ways of re-enforcing ethnic identity (eg through language 

classes in the ethnic tongue for children who are second generation migrants) 

(see also Agrawal, 2008). There is no single pattern here, however. Thus in 

the case of Chinese immigrants, sharp differences in wealth complicate the 

relationships between co-religionists/co-ethnics. The important longitudinal 

dimension of his account also allows us to see how in the case of some 

groups (eg immigrants from Germany ) religious identity and ethnic identity 

can separate, and the one may become more significant than another: many 

(but not all) Christian Germans have chosen to prioritise religion over ethnicity. 

Fascinating social changes are underway as we get to grips with a post- 

secular society in which faith groups are already important players in local 

governance ( Beaumont, 2008, Chapman and Lowndes, 2008). These 

changes need to be researched and understood. But in relation to my work 

the key question is the extent to which religion is racialised. Episodes such as 

the refusal of planning consent for a mega-church for a largely African 

Pentecostal church in London illustrate (1) that it remains a live question 

whether religious groups identified with racialised minorities are harshly 

treated by the UK planning system; and (2) in concrete cases, answering that 

question is as tricky as it ever was (BBC News, 2008). Having said that, as 

Onuoha and Greed, 2003) have pointed out, there does seem to remain 

extraordinary insensitivity within the planning system to the requirement on it 

to (generally) support the varied economic and social needs of an 

ethnically/religiously diverse population. It does appear to be the case, still, 

that those who wish to develop a facility that differs from some kind of 

simplistic stereotype of what is the norm -  a kind of ‘Lego-view’ as it were of 

how cities function and look -  find themselves in the position of having to 

justify their difference rather than being able to assume support of the
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planning authority unless there are strong reasons for that support not being 

forthcoming.

A further issue raised by mega-churches (and, indeed mega-mosques) is 

whether they constitute a form of segregation which may reduce community 

cohesion. For if they follow the US model, the auditoria for ten thousand and 

more worshippers will be supplemented by a wide range of social facilities -  

cafes, bookshops etc.. The community cohesion debate is discussed later in 

this commentary.

While the material submitted did display some sensitivity to intersectionality , 

albeit not under that name, it did not engage with formally, the idea that race- 

formation and racism might be an irreducible structural factor in 

understanding the dynamics of societies such as Britain. This is a view 

associated with critical race theory (CRT), a stream of thought developed 

largely in the USA since the late 1980s (Crenshaw et al, 1995), and now 

influencing social geographers, including feminist geographers (Peake, 2010) . 

Proponents such as Mills (2007) characterise CRT as an approach which 

places the construction of race (and specifically whiteness and non

whiteness) as central to the making of the modern world (particularly the USA). 

Moreover, race is regarded as irreducible to class (as ‘vulgar’ Marxists might 

argue) or individual prejudice (as liberals might claim). This appears to 

challenge the kind of view of race held in Race and Planning . For CRT it is 

not simply the case that racial categories and racial thinking are constructed 

in part by planning and other state activities; rather, the very process of 

becoming modern societies and the formation of the modern capitalist state 

has at its heart the formation of racial categories. The racialisation of planning, 

on this account, is so deeply rooted that its ultimate removal can only be 

achieved in the context of momentous social change - though of course 

struggle against racism -  in planning and elsewhere -  remains essential as a 

means of bringing about that change; and there are constructive ways of 

living with people one may not understand, nor even particularly like (or, 

perhaps, respect).

Yet CRT does not appear to claim that race is a phenomenon with causal 

properties. Rather, its focus is racism and racial thinking. Consequently, while 

it may understand race in the same way as some theorists understand class,
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it remains wholly consistent with those theories which define class as a 

theoretical term implicated in deep structural explanations of social life. For 

these latter kinds of theories class remains a potent explanatory factor even if 

no individual ever thinks in terms of class in precisely the way the theory 

understands it. CRT does not have that conception of race; rather, what CRT 

wants to emphasise is that racism, and hence race, is a potent and durable 

social reality, often banal and unobtrusive, yet deeply entwined in how people 

in western societies make sense of themselves and the world.

Goldberg (2002, pp39 ff) argues that post-Enlightenment European political 

theory, so important in legitimising (and questioning) the development of the 

modern state, already included a key racialised distinction. This was between 

being in what we might call, at risk of confusion, a state of Nature and 

governance by the state, the latter involving , crucially, the application of 

Reason to collective affairs. There were differences between those -  

following Locke and, indeed , Marx, -  who regarded the (non-European) 

‘Other’, living in a state of Nature, as ultimately educable, and those (following 

Hobbes) who took a more pessimistic and categorical view that racial 

characteristics were fixed by nature and made some beings incapable of 

taking part in fashioning rational arrangements for governance. It is not 

difficult to see how both these strands still have resonance in contemporary 

international politics . The ‘War on Terror’ is elided with a campaign to ‘bring 

democracy’ to peoples who -  if suitably guided/educated -  are (surely) 

capable of a rational approach to governance. On the other hand, and less 

publicly, there are those who would question whether certain peoples -  eg 

black Africans -  are ever going to be capable of government on the western 

model (see, eg, Diski, 2008). It is Goldberg’s argument that these racialised 

approaches to international affairs simply reflect the fundamentally racialised 

nature of the modern state (the implications of this perspective for race 

equality in the UK -  as elaborated by Kundnani (2007) -  will be discussed 

below).

Goldberg’s (2002) discussion of the state points to an omission in my work to 

date. Race and Planning in the UK sketches a neo-Marxist framework, 

following Urry (1980) within which it is claimed the racialisation of social 

relations are best understood. A great advantage of this framework is that it
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allows for inter-play and mutual influence between the spheres of civil society, 

production and exchange and -  as the work of the Lancaster Regionalism 

Group and, independently, Massey and McDowell (1984) demonstrated -  this 

creates theoretical space for variation over time and space, i.e. for distinctive 

‘local cultures’ , but also for the co-presence (and hence potential co

existence) of different ways of ‘living’ capitalism, of different space-times 

(Massey et al, 1999). [Amin’s (2002) argument that to understand 

contemporary Britain we need to pay attention to the specificities of how 

spatial ‘micropublics’ are constituted, and the nature of inter-ethnic (typically 

racialised) encounters within them, is a development of their perspective.]. In 

my work I argue that Warde’s (1988) application of the approach, to provide 

an understanding local politics, is clearly important for anyone wishing to 

understand local planning, including the distinctive ways in which it might be 

racialised . But the state as such is not discussed in my work. The logic of the 

theoretical approach adopted in the book is that the state arises from, and 

needs to be responsive to, tensions and demands in each of the spheres of 

production, exchange and civil society, and that the state’s actions in turn 

influence each of these spheres. Only empirical investigation can uncover 

how these complex constellations of mutually influencing sets of social 

relations play themselves out in a particular place and time (ie how 

intersectionality is exhibited in specific forms) but the approach would lead us 

to expect that certain historical generalisations can be made, and indeed they 

can. So, we might expect pressure for state intervention to regulate some of 

the tensions within a capitalist economic system, which might threaten its 

stability (Foglesong,1996 ; Holgersen, 2008). But what is an appropriate 

intervention in these circumstances will be contested, and the terms of the 

contestation can only be understood by an historical understanding of the 

social relations in all three spheres of production, exchange and civil society 

(re-production of labour power),and that historical understanding will include 

an appreciation of the significance of previous state interaction with each 

sphere.

Goldberg’s (2002) argument is that the development, over the last three 

hundred years or so, of Western states as part of a capitalist economic 

system which has always been global in influence in varying ways has
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involved the construction and maintenance of an elaborate and dynamic 

system of racial categorisation . This has been central to the way states have 

developed, operated and been justified; and has influenced the way 

production, exchange and civil society have themselves been racialised. His 

claim is :

the racial state is racial not merely or reductively because of the racial 

composition of its personnel or the racial implications of its 

policies...States are racial more deeply because of the structural 

position they occupy in producing and reproducing, constituting and 

effecting racially shaped space and places, groups and events, life 

worlds and possibilities, acceses and restrictions, inclusions and 

exclusions, conceptions and modes of representation...And they are 

racist to the extent such definition, detemination and structuration 

operate to exclude or privilege in or on racial terms , and in so far as 

they circulate in and reproduce a world whose meanings are in effect 

racist.

(Goldberg, 2002, p 104).

While this holds forth the possibility in principle of ‘ taking up race as an 

organizing theme to anti-racist ends’ (Goldberg, 2002, p113), he warns that 

historically, ‘Race has been invoked normatively in institutional terms and 

state contexts almost always to hierarchical purposes ‘ (p113). It is this 

seriousness with which the history of actual racism is taken which is part of 

the force of critical race theory. The critical race scholars tend to eschew the 

scare quotes around ‘race’ made fashionable by some anti-essentialist 

scholars ; not because they disagree with anti-essentialism, but because they 

wish to avoid the implication that race as a real presence shaping people’s 

lives (or even as an feature of our -  enlightened intellectual- understanding of 

the world) can be dissolved simply by scare quotes. For on this account, 

‘racial thinking’, to use a phrase from Race and Planning: the UK experience, 

remains part of the way in which people in a country like Britain come to 

understand themselves (are constituted as subjects) and in so doing 

understand others, and the world (what race means will, of course, be
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inflected by class, gender, etc....as discussed earlier). We cannot divest 

ourselves of habits, emotions, preferences, reactions we might regard as 

instinctive or natural, simply by accepting an intellectual thesis; far less can 

this be done when we operate within local and global social contexts which 

are structured by race . We can at best work slowly, with others, towards a 

more just future.

As Young (2007) puts it, the struggle for race equality must not overlook the 

significance of the ‘politics of positional difference’ , as it acknowledges the 

‘politics of cultural difference’.

Critical race theory can accept that the precise nature of racism changes - 

th a t, in the nineteenth century , for example, working class white Britons were 

regarded by many aristocrats as a different race , a different kind of being 

(Herbert, 2008, p35). And there are very many kinds of racial state -  as there 

are variants of welfare capitalism, for example (Esping-Anderson, 1990). 

Racist South Africa of the 1970s, say, was different from the USA of today, 

which in turn is different from Japan or the UK. But the inequalities and 

exploitation characteristic of capitalism - both within states and between 

states - require justification, and since the Enlightenment the distinction 

between species capable of reason and those not so capable (and/or not 

actually practising it) has defined a distinctive notion of race which has been 

central to justifying the inequality and exploitation of capitalism (though, of 

course, it is not the only component of the justification ).

Goldberg (2002) provides a very persuasive account of the centrality of race 

to ‘Western’ political theory, and convinces me with his re-thinking of the 

development of the modern nation-state. His discussion of race can be seen 

as part of the broader discussion of the way that western states have 

privileged certain kinds of embodied citizens (Hastings and Thomas, 2005). 

The implications of CRT in relation to distinctive fields of public policy is that 

the policy field (planning, education, etc..) of necessity functions within a 

society in which racial oppression and exploitation is fundamental. 

Researchers and activists in the policy field must uncover how the broader 

social networks of power relate to (eg help frame, are reproduced by, or 

indeed are resisted within ) their policy field. In areas such as criminal justice 

this may be fairly straightforward once appropriate questions are asked, and
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perhaps it should not be surprising that CRT developed in response to critical 

legal studies (Crenshaw et al, 1995; Hylton, 2005)., But when the policy field 

appears to make no direct reference to race, analyses need to be more subtle, 

and resourceful. Scholars such as Katzneltson (2005) and Sacks (1997) have 

provided detailed histories of the racialisation of public policy even where 

there was no overt racism (for example, post-war higher education provision 

for American GIs ). In my work (Thomas, 2000, pp64ff) I did something 

similar for post-war planning policy in Britain. My discussion of the way 

Gypsies and Travellers had been been treated by public policy, especially 

planning, was perhaps the closest I have come to a critical race perspective. 

My argument (Thomas, 2000, chapter 5), which I still find compelling, was 

that Gypsies’ and Travellers’ ways of life cannot be encouraged/facilitated, 

even if at times they must be tolerated, because they refuse to engage with 

the networks of modernity -  schooling, banking, regular employment, literacy, 

and so on. They refuse to let the state see them (Scott, 1998). It is this, rather 

than some primordial anti-nomadism (Ellis and McWhirter, 2008) which best 

explains the continuing extreme racism to which they are subject. However, 

what I would now add is a discussion of how the non-conformity to modernity 

is interpreted/explained racially -  so that the non-conformity becomes part of 

a way of understanding Gypsies and Travellers which also involves seeing 

them as having primitive, pre-modern ways of understanding the world and 

relating to people (eg through fortune telling, and clan-like groupings), and 

being incapable of much else. They are not people like us , if people at all. 

[Anderson (2007) talks of post-Enlightenment racial hierarchies as being 

based on distance from Nature]. But, beyond anti-Gypsy and Traveller racism, 

in what sense might we think of contemporary Britain as a racial state?

For all that Britain has changed since the 1960s, there is plenty of evidence -  

not least the reports into urban disturbances in some of Britain’s northern 

towns in recent years -  that racial categories remain central to how very many 

people make sense of the world (Amin, 2002). But have government 

sponsored race equality measures begun to make inroads into these 

understandings ? Sandercock (2003), for example, has suggested that 

initiatives such as those of Birmingham City Council’s planners have begun to 

change perceptions; and some of my work has suggested that changes in
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local governance may open up new possibilities (Thomas, 2000; 2004b). Yet 

the evidence of CRE investigations -  referred to earlier -  is that government 

commitment to race equality can be eroded by other priorities. Kundnani 

(2007) goes further and argues that state policies on immigration and ‘the war 

on terror’ place racial categories and racial hierarchies (ie racism) at the 

centre of contemporary governance. He provides a powerful demonstration of 

the way in which social tensions resulting from the project of western 

countries, with the USA and Britain in the vanguard, of imposing a self-serving 

version of a neo-liberal political and economic order on much of the world, has 

fuelled new kinds of racist discourses. These seek to justify global 

inequalities and harsh treatments of non-Western people who threaten the 

global order, either directly and knowingly (eg by resistance of some kind) or 

by their destabilising presence in western states (eg refugees). In these 

racisms, the ‘rest’ (ie the non-West) is portrayed as defined by failure (eg of 

states, of harvests, of social order) and by irrational action (at its worst, 

terrorism, but also extreme religiosity), ‘as if they carried a barbarism gene’ 

(P4).

One form that this racism takes is the racialisation of religious observance, a 

phenomenon which Kundnani is not alone in noting (Amin, 2002). This has 

been most overt in various kinds of influential portrayals of Muslims by 

government and the media, but of course just as whiteness is the un-stated 

racialised ethnicity against which overtly racialised minorities are implicitly 

judged (Rattansi, 2007) so too non-lslamic religion (and especially strands of 

Christianity with a long historical presence in Europe, often with explicit state 

support) are the (racialised) ‘norm’ against which the irrational, fanatical , 

intolerant Muslim Other is defined. Needless to say, historical accuracy plays 

no role in these racialised stereotypes. But racism, and racial thinking, is a set 

of practices undertaken by sometimes different groups at different times, and 

while Muslims are demonised at certain times, there are also moral panics 

about non-Muslim European groups (such as Poles and Romanians, not to 

mention Roma ) who have entered the UK in increasing numbers in recent 

years as economic migrants. Kundnani’s (2007) main point, in effect, is that 

laws, regulations and border policing practices which are difficult to read as 

anything other than racially discriminatory, along with internal law-
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enforcement practices which do nothing to counter crude stereotypes of non

white Muslims as a kind of enemy within, provide the key lineaments of the 

contemporary manifestation of the racial state. Racial distinctions drawn in 

relation to something as prominent and emotive as the very security and 

integrity of the country will help structure other policy and popular discourses. 

Beebeejaun (2004,2006) notes how British planners operate with stereotypes 

of ‘Asian’ or other minority ethnic groups, and tend to fail to grasp (or imagine) 

that these may be groups of people who may share certain, but not all, 

characteristics , may have a variety of aspirations and values, and may 

disagree profoundly on many issues . I would argue that it is not enough to 

say that this kind of approach by planners is simply a failure to think clearly 

about culture and ethnicity , a clinging to essentialist notions which obscure 

rather than illuminate social reality (Amin, 2002). It certainly is that, but I think 

it is plausible to suggest that it is more. Because most reasonably reflective 

people, including relatively well educated planners, realise that one label does 

not sum up their life, does not provide a key to understanding them. On the 

contrary , most of us experience at first hand and vicariously all sorts of 

tensions associated with being parts of all kinds of social networks. That’s 

what a human life is. And to that extent, what Beebeejaun describes is a 

failure on the part of planners to understand that the people concerned 

(Asians in this case) may be people who are fundamentally similar to (white) 

planners, in that they have a way of life (and webs of social relations) which 

could certainly be categorised as human and rational.

Improving the practice of planning

Central to my work has been a concern to improve the way that planning can 

contribute to a more just society. However, the focus of my diagnostic and 

prescriptive efforts has been relatively narrow. It has largely concerned the 

understandings of planners of the (spatialised) dynamic of racialisation, and 

and the ways that this understanding can be improved, particularly through 

government guidance. It has left largely un-discussed the kinds of concerns 

for the micro-politics of everyday life within which place-specific racialised 

practices emerge (Amin, 2002) (though as explained earlier it is sensitive to 

them), and hence has had relatively little to say about the ways that planning
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might relate to interventions in these local micro-political relations (as, say, 

Fincher and Iveson (2008), do). Prescriptions of this nature would flow more 

readily from the findings of ethnographic studies , as discussed earlier. This 

section will contain a commentary on the work actually undertaken, and some 

remarks on the micro-level work which might be the way that my work could 

develop.

The prescriptions which are suggested for improving the performance of 

planning practice in relation to promoting race equality will be related to the 

diagnosis of the problem and a view, or theory, of how change can be 

effected within public administration in Britain. I will consider each component 

in turn. The diagnosis of the problem can itself be considered in two parts : an 

analysis of the dynamics of racism and racial discrimination in general, and a 

consideration of factors specific to planning. In relation to the first, it might be 

helpful to begin by pointing to a well-publicised diagnosis with which I 

disagree. This is Cantle’s (2005) idea that the key factor in racism is ‘fear of 

difference’ ( exacerbated, it is true, by various economic and social anxieties) 

(see, eg, pp16-19; pp 91-115 ). This is an analysis which -  as Cantle (2005) 

himself points out -  considers racism to be simply one facet of a more general 

social problem of an anxiety about social difference ( an approach which 

Reeves (2005) also appears to endorse). Anti-racism, it more or less follows, 

can be addressed within a more general policy of accepting, possibly even 

celebrating, diversity. The increasing attention paid to accepting or celebrating 

diversity is part of the organisational context of planning in both the public and 

private sector (Harris and Thomas, 2004; Hutchings and Thomas, 2005). [As 

many authors have noted, the terms ‘difference’ and ‘diversity’ have many 

meanings of more and less theoretical import (eg Cooper, 2004; Eriksen,

2006). In what follows , like Cantle , the terms will be used, unless otherwise 

stated, in their everyday conversational sense].

Let’s consider, first, the root (at least for Cantle ) of a concern for diversity -  

the fear of difference. This is an unsatisfactory approach because it leaves 

unexamined how the key phenomenon of difference is 

construed/constructed/understood. If everyone is unique and in that sense 

different -  in multiple ways- from everyone else, how is it that not all 

differences trigger discrimination? Moreover, it is by now widely accepted in

26



the sociological and policy literature that identity (ie sameness and difference) 

is context-dependent (so, I may feel the same as other Europeans when in 

Australia, but different from them when travelling in continental Europe). Of 

course, new circumstances, and social change, may create anxieties in 

people, but as Cantle recognises the social circumstances of the people 

involved -  the degree to which they are in control of their lives especially -  

appears to be a variable in how anxious they become. The kind of structural 

approach to understanding racism (and other kinds of discrimination) 

sketched out in my earlier work and supplemented by the discussion earlier in 

this commentary is, in effect, an historical and materialist approach -  in which 

discrimination is related to power-infused social relations arising out of the 

way production, exchange, civil society and the state are organised and inter

act. Within this approach, difference is created, and is mutable, and is related 

to the exercise of power (including in this, resistance to oppression or 

domination) (Cooper, 2004, chapter 1). This suggests ways in which some 

kinds of difference may tend to become significant. They will be related to the 

way the various societal spheres are organised (so th a t, for example, the 

commodification of Africans was the beginning of a distinctive kind of 

racialisation of them). In addition, following Goldberg, we might expect 

differences which can be portrayed as detracting from the humanity of 

individuals to be especially persistent and significant in justifying inequalities. 

Post Enlightenment racial hierarchies are typically associated with assertions 

of essential or contingent failings to reach the threshold of full civilisation ; 

many have argued that sexism is rooted in a view of women as closer to 

Nature than a fully rational being should be, too much influenced by the body 

than the mind (eg Lister, 1997; McDowell, 1999a); and of course disabled 

people have been characterised in a similar way (Hastings and Thomas, 

2005).

So much for the broader context within which planning is conducted. What 

about planning itself? Consistent with my general theoretical approach I have 

sought to understand the slow progress made within planning by the race 

equality agenda by trying to understand the way planning work is organised 

and the kinds of pressures planners and planning organisations are under. 

The context is important, namely the general retreat of planners and the
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planning system from the kind of broad social concerns o f , say, Ebenezer 

Howard and Patrick Geddes , to a professionalised ‘turf in aspects of the 

management of the built environment; in that process interest in, and 

confidence in dealing with , issues in social welfare has evaporated (Thomas 

1999; Onuoha and Greed, 2003) . Arguably, RTPI’s (2001) ‘ A New Vision for 

Planning’ has begun to reverse this by suggesting that planners need to 

concern themselves with qualities of places, interpreting this as the way social 

and spatial dimensions of life intertwine and affect each other in specific 

localities. Within such a perspective, welfare is an important strand. But the 

evidence referred to in earlier sections of this commentary suggest that there 

is a considerable way to go before planners and urban regenerators ‘on the 

ground’ make these connections. As part of an explanation for the resilience 

of established, narrower perspectives I have argued that the conflict-ridden, 

legally-framed operational context for much local planning work gives rise to 

an occupational culture in which concepts associated with equal opportunities 

have precious little purchase (Thomas, 2004a). There remains considerable 

work that could be done, however, to explore how the daily practices of 

planning and categories enshrined in them can unwittingly support racially 

unjust outcomes.

At this point I will turn to the second component of any analysis of how to 

change the practice of planning : what kinds of levers can effect change in 

public administration in the UK? Some thoughts flow from the analysis of 

earlier paragraphs, but before turning to them I will explore a consideration 

that has featured in prescriptions for making planning more sensitive to 

promoting race equality for the last twenty five years : make national 

government guidance and leadership in this field clearer and firmer 

(RTPI/CRE, 1983; Krishnarayan and Thomas, 1993; Thomas, 2000; see also 

Greed, 2005). One might argue that over the last ten to fifteen years this has 

happened : the inspection regimes of local government have included some 

‘equalities’ indicators (Thomas and Lo Piccolo, 2000), the race equality 

legislation has been strengthened considerably (Thomas, 2004b), devolution 

in Scotland and Wales has included statutory commitments to promoting 

equality (Thomas, 2008) , and -  most directly of all -  in England national 

government has produced guidance on how to sensitise planning to the needs
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of a socially diverse society (ODPM, 2005). Moreover, the national legal 

context for promoting equal opportunities is significantly more sophisticated in 

2009 than it was thirty years earlier (Thomas, 2008). Two changes can be 

identified as especially significant:

• the duty on public bodies to promote equality (including race equality)

• the creation of a single body -  the Equality and Human Rights 

Commission - to promote and root equality in British society.

Reeves (2005 :203) writing before the new body was set up had great hopes 

that a single body would be well placed to address intersectionality (though 

she did not use that term). It is early days to assess progress, and Reeves’ 

hope is reasonable in relation to organisational logic. But commissions of this 

kind are also subject to governmental pressures and to lobby groups who 

have developed and perhaps benefited from uni-dimensional identity politics 

(Cain and Yuval-Davis,1990 ) .It is perhaps ominous that the Equality 

Commission which has operated for longer in Northern Ireland and been 

credited with achieving much in relation to addressing religious bigotry has 

also been criticised for selective attention in relation to equalities (Wilson,

2007). Specifically, it has been criticised for ignoring issues of class 

inequality ; racist violence in Northern Ireland in June 2009 illustrated that 

working class resentments and racism may remain as deeply rooted there as 

in working class areas of northern towns and parts of London (BBC News, 

2009).

These developments do hold out the possibility of change, if used properly. 

However, they co-exist with a clearly and crudely racialised state response to 

global flows of (poor) people, to terrorism, and to the apparent increasing 

salience of religion in the lives of at least some minority ethnic people 

(Kundnani, 2007; though see Hussain, 2007, for caution in relation to the 

extent and significance of this change). As I have suggested elsewhere 

(Thomas, 2008) overall, there is considerable ambiguity about governmental 

messages on anti-racism , and that is unlikely to create confidence in 

planners, or a planning system, that has never been comfortable dealing with 

issues that are irrevocably politicised. This may explain why competent
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professionals appear to have such difficulty , still, in grasping what promoting 

race equality involves, as was noted in an earlier section of his commentary.

Of course, much has changed over thirty or forty years in Britain but change is 

consistent with racism persisting, but simply adopting different guises (Herbert, 

2008; Rattansi, 2007). It seems clear to me that the idea that there is some 

kind of hierarchy of worth of peoples based on natural characteristics 

(whether these manifest themselves in cultural terms, religious terms, 

physiologically, or otherwise) and that those not at the very pinnacle of the 

hierarchy are deficient in some core aspect of humanity (are not really human, 

as Mills (2004) puts i t ) remains at the heart -  albeit often implicitly -  of the 

way a society like Britain is organised. In this sense, Britain’s ‘dangerous 

places’ (Campbell, 1993) and its supposed underclass (Morris, 1994) are 

often construed in racialised terms -  ie as involving people who are 

inherently different and/or deficient. And discussions like those of Kundnani 

(2007) show that racial thinking and racism remains an essential part of any 

credible explanation of key elements of public policy.

In relation to planning, it means that work needs to continue at a number of 

levels :

• to continue the task of unearthing how planning meshes with (but can 

also disrupt) broader fields of racialised power;

• to encourage planners and others engaged in the planning system to 

acknowledge the centrality and pervasiveness of racial thinking and 

racism in contemporary Britain (my preferred method of doing this is to 

make it clear that the working assumption in struggling for change has 

to be that individual planners and politicians are generally well-meaning, 

and that all of us -  of all ethnicities, races , creeds etc..- are in the 

same racialised boat initially, but must take opportunities to improve 

our understandings and practices) ;

• to give particular attention, when pursuing these points, to 

understanding the daily routines and categories of the planning system 

-  how they arise and are sustained -  and crucially their implications for 

promoting race equality. This would be an extension and deepening of 

the kind of work reported in Thomas (2004a), where it was argued
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the working practices of planners were inimical to giving equal 

opportunities any great priority, yet were also intelligible responses to 

the circumstances in which they worked. This kind of understanding 

provides a basis for reflection within the profession and the planning 

office as well as intervention from without.

• to encourage a greater understanding that addressing the legacy of 

historical injustice cannot be undertaken using tools/processes which 

are themselves implicated in that injustice. It is at this point that liberal 

approaches deviate from CRT-influenced approaches. In planning, it 

may involve, for example, reviewing the significance of legal and policy 

procedures which regard individuals as non-corporeal legal subjects 

rather than real people in particular social contexts (see Lo Piccolo and 

Thomas, 2000 for some discussion of this).

• to make the increasingly sophisticated regulatory and guidance regime 

that is now a framework for all public policy , including planning, have 

more ‘bite’. This means, among other things : better resources in 

training for planners in areas of race equality; more resources for 

organisations outside planning who can challenge planning’s record in 

relation to race equality -  eg the Equality Commission, and also 

organisations of black and ethnic minorities; tougher sanctions for 

local planning authority who do not mainstream equalities -  including 

but going beyond race equality- in all aspects of their work (policy, 

development management and recruitment).

These bullet points recognise that fundamental social change involves 

changing mentalities, and the practices they underpin and are underpinned 

by , as a part of changing power-relations. The ultimate goal is that racial 

categories themselves be dissolved in everyday life, yet monitoring current 

inequality itself helps bolster racial categories, and -  as Bagilhole (2009) 

recognises -  can cut across recognition of the significance of intersectionality. 

This creates a dilemma for those promoting race equality , and one that can 

only be managed by keeping in mind the longer term goals so that short term 

necessities (such as ethnic monitoring) do not become fetishised.
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The bullet points also indicate some avenues which arise directly from the 

trajectory my work has taken. But in addition, as mentioned earlier, there is a 

rather different research trajectory which I have not explored, by and large, 

which is beginning to receive some attention in relation to racism and diversity. 

This looks at the way planning activities at a local level can influence the 

locally distinctive social relations in particular places. This approach meshes 

with the increasing significance accorded in professional and governmental 

pronouncements in the UK about planning’s role in place-making , which was 

refered to earlier. Fincher and Iveson (2008) review a great deal of the 

relevant theoretical and professional literature in their discussion . Wary of the 

theoretical and political shortcomings of conceiving of people and societies in 

terms of fixed, essentialised identities, often organised in some kind of implicit 

hierarchy of significance, they suggest that planning needs to be sensitive to 

three ‘social logics’ : redistribution, recognition and encounter. The first two 

logics draw on the kinds of discussions found in Young (1990) and Fraser 

(1995), the third on theorists as diverse as Jane Jacobs and Richard Sennett 

as interpreted and used by the likes of Ash Amin (2002). Their book is an 

interesting exploration of how local planning intervention might help create 

circumstances in which there is a greater degree of material equality between 

citizens ; a greater degree of respect for the particularities of people; mutual 

recognition, through encounter, of the existence of people from whom one is 

different; and less ignorance of them (including less ignorance of their 

humanity). The book is rich in examples, but a number of points emerged, for 

me, as especially significant, in the light of my concerns over many years:

• from the outset they argue that their scope extends well beyond land 

use planning, and they have a wide range of examples, from child care 

to libraries to infrastructure. This raises an interesting issue as to 

whether there is merit in focusing narrowly on land use planning, as my 

work has done. No one denies that the nature of a place, or a person’s 

life, is subject to myriad influences, and that intervening in any one of 

these is best undertaken with an awareness of this complexity. In 

addition , as discussed earlier, I have long argued that planners need
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to be far more confident in, and sensitive to, broader discussions of 

race equality and discrimination. Finally, planning changes, and 

prescriptions about any element of practice need to be aware of the 

possibility of transformation of planning itself. Yet, as argued earlier, 

the creation and management of place is part of the complex social 

process in which concrete identities are created which involve gender, 

class, race , age etc-w hich are intersectional. Thus in principle a 

focus on place can help public policy grasp the complex reality of multi

faceted inequality , and then address it. More mundanely, I have 

tended to the view that there are very many planners who are 

specialising in land use related matters, and there will always be such 

specialists. I was speaking to them. Perhaps this is too conservative a 

view.

• Fincher and Iveson (2008) conclude that progress in promoting greater 

justice within and through planning depends upon creating a supportive 

institutional structure, and on quite a high degree of awareness of the 

nature of the problem being tackled (see, eg, pp 215-221). This has 

always been central to my concerns too.

• they also note that their review of the evidence suggests that material 

inequality has been harder to address than issues of recognition 

(pp220-221). Young (2007) herself has suggested that social structures 

which perpetuate material inequalities require more attention from 

those concerned about race equality. This must involve an analysis of 

the dynamics of how material inequality is generated, and in that 

analysis, I contend, the focus must be on processes of production, and 

reproduction, and concepts of class, race, age, impairment and gender 

will come to the fore in our understanding.

• the reality of entrenched racism emerged in Fincher and Iveson’s 

discussion of Amsterdam (pp 100-102) where a policy of favouring 

activities in which people identified themselves in ways which crossed 

racialised boundaries risked obscuring the brute fact that in their day to 

day lives on the street people were understood and treated in 

racialised terms. Of course, this is not a reason for governance

33



agencies to be complicit in entrenching racial thinking (Amin, 2002), 

but the lived, material (and dynamic) reality of racism must not be 

forgotten as various initiatives to loosen its grip are attempted.

• yet Fincher and Iveson have a case in focusing attention on the local. 

The more just society must be struggled for at all (inter-locking) spatial 

and governmental scales (national wage negotiations, or planning 

policies have their own obvious importance). But the transformational 

potential of local social relations has to be acknowledged (Amin, 2002), 

and the concrete project as a focus for taking vital steps forward 

celebrated (Marable, 2004).

• in emphasising encounter and conviviality , Fincher and Iverson 

highlight the significance of public space in defining the terms of (some 

important elements o f ) belonging to a common social entity, be that 

called a ‘community’, ‘polity’ or something else. The academic and 

professional debates about public space are vast, and it is now widely 

accepted that public space is a contested and value -laden term (eg 

McDowell, 1999 b; Smith and Davidson, 2009). There remains much to 

be understood about how and why planners define and implement 

public space in concrete instances.

Concluding remarks and priorities for future research 

This commentary has :

• identified the main themes in the work submitted for the degree of 

PhD;

• argued for their originality and their continuing influence in the field of 

planning;

• noted the research upon which they were based and the evidence this 

provides of my capacity to design and conduct research projects;

• suggested ways in which the body of work relates to some important 

contemporary discussions within and outside planning, including 

debates and discussions not considered at length in the submitted 

work itself.
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The commentary has also identified some avenues for future research.

Among these, the two most significant, I would suggest, are :

• ethnographic research within planning offices, which can examine the 

routines, categories and routinised world-views of planners and others 

in the planning system. This kind of research might look not only at why 

planning offices have certain kinds of procedures (always demanding 

representations in writing, for example) but also how they construct 

ideas (and typologies) of the planning applicant, the objector, the 

community activist and so on. In addition, research could investigate 

how ideas such as ‘public space’ are used and interpreted by planners 

and other actors in the planning system. These practices and 

categories may involve unwitting ‘racial thinking’ ; they may at other 

times simply lead to systematically different -  but unintended -  

outcomes for different ethnic (and other social) groups. Why they might 

arise, and why they persist, remains an important question for all those 

wishing to understand and change planning. As discussed earlier, such 

research provides an opportunity to try to link explanations of varying 

scope -  for example, grand theories about social dynamics with 

explanations of how organisational dynamics influence behaviour. It 

also provides opportunities to get beyond crude categories of 

race/gender/etc to understand the specificity of practices and their 

(intersectional) implications in place.

• in the UK , continuing research into the impacts of legislative and 

institutional innovation in promoting race equality, at all spatial scales. 

This is particularly important now that a single equalities commission 

has started work and a new opportunity to address inequality in a 

holistic manner has thereby opened up. Anecdotal evidence suggests 

that each sectional interest in the equalities world -  those concerned 

with gender, race, disability, religion etc -  fear that their concerns may 

be overlooked as the new commission gets under way. It is important 

to see how the reality unfolds; and also whether organisations such 

local planning authorities are improving in their sensitivity to legislative
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requirements such as race equality (and other equality) schemes. 

Action Research can be especially exciting and useful in relation to 

these kinds of issues -  and can also serve to remind us that race 

equality should never be just an academic interest.
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Legal Discourse, the Individual 
and the Claim for Equality in 
British Planning
FRANCESCO LO PICCOLO & HUW THOMAS

A b s t r a c t  This article explores some of the constraints in fashioning a British planning practice 
which supports a particular kind of multicultural society. Its argument is that juridical principles 
enshrined in statute and legal practices can be congruent with, or contradictory to, public policy 
initiatives supporting multiculturalism, and that this is especially significant in regulatory 
practices, such as the British planning system, where juridical influence is, historically, strong. 
The article examines various juridical conceptions of difference and equality and their policy 
implications. An examination of a specific initiative to recognize cultural diversity follows. This 
concludes that juridical principles influential in British planning are inconsistent with the 
initiative, and a failure to address this issue in political and professional arenas has undermined 
its efficacy. Nevertheless, some progress may be possible, as discussed in the article's concluding 
sections.

Introduction

This article explores som e of the constraints on fashioning a planning practice which 
attem pts to support a particular kind of m ulticultural society. It concentrates on the 
British case b u t will be of interest to all those debating the role of planning in a 
m ulticultural context. The starting point is the existence in contem porary Britain of a 
w ide variety of cultural communities (i.e. groups of people having distinctive sets of 
values, beliefs and, to a varying extent, social practices, which are im portant to their 
m em bers' sense of identity, worth and well-being). Some of these cultural communities 
m ay, of course, be bu ilt around values and ways of life which are for some reason 
ethically unw orthy of toleration or support, bu t the article does not focus on these. 
Rather, it is concerned w ith  cultural com m unities such as those typically associated w ith 
m inority ethnic groups, b u t not, it should be noted, exclusively associated w ith them .1

In contem porary debates about m ulticulturalism  a num ber of approaches to, or 
m odels of, a m ulticultural society have been discussed (see, for example, Alibhai-Brown, 
2000; Hansen, 2000). Their implications for planning have rarely been explored, and 
discussions of these m atters within professional practice is not always well informed 
(Loftman & Beazley, 1998). This article addresses some of these shortcomings by 
considering som e of the implications, legal (i.e. juridical) and policy related, of a 
particular m odel of m ulticulturalism. The m odel is not defended in the article, bu t is
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associated w ith a particularly prom inent strand in contem porary British debates, exem
plified most recently in the Runneym ede Trust report on multi-ethnic Britain (Com
m ission on the Future of M ulti-ethnic Britain, 2000). The centrality of the m odel in 
current debates gives it an interest for planners w hether they agree with it or not.

The view in this article of cultural groups is that they are socially constructed, that is, 
that they are dynam ic social phenom ena whose boundaries shift over time, and whose 
salience in the lives of members and non-m em bers varies over time and place (Giddens, 
1991; Larana et al., 1994; Melucci, 1989). Yet, at any given time, British life (and, indeed, 
that of any other country) will be characterized by a complex mix of cultural com m uni
ties. How then are we to p lan in a w ay which recognizes the im portance of different 
identities and w ays of life?

Bikhu Parekh (1998, p. 3) has recently argued for a “pluralist m ode of integration" in 
Britain, a m odel of a m ulticultural society where the state intervenes in public and 
private life, w ith  a particular intention in respect of m inority groups, namely:

... to acknowledge their presence and to embody their values and aspirations.
The prevailing political values, practices, symbols, m yths, ceremonies, collec
tive self-understanding and view of national identity should be suitably 
revised to reflect its m ulticultural character. 'W e' cannot obviously integrate 
'them ' so long as 'w e ' rem ain 'we': 'w e ' m ust be loosened up to create a new 
common space in w hich 'they ' can become part of a new ly constituted 'we'.
So far as the private realm  is concerned, the state should not follow a policy 
of cultural indifference or laissez-faire as that w ould  w ork in favour of the 
dom inant culture. If the otherwise disadvantaged minorities are to survive 
and flourish, they need public recognition, encouragem ent and material 
support not in order to protect them for change bu t to create conditions in 
which they enjoy the security.

It is this model, which Parekh suggests has been developed by Taylor (1992) and 
Kymlicka (1995) am ong others, that is explored in this article, while acknowledging that 
it is not the only available model of m ulticulturalism . This article will explore how the 
p luralist m ode of integration may be constrained by juridical interpretations of the 
salience of 'difference', and the implication of those interpretations. This argum ent is 
im portant both practically and theoretically as it provides a basis for developing 
planning policies w hich can underpin a particular approach to m ulticulturalism  and also 
for examining the scope for policies and practices acceptable w ithin more than one 
m odel of m ulticulturalism , as will be discussed in the concluding section. It is acknowl
edged that this is only a first step. In particular, the im plem entation of policy involves 
a complex interaction betw een activities (and pressures) at different levels of governance 
(see, for example, Cowell & M urdoch, 1999; Ham  & Hill, 1993) which, inter alia, 
questions the significance of the distinction betw een policy formulation and policy 
im plem entation. The case study which is presented in the latter part of the article will 
touch on some of these m atters, but the focus of the article is on legal discourse, which 
is of particular significance in shaping British planning practice.

There is a significant literature which considers the w ay the law has shaped aspects 
of British urban planning. Patrick M cAuslan (1980) for example has suggested that the 
history of 20th-century planning can be view ed as the playing out of conflicts between 
three ideologies of planning law. Imrie & Thomas (1997) have focused on the way in 
w hich w idespread perceptions of the law as a neutral arbiter in social conflict have 
assisted the state to  m anage conflicts associated w ith urban developm ent. There are also
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a num ber of exam ples of legal definitions of planning terms, for example, 'developm ent' 
and 'gypsy ', being im ported into policy discourse (Home, 1994; Thomas, 1999) as if they 
are unproblem atic 'givens'. Yet if the influence of legal (or juridical) discourse in British 
p lanning policy is pervasive, planning policy is also subject to political pressures, as well 
as technical and bureaucratic ones (Healey et al., 1988), and this can involve attem pts to 
im port into planning policy constructions of equality and difference from outside the 
dom inant juridical discourse.

The tension which results holds out a potential for developing pluralist policies on 
m ulticulturalism . Indeed, this article will contain an example of precisely such a policy 
initiative in relation to a particular linguistic group. However, it will be argued that the 
force of the initiative is blunted. In practice, its very w ording is part of a process of 
m anagem ent in tended to preserve the prim acy of a discourse w ithin which law and 
public policy is deem ed to be neutral in respect to cultural (and ethnic) differences. The 
article begins by analyzing four different system s of juridical interpretation of w hether 
'difference' m atters in legal judgem ent, from which we can extrapolate the different roles 
of planning in relation to m ulticulturalism . As the four systems of juridical interpretation 
of the significance of 'difference' indicate, planning initiatives concerning cultural 
m inorities m ay be, as a consequence, extremely different, and even contradictory. The 
article argues that a particular m odel has been extraordinarily influential in British 
planning, as the evidence of successive surveys of planning practice reveal (Krish- 
narayan & Thomas, 1993; Loftman & Beazley, 1998; Thomas & Krishnarayan, 1993). The 
resilience of the m odel is best dem onstrated by episodes where, at first sight, planning 
policy appears to pu rsue  a m ore pluralist objective. A closer examination reveals that 
pluralism  is underm ined  in the very docum ents which set it out. The article concludes 
by discussing the best strategy for those struggling for a planning practice which 
supports a p luralist m odel of m ulticulturalism .

A ssim ilation, In tegration  and 'D ifference': Four System s of Juridical In terpretation

Following Ferrajoli (1993), this section analyzes four different systems of juridical 
interpretation of w hy  'difference' matters, from which the different roles of planning in 
relation to distinctive groups (so-called 'm inorities') can be extrapolated. The key idea 
underlying these discussions is that w hat constitutes a relevant difference between 
individuals or groups in juridical and policy discussions varies systematically between 
juridical perspectives (or discourses). Difference, it can be said, is constructed, and the 
nature of the construction has implications no t only for the use of the law, but also for 
policy debates influenced by a legal fram ew ork (and planning, w e have argued, is one 
such area).

(a) Juridical Indifference towards 'Differences'

In this interpretation, cultural differences are neither valued nor undervalued, neither 
defended nor repressed, neither protected nor dam aged juridically. They are, simply, not 
juridically recognized (i.e. they are, formally, ignored). In principle, individuals are 
considered as if devoid of a socio-cultural context, as abstract individuals or citizens. In 
this system, the destiny of differences constructed in other social practices, such as 
w orkplace organization, their survival or their revision, depends on relationships of 
political and economic strength betw een m inorities and majorities.
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(b) Juridical Differentiation of 'Differences'

Here, difference is recognized but there is a strong hierarchy of value amongst different 
identities. As a consequence of this, some differences have a privileged status, and are 
sources of rights and powers; they define individuals as pow erful and privileged or as 
objects of exclusion and discrim ination or, in extreme conditions, persecution (Alpa, 
1993). Extreme cases include those w here particular groups are regarded as chattels 
(possessions) of others. Less extreme, bu t w ith no less significance for the ordering of 
space, are politico-legal systems such as apartheid (Robinson, 1999).

(c) Juridical Homogenization of 'Differences'

This is a som ew hat m ore complex phenom enon. The construction of difference outside 
juridical practices is recognized, in contrast to difference (a) m entioned above, b u t only 
in order to explicitly reject its significance in juridical discourse. All differences are 
ignored in the nam e of an abstract statem ent of equality, as it has been expressed since 
the 1789 'Declaration of the rights of m an and citizen'. This statem ent is not the result 
of the developm ent of knowledge of a plurality of subjects, bu t the consequence of a 
belief that is impossible to distinguish and accept differences. It is inspired by a 
particular interpretation of universalism  (Bonacchi & Groppi, 1993; Veca, 1990). With 
reference to m inorities and the 'acceptance' of their differences and identity, in nation
states this statem ent of equality im plies toleration focused no t on groups bu t on 
individuals, generally conceived stereotypically, first as citizens, then  as m em bers of this 
or that minority. In societies with a history of immigration, toleration still focuses on 
individuals, even if differences are seen in each case as a personalized (rather than a 
stereotypical) version of group culture (Walzer, 1997, pp. 25-31).

As in system  (b), differences are undervalued or denied, bu t no t (this time) in favour 
of some other differences which keep a privileged status (Alpa, 1993). Differences are not 
recognized in juridical discourse and every difference constructed in other social 
practices is denied in the nam e of an abstract assum ption of equality, m odelled for a 
unique universal subject. There is no  privileged or discrim inated status, there are no 
hierarchies, yet, in practice, differences are eliminated or, worse, repressed and dam 
aged, in the fram ew ork of their general hom ogenization, neutralization and integration 
(M inow, 1990; Taylor, 1992, p. 63). In principle, there is no coercion of individuals, but 
there is a pressure to assim ilate to the dom inant nation or m ajority group (Walzer, 1997,
p. 26).

A frequently discussed illustration of this approach is the w ay French nationality is 
constructed in juridical and political practices (Castles & Miller, 1993). So, for example, 
there have been strenuous attem pts to ban  the wearing of the hijab (headscarf) by 
M uslim  girls in French state schools on the grounds of its being an affront to the 
neutrality  of an educational system which, first and foremost, educates the citizen, not 
a M uslim  or Christian citizen. As Parekh (1998) points out, because of custom  and 
tradition, in practice such a ban goes hand  in hand w ith allowing the display of other 
m arkers of religion (notably, crosses), w hich illustrates the potential for 'neutrality ' to 
have discrim inatory outcomes. Similarly in the UK there is evidence that the benefits of 
citizenship (such as access to state housing) have sometimes, in practice, been distributed 
according to culturally-specific norm s unreflectively presented as universal (and hence 
neutral) (Thomas, 2000).
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(d) Juridical Acknowledgement o f the Value of 'Differences'

This juridical discourse constructs individuals as social beings, not as disembodied 
abstract individuals, bu t as constituted (at the very least in part) by their social context, 
their ties, their identities. This discourse prom otes the defence of certain universal rights. 
Cultural differences will not p u t in doubt the importance of habeas corpus, for example. 
But this fourth system distinguishes "the fundam ental rights from  the broad range of 
im m unities and presum ptions of uniform treatm ent that have sprung up in m odem  
cultures of juridical review" (Taylor, 1992, p. 61, emphasis added).

W ithin this system, a distinctive approach to anti-discrimination rights is form ulated 
and prom oted. The theoretical assum ptions of these rights are fundam ental to under
stand the acknow ledgem ent of the value of 'differences' expressed by this juridical 
system. W esten (1990, p. 142) states that anti-discrimination rights also stand in a special 
relationship to equality. Like all rights, anti-discrimination rights require and result in 
equality, in the sense that they prescribe relationships based on a recognition of some 
fundam ental 'sam eness' am ong persons w ith particular traits. But, unlike other rights, 
anti-discrim ination rights also aim towards equality in a unique w ay because they have 
as one goal bringing about a recognition of fundam ental sameness betw een rights-hold- 
ers and the persons on w hose treatm ent their rights depend (Raz, 1986; Westen, 1990, 
p. 142). But this fundam ental sameness is compatible with, and indeed in this discourse 
is held to entail, a valuing of certain differences betw een people, cultural differences in 
particular (differences, it should be noted, which cannot be understood w ithout placing 
an individual in a social context).

In Britain, how ever, this juridical conception of difference has not been the basis of 
legal practice, least of all in those areas of law which outlaw  discrimination. The Race 
Relations Act 1976, for example, has been framed, and subsequently interpreted, in a 
w ay which characterizes discrim ination as a personal injury suffered by an individual as 
the result by action by another individual (in law, organizations are typically treated as 
individuals). The sam e juridical conception, considering racial discrimination as a 
personal injury, affects the N ew  York Convention 1965, which ignores the collective 
dim ension w ithin w hich cultural identity of m inorities has historically been developed 
(Salerno, 1990, p. 258). This is in contrast to a view of discrim ination which sees it as a 
particular instance of a system atic pattern of oppression a n d /o r  conflict between social 
groups. At the sam e tim e this still falls w ithin the nation-state norm . No recognition is 
accorded to the groups as a corporate body (Walzer, 1997, p. 29). Thus, class (i.e. 
collective) actions are not allowed by law, the scope to initiate pro-active investigative 
activity on the part of the Commission for Racial Equality is very restricted, and positive 
discrim ination (affirmative action) is illegal (Lester, 1998). Race relations legislation is 
underpinned by juridical conception (c), and shares w ith the rest of the legal system 
(where conception (a) is stronger) the notion that, if individuals are to be treated 
im partially, they m ust be considered as abstracted from their social (and physical) 
context. This notion has a strong resonance in the p lanning system, first, because of the 
general significance of law in shaping practice (see earlier) and, second, because, as 
bureaucrats, p lanners value the notion of impartiality, and fear accusations of partisan
ship in favour of a particular group or person (Thomas, 1994).

Equality , D ifference, Law and  P lann ing

This brief discussion of four discourses allows us to understand  the context w ithin which
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claims for equality on the one hand, and on the other for the recognition of difference, 
m ay be construed as contradictory. If the law (and public policy) is seen as responding 
to, and securing, a hum an essence which individuals possess w hen abstracted from their 
particular social circumstances and associations, as in juridical discourses (a) and (c), 
then consideration of social differentiation is going to be regarded as either irrelevant or, 
at best, as the trigger for unjust action by others which it is the role of law and public 
policy to rectify. In these latter cases, w here individuals m ay be deem ed to have suffered 
injury because people outside legal and policy circles have attached significance to 
certain characteristics, then redress, through the law or policy (according to juridical 
perspective (c)) will involve differential attention, so that the injured parties are treated 
as equals. But recognition of the individual's circumstances is a consequence, not of the 
valuing of difference as such, bu t of the desire to rectify a personal injury which 
(according to this perspective) is contingently related to a person's characteristics.

These two approaches, w ith their emphases on the abstract individual, are at variance 
w ith an approach which understands the individual as a social being, and an individ
ual's welfare as bound  up w ith the treatm ent of certain groups, a view which underpins 
juridical discourse (d) (Young, 1990). In the latter case, recognition of social difference is 
integral to securing equality of respect (and treatment). It is not simply something to be 
undertaken if others use social difference as a basis for unfair treatm ent. O n the contrary, 
equality of respect dem ands a recognition of difference. In these cases, we m ight say that 
the claims of equality  and claims of difference do not contradict each other bu t sim ply 
operate at different levels in juridical reasoning (Ferrajoli, 1993; Gianformaggio, 1992, 
1993a,b).

As the four juridical constructions of 'difference' indicate, there is considerable scope 
for a variety of po licy /p lann ing  initiatives concerning m inorities. It cannot be assum ed 
that p lanning system s through their contents, directives and program mes, should or 
could act in order to prom ote, say, a pluralist form of interpretation. Indeed, there is 
more evidence of the practices of planning systems being influenced by juridical 
approaches inconsistent w ith this form of pluralism.

In accordance w ith  w hat is explained in conception (b), in some countries planning 
system s have accepted the juridical differentiation of differences, becoming a technique 
(among others) of spatial segregation, aim ed at sharing and discriminating against 
ethnic, cultural and  religious minorities (Hirsch, 1983; Somma, 1991; W acquant, 1996). 
Colonial towns, South Africa, the occupied territories in Israel and m any cities in the US 
during the first half of this century provide some examples of the use of zoning as a tool 
for ethnic discrim ination within urban areas. As recent p lanning history studies indicate 
(Sandercock, 1998a; Thomas & Ritzdorf, 1997), the desire to regulate black residential 
patterns, enforcing a system  of racial segregation, constituted a major objective of the 
early zoning and planning m ovem ent in the US, particularly in the South betw een 
1910—40. The discrim inatory consequences of planning practices are also fully described 
in Thomas (1995) and  in Thomas & Ritzdorf (1997), considering both the time betw een 
the two W orld W ars and the era of public housing after 1937 and during the post-w ar 
urban renew al2.

On the other hand , a mix of w hat is expressed in system s (a) and (c) influences 
p lanning practice in Britain and elsewhere. Qadeer (1997, p. 482), referring to Canadian 
examples, has outlined some of the concerns w ith these approaches:

Planning policies and standards ... are based on universalist criteria. Often
they are backed by historic practices and established professional conven-
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tions. Yet they originate from social patterns and cultural values of the 
dom inant communities.

H e argues that in practice these accord equal respect to the diverse ethnic groups in a 
m ulti-ethnic society (see also Gilroy, 1993; Krishnarayan & Thomas, 1993; RTPI, 1983; 
Somma, 1991). An indifference tow ards, or a denial of 'difference', can underp in  the idea 
that the planning needs of minorities are no different from anyone else's, and conse
quently planning has no reason to pay  any particular attention to these needs. This idea, 
an expression of the juridical indifference to (a) a n d /o r  hom ogenization of 'difference 
system s' (c), does not take into consideration that there are m any ways in which 
m inorities m ay have different needs. It is im portant to highlight the 'diversity ', com
pared to the standards commonly adopted, of a large part of the needs expressed by 
m inority groups. As pointed out by different case studies and analyses (Friedmann & 
Lehrer, 1997; Lo Piccolo, 2000; Qadeer, 1997), these needs relate to the specific character 
of each m inority group. For example, in the case of ethnic minorities, the 'anom alous' 
percentage distribution of the different age groups, the particular structure of a large 
part of the families, the 'contradictory' role of w om en and the cultural and religious 
traditions all emerge as significant factors (Lo Piccolo, 2000, p. 96). Furthermore, varying 
burial custom s require revisions in the regulatory standards for cemeteries and opera
tions of crem atorium s. O ther examples of services for which dem ands are m ounting are 
m ultilingual kindergartens, heritage language courses, banquet halls and social clubs. 
M any of these institutions and services require physical developm ent, and others m ay 
necessitate changes in the policies for public grants (Qadeer, 1997, p. 491).

According to Qadeer (1997, p. 492):

the needs of ethnic communities are accommodated through am endm ents, 
exceptions, or special provisions to plans, policies or program s. Despite its 
acknowledgem ent as a social condition, cultural and racial diversity is not 
reflected in p lanning policies. Planning standards and criteria continue to be 
based on unitary conceptions of citizens' needs. Systematic attem pts to forge 
pluralistic visions of urban plans and program s are only haltingly emerging.

W ithin this approach, planning policies (as w ith m any other public policies) are m eant 
to be universally the same (in their ways of delivering services and offering opportuni
ties). They are m eant to provide an identical, and consequently 'equal', basket of rights 
and possibilities, ignoring the distinctness of individuals a n d /o r  groups (Taylor, 1992, 
p. 38). The culturally based preferences of ethnic groups often fall w ithin the purview  of 
building, safety and public health codes, as well as planning standards, particularly for 
occupancy densities, household use, and the definition of a family. Often these do not 
accom m odate ethnic m inorities' preferences. Case studies reported in Thomas & Krish
narayan (1994), Q adeer (1997) and Lo Piccolo (2000) illustrate the divergence between 
the norm s presum ed to be universal and the minority g roups' choices for hom e and 
family. In relation to ethnic (and racialized) minorities, the planning approach is 
comm only referred to as a 'colour b lind ' approach.

'Colour blindness' (which in the case of planning involves treating everybody the 
'sam e w ay', regardless of race or ethnicity, thus allegedly avoiding any possibility of 
discrim ination) is an attitude still present in a significant num ber of British m unicipal 
planning departm ents, and among planners in general (Loftman & Beazley, 1998; 
K rishnarayan & Thomas, 1993). It reflects the strength of juridical discourses (a) and (c) 
above, and the w ay that these intersect w ith  pressures on planners and local councils to
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be clearly neutral in their roles as public agents, leading to a privileging of a conception 
of neutrality w hich involves abstracting individuals from their socio-economic (and 
cultural) context.

The next section will examine an attem pt to move from this position of alleged 
'neutrality ' in planning.

P lanning  in the Face of M inorities: The Case of the W elsh Speaking Com m unity

A lthough the notion of im partiality is ideologically im portant, legal discourses do not 
develop in a social vacuum . There is an extensive literature which explores the ways in 
which legal constructions are influenced by social context (see, e.g. Griffith, 1991; 
M cAuslan, 1980). Imrie & Thomas (1997) have explored the ways in which the notion of 
legal objectivity, standing outside political disputes, has been used to divert opposition 
to urban regeneration proposals. Perhaps it is then even less surprising that national 
planning policy guidelines are subject to contradictory pressures. Of particular interest, 
in the context of this article, is guidance originally issued by the Welsh Office3 which, 
uniquely for the UK, recognizes the existence of a distinctive cultural m inority as being 
m aterial to decision-m aking in planning.

The guidance in question concerns the future of the W elsh language (spoken in 1991 
by just under 20 per cent of the population of Wales, one of the constituent countries of 
the union w hich is the UK), a future acknowledged to be bound up w ith the language's 
continued use in everyday life (Aitchison & Carter, 2000). Com m unities where the 
language is in daily  use are therefore vital to its future, and since 1988 planning 
authorities have been advised to take into account the implications of developments, 
such as housing developm ents which m ay attract non-W elsh speaking newcomers, on 
such comm unities, as W elsh speaking communities. This guidance is the result of 
sustained political pressure, the details of which will not be reviewed here (see James & 
W illiams, 1997).

However, it is im portant, for our purposes, to note that the struggle for planning 
policies sensitive to the future of the Welsh language w as (and indeed, remains) part of 
a w ider struggle to assert the distinctiveness of a particular cultural group (and the 
salience of this difference to political and public policy debates). This has resulted, inter 
alia, in state support for a W elsh-language television channel, and a legal fram ework for 
use of the language in public and commercial life. M oreover, the struggle continues, 
w ith agitation for greater state intervention in the property  m arket in order to secure the 
integrity of this cultural m inority (Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg, 1999).

These undoubted  successes for Welsh language activists have not been w on easily, 
and the future of the language (and, hence, certain spatial communities, and cultural 
comm unities) rem ains a major fault line in W elsh politics (Aitchison & Carter, 2000). In 
such fraught circum stances, Thomas (1994) has argued, a conception of equality which 
focuses on the individual devoid of any social context can appear attractive to planners 
(and bureaucrats m ore generally). Such a conception is of course consistent w ith juridical 
interpretations (a) and (c), which, at various times, have been influential in shaping 
p lanning law and practice.

O n the one hand, then, there is a lively debate about a form of cultural pluralism. On 
the other, a well-established juridical discourse (and associated planning practice) does 
not recognize cultural groups as having a special significance w ithin the planning 
system. M oreover, these pressures and practices tend to operate at different tiers of 
governm ent (although not exclusively so). Thus, the erosion of W elsh-speaking com
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m unities caused, according to some, by the influx of non-W elsh speakers to an area is 
an issue which periodically flares intensely into local politics. There have been sugges
tions that these political concerns have engendered a partiality to local people w ithin the 
operation of the p lanning system in some areas (Tewdwr-Jones, 1997). It is at central 
governm ent level that legal discourse appears to have the m ost influence, shaping, for 
example, the very definition of key term s and underpinning the application of ideas such 
as procedural im partiality and natural justice. Yet this local/central distinction m ust not 
be overplayed. Despite local discretion, the UK planning system rem ains extremely 
centralized (Tewdwr-Jones, 1999). Deviations from norm s of neutrality  are especially 
vigorously policed by central governm ent and inquiries into 'deviant 7 authorities show 
that they tend to be the result of a tem porary dom inance of local political pressures over 
the national norm s and priorities, which are translated into the local arena by a num ber 
of devices, notably the advice of professional planners (Lees, 1993). Juridical discourse, 
then, rem ains a potent influence over the British planning system as a whole.

The central question for this section is how  has a planning system heavily influenced 
by a juridical discourse which constructs the individual in abstract terms, a discourse 
which is echoed in professional norm s and governm ental policy advice (Thomas, 1999), 
accom m odated the potentially subversive influence of recognizing the particular require
m ents of a linguistic/cu ltural group? The question will be addressed, first, by examining 
the w ay in which the policy advice has been written. Then there will be a brief comment 
on how  it has been applied. The original advice w as contained in a governm ent Circular 
(W.O 53/88), bu t this has recently been re-drafted, w ith little change, as a draft Technical 
Advice Note (TAN) 20. The analysis considers the policy context for the TAN, before 
concentrating on its opening paragraphs, for it is in these that key messages are 
conveyed.

The first point to be m ade is that the guidance of the TAN is provided as technical 
advice, deliberately distinguished from policy advice. The policy advice (contained in a 
'P lanning G uidance' docum ent) states, in relation to the Welsh language, that:

w here use of the W elsh language is a com ponent of the social fabric of a 
com m unity it is appropriate that this be taken into account in the form ulation 
of land use policies. W here a planning authority considers it appropriate to 
take account of the needs and interests of the W elsh language it should 
include in the reasoned justification of its developm ent p lan an explanation of 
how its policies reflect those matters. (Welsh Office, 1999b, p. 3.8)

This statem ent can reasonably be interpreted as seeking to sensitize the planning system 
to cultural d iversity  and encouraging the system  to support a particular, m inority, w ay 
of life. This is a statem ent based on a pluralist set of political values. Yet the TAN, as its 
nam e implies, trades upon a distinction betw een value-issues and technical issues, a 
distinction central to m odernist conceptions of the p lanning project (Beauregard, 1989), 
a project in w hich the technical sphere has been claimed as the legitimate area of 
influence for professionals. It can be suggested that the use of the distinction, in this 
context, is in tended to convey that w hat follows—advice on underpinning a particular 
linguistic com m unity—is still, somehow, a value-free activity. This has a great im port
ance in the volatile political context surrounding  the W elsh language.

Early on, the TAN contains two paragraphs which provide background information 
on the W elsh language. H ow ever the provision of this inform ation is no t neutral. Rather, 
the background is given in such a w ay as to m ake a particular kind of sense of the advice 
which is to follow. Of special interest is the w ay in which the policy is presented as
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'm ainstream '. In the first of the tw o paragraphs, the phrasing of the information 
presented about the num bers speaking Welsh suggests that the language is spoken by 
a minority, bu t a growing one. The paragraph states that 20 per cent speak the language, 
bu t implies that this m ay be an under-estim ate of its social-significance, "as m any others 
have some knowledge of the language". Moreover, the percentage m ay be increasing as 
(many others) "are in the process of learning it". The TAN goes on to counter an 
anticipated reaction that the future of W elsh may only concern people in some kind of 
linguistic ghetto, for the language (it is claimed) is learnt by m any people who have 
moved to W ales from other parts of the UK and elsewhere. It can be argued that this 
w ording is intended to counter the view  that the TAN is providing special attention of 
some kind for a m inority group, i.e. is giving the group some special status.

The second paragraph  of the section on the Welsh language asserts that the future of 
the Welsh language depends upon "thriving" W elsh-speaking communities; and their 
well-being "will depend upon a w ide range of factors", particularly education, com
m unity activity and a sound economic base. The land use planning system, it is implied, 
is not being used as a substitute for action in these other fields; rather, it is com plem ent
ing them  in its own. The scope of planning, then, is not being extended, or, at least, that 
is w hat is being suggested. It rem ains a narrow, technical activity w ith no brief to 
'develop ' or cater for particular groups or communities.

The next paragraph  reinforces this message that the TAN's advice is not radically 
broadening the scope of planning. The first sentence of this sim ply paraphrases advice 
given in a 1992 governm ent publication, Development Plans: a good practice guide (DoE, 
1992), nam ely that authorities should consider the impact of planning policies on 
different groups in the population. Welsh language speakers constitute such a group 
"w here the use of the language is part of the social fabric of the com m unity" (a phrase 
left unexplained, bu t the very inclusion of which makes it clear that the needs of the 
Welsh language should be a concern of planners in relatively few circumstances, at least 
at present, given the proportion speaking Welsh).

In its first four paragraphs, then, the Technical Advice Note has, through its choice of 
w ords and phrasing, sought to suggest that a concern for the Welsh language is a 
technical m atter which does not involve giving undue attention to a particular m inority 
group, but in fact can be construed as a particular instance of a m ore general approach 
to planning. So w hat at first appears to be a clear breach w ith the dom inant juridical 
discourse of British planning and its construal of equality and difference is presented as 
part of that very discourse.

It is this fundam ental contradiction which explains the lack of vigour displayed by 
local authorities in exploring the scope for using the planning system to sustain Welsh 
language communities. James & Williams (1997, p. 281) conclude their review of devel
opm ent plans in Wales by arguing that there was "a consistent interest in the Welsh 
language as a planning issue, a response to local popular pressure, bu t no evidence of 
a sophisticated developm ent in professional thinking on the topic". The difficulty in 
'developing professional thinking' is bound up with the dom inance in professional life 
of juridical discourses inconsistent w ith  the significance being attached to cultural 
identity by ' popu lar pressure ' and by ad hoc governm ent advice on the language. Earlier 
in the 1990s Thom as (1993) reported on the extent to which W elsh local authorities were 
using the governm ent's stated advice in relation to planning and the Welsh language in 
decision m aking on planning applications. He found a reluctance to rely on that advice 
to support decisions. A lthough it w as difficult to draw  definitive conclusions from a 
postal survey, it w as argued that the local planning authorities were sensitive to the
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am biguity of a message to recognize cultural difference from a governm ent which in 
every other aspect of planning policy was espousing a quite different juridical concep
tion of difference.

The example of planning and the W elsh language illustrates the strength of a 
particular juridical discourse w ithin British planning. The analysis in the earlier part of 
the article examines the barrier w ithin this discourse to a pluralist conception of 
integration and equal opportunities. However, discourses and social practices are neither 
unchallenged nor monolithic. Political pressure in relation to the Welsh language has 
forced successive British governm ents to make explicit the need for planning to be 
sensitive to the existence and future of a particular cultural group. If generalized, this 
approach w ould prom ote practices inconsistent w ith the dom inant juridical conceptions 
of equality and difference. In order to avoid this consequence, an attem pt is m ade to 
present the policy advice relating to planning and the W elsh language in terms 
consistent w ith  the dom inant discourse, even though its political support is actually 
inconsistent w ith such a reading. The result is tension, a tension which, inter alia, has 
dissuaded local planners from placing w eight on this particular piece of central govern
m ent advice (Thomas, 1993). In the centralized British planning system, it is extremely 
unusual for governm ent advice to be underplayed at the local level (Cullingworth & 
N adin, 1997). It can be plausibly explained in this case as a consequence of, first, local 
governm ent p lanners ' gauging accurately the (low) degree of comm itm ent of central 
governm ent to advice which was underpinned by juridical principles contrary to those 
influential in the rem ainder of the planning system; and, second, local governm ent 
planners' own unease about these 'deviant' principles.

Conclusions

A key purpose of the article has been to provide a basis for a discussion of the prospects, 
in Britain, of a p lanning practice which can foster pluralistic multiculturalism. The 
analysis suggests that a central objective in this strategy m ust be to loosen the influence 
over planning practice of juridical conceptions of equality and difference which are 
inconsistent w ith  pluralistic integration. The case of the W elsh language dem onstrates 
that, w ithout severing this link, struggle in the political arena alone cannot deliver the 
kinds of changes needed in planning. (On the other hand, w ithout political struggle 
change is impossible.)

An im portant feature of the case study is the suggestion that the influence of a 
particular juridical conception of difference is exercised through its being internalized by 
professional planners. In this particular example, the courts have not been directly 
involved in any way. Thom as's (1994, 1999) argum ent has been adopted that the 
w ork-setting and roles of the majority of planners, as state bureaucrats in complex, 
volatile political circumstances, predisposes them  to favour juridical conceptions of 
difference which de-contextualize individuals, and which are often conservative in their 
consequences. Often (although not universally) the conservative approach is supported 
by local politicians.

W orking for change, therefore, m ust involve re-thinking the w ay in which public 
officials are view ed. It m ust involve allowing state officials to engage in the delicate, 
necessarily em pathetic and sometimes messy, time consum ing and risky task of getting 
to know  people as socially-em bedded, no t as abstractions (Healey & Gilroy, 1990). 
Sandercock (2000) has recently com m ended an approach to planning in m ulticultural 
settings which appears to incorporate som e of these ideas, an approach she terms
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'therapeutic ', where the focus is on listening and allowing oneself to be transform ed by 
w hat one hears. Yet, m aking sure that this approach does no t threaten some of the core 
values claimed for traditional bureaucracy, fairness and objectivity, for example (du Gay, 
1999), is a skilled task. This article's argum ent is that, on one conception of difference 
and individual identity, fairness requires this empathetic approach, but putting these 
principles into practice is a difficult skill to acquire. Yet som ething like this is undoubt
edly underw ay in m any aspects of contem porary planning in Britain, for example 
through the pro-active engagem ent of officers and com m unity groups in urban regener
ation or environm ental activism, bu t it is patchy, often untheorized, and rarely con
sidered in relation to the regulative functions of the state. Healey's (1997) pioneering 
w ork is an exception to this, although it represents, at present, one possible fram ework 
(albeit a rigorously supported one) for exploring the issues highlighted in this article. Yet 
if a loosening of juridical influence is a longer-term  goal, in  the short to m edium  term  
m ore limited changes m ay still be possible which w ould be regarded as positive by those 
seeking a p luralist m ulticulturalism 4. In the W elsh context, since the issuing of the draft 
TAN, there have been institutional and political developm ents of considerable potential 
for changing the relationship of planning officers to the public at large and, in particular, 
beginning to free them  from the grip of an aspiration to a certain interpretation of 
bureaucratic neutrality . The most significant developm ent is the adoption by the N a
tional Assembly (a new ly established elected body given the responsibility for adm inis
tering the p lanning system  in Wales on behalf of the UK governm ent) of a more positive 
attitude tow ards the prom otion of equal opportunities and the prom otion of the W elsh 
language.

One of the m ajor them es running through all aspects of the Assembly's work is to be 
"the prom otion of a culture in which diversity is valued and equality of opportunity  is 
a reality" (National Assembly of Wales, 2000). It is not yet clear w hat the precise 
ramifications of this will be for the w ay planning is conducted (not least because 'equal 
opportunities' is itself a contested term , Thomas, 2000) bu t already a group of advisers 
to the Assembly M inister responsible for p lanning has been asked (by her) to consider, 
as a m atter of urgency, w hat changes can be m ade in the short term  to sensitize 
governm ent guidance such as TANs to the new  em phasis on the significance of equal 
opportunities. It appears that the Assembly will signal to local councils and their 
professional planners that equal opportunities is to be given m ore weight in planning 
practice than hitherto. This, in itself, does not guarantee a transform ation of the term s in 
w hich planning relates to individuals, for term s are contested and there will likely be 
im plem entation gaps as local councils interpret any new  advice. Moreover, anecdotal 
evidence suggests that the advisers them selves feel constrained by juridical influence in 
defining the legitim ate scope of planning. H ow ever, one p a rt of this new process will 
probably involve pressing planners and councils to engage m ore positively with W elsh 
speakers by requiring the planners to consider m ore system atically whether, in a given 
case, the W elsh language is indeed part of the 'social fabric' of particular neighbour
hoods. (This phrase, it will be recalled, is the key one in legitim izing planning interven
tion in specific localities to support the W elsh language.) Such engagem ent has 
enorm ous potential. It requires that p lanning officers understand  the role of the lan
guage in the lives of a certain group of people, which m eans trying to understand 
peoples' lives, as they live them. That in tu rn  should m ean appreciating the role of the 
language as a m odality for an individual's relationship to other Welsh speakers, to 
non-W elsh speakers, to their histories and possible futures. Such an analysis embeds the 
individual in a very specific social context and, it can be argued, begins to underm ine
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the historical consideration of individuals in the abstract, de-contextualized term s which 
is inconsistent w ith the pluralist m odel of multiculturalism.
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Notes

1. The terms 'culture' and 'com m unity' are extrem ely com plex. For the purposes in this article, M cDow ell's 
(1994, p. 148) v iew s are accepted that:

culture is a set of ideas, custom s and beliefs that shape people's actions and their production  
of m aterial artifacts, including the landcape and built environm ent. Culture is socially  
defined and socially determ ined. Cultural ideas are expressed in the lives o f social groups 
w ho articulate, express and challenge these sets of ideas and values, w hich are them selves 
temporarily and spatially specific.

A s for 'com m unity', concern is w ith circumstances in w hich people feel part of an 'im agined com munity' 
(Anderson, 1991), i.e. relate their ow n identity and well-being to a particular set of characteristics assum ed  
to be shared w ith  others. It is, o f course, possible to be sim ultaneously a m em ber of a number o f im agined  
com m unities; and, a lso  not to desire, or to aspire, to m embership of a com m unity for w hich one is, prima 
facie, 'eligible'.

2. The first great m igration of southern blacks to US northern cities and the first major race riots im m ediately  
after the First W orld War produced the planning response of residential controls. In the developm ent o f 
public housing during the post-war urban renewal, residential segregation w as reinforced and ghetto 
boundaries consolidated as politicians and planners worked to keep black housing projects out o f w hite  
neighbourhoods.

3. Until 1999 the W elsh Office w as the UK governm ent departm ent responsible for a range of policy fields 
in W ales (including planning); recent constitutional changes have transferred these responsibilities to an 
elected N ational A ssem bly for Wales.

4. Parekh (1998) points out that there may be som e overlaps in policy prescriptions betw een the m odels o f  
integration, even  w here they have radically different foundations of principle; w hich suggests that there 
m ay be scope for pragm atic shorter-term accom m odations involving policy changes at various levels o f  
governance open  to those w h o  in the longer term want very different juridical approaches to be forged. 
There can be no universal prescription about w hat these possibilities are. W hat is offered in this article is 
an illustration o f one shift in planning w hich takes advantage o f a changing governm ental context. With 
n o guarantee of success, it represents an interesting m ove in a long-term  battle.
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Values, working lives and 
professional socialisation 

in planning
Huw Thomas

Introduction
This ch ap te r exam ines the  w ay  values em bed them selves w ith in  the  
w orking lives of professional tow n  planners. It will tend  to focus upon a 
particu la r key aspect of p lan n in g  -  the  consideration of p lann ing  applica
tions. I will explore som e of the  im plications of the  em bedding of values in 
a ttem pts to change professional values and  attitudes. It d raw s on research  
projects in to  various aspects of professional life conducted  over a num ber of 
years (th o u g h  not w ith  th is chap ter in  m ind), personal experience of profes
sional practice an d  generally  unsystem atic discussions w ith  studen ts w ho 
have been on year-long  professional placem ents as p a rt of their studies at 
Cardiff University. (I should  po in t ou t th a t bo th  m ale and  female students 
w ere involved in  the  discussions, bu t there  w ere no  m inority  ethnic 
students, n o r  disabled students.) The chap ter consists of well-inform ed spec
u lation  ra th e r  th a n  rigorous testing of a narrow ly  defined hypothesis, w ith 
the hope th a t  it w ill stim ula te  discussion and, in  tim e, m ore rigorous trea t
m en t of th e  topic.

The background  to the  discussion is the  a ttem p t by the  Royal Town 
P lann ing  Institu te  (RTPI) -  since at least the  early  1 9 8 0 s  -  to persuade its 
m em bers to take th e  prom otion  of equal opportunities m ore seriously in 
their day-to-day w ork. There is scope for debate ab o u t how  single-m inded 
the  In stitu te  has been  in try ing to change the  a ttitudes of professionals. But 
even if it is conceded th a t  equal opportunities h as  never been its top priority, 
the  In stitu te  can  still po in t to a series of in itiatives re la ting  to  sexism, racism  
and  p rom oting  physical accessibility in th e  built environm ent. It has 
com m issioned studies on w ays of increasing  the  p roportions of p lanners 
from black and  e thn ic  m inorities. It h as  also supported  the  w ork  of tw o
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standing com m ittees (‘pane ls’ in its o rganisational vocabulary) w ith  a brief 
to oversee its activities on  race  and  gender.

However, all th e  relevan t evidence show s th a t p lanners do no t regard  the 
prom otion of equal opportunities as an  im portan t p a rt of their work; indeed, 
m ost p lanners barely understand  w h a t prom oting equa l opportunities 
m eans (Little 1994; T hom as 2000). It h as  been suggested th a t  this gulf 
betw een the  professional institu te  and its m em bers reflects the  sensitivity of 
w orking p lanners to local political priorities (Thom as 2000 ), cen tral govern
m ent policies and  guidance (Loftman and  Beazley 1998), an d /o r assum p
tions em bedded in  the  legal system  w hich fram es all p lann ing  in tervention  
(Lo Piccolo and  Thom as 2001 ).

This chap ter com plem ents these discussions by considering how  the idea 
of equal opportunities m igh t find a place, o r fail to do so, in  the day-to-day 
rou tines of p lanners -  rou tines w hich will be responsive to a num ber of 
factors, including, b u t perhaps going beyond, those just m entioned. The 
assum ption  underly ing  the  discussion is th a t  ‘w ork experience is of central 
im portance’ in  th e  developm ent of w orkers’ consciousness and  under
stand ing  of the  w orld (Dale 1976), and  th a t  cen tral to w h a t is explained is 
the  experience of w ork  itself.

Equal opportunities, professionals and their values
‘Equal opportun ities’ has become jargon. It m ight be helpful to say a little 
abou t w h a t it m igh t m ean  and  how  it m igh t rela te  to values of professionals. 
The term  is in terpreted  in  a num ber of w ays, bu t there  is an  im portan t 
d istinction betw een a concern  for fairness to individuals w ho  are involved in 
certain  processes and  procedures (the focus for action is th en  ensuring  th a t 
re levan t criteria  alone should  influence their trea tm en t) and  a concern  th a t 
a certain pattern o f outcomes for groups be established (the focus for action 
becomes defining a just d istribu tion  and  using appropriate  m echanism s, e.g. 
quo tas o r a  question ing  of th e  very activity itself, to achieve it).

These perspectives are p a rt of broader (political) understand ings of how  
unfairness and  injustice are  generated. P u ttin g  the  m atte r  crudely, the  
form er position sits easiest w ith  a  view of racism  and  sexism as inap
propria te  behav iour by p a rticu la r individuals. The assum ption is that, 
a lth o u g h  individuals are  socialised in  certa in  ways, they  can  still be 
persuaded  o r coerced to change  their behaviour; once this is done, th en  the 
problem  is solved. The la tte r position sees d iscrim inatory  acts as m anifesta
tions of system atic injustices w hich  shape the  very w ay  in  w hich  society is 
organised, the  w ay  people a re  b rough t up  an d  educated, and  so on. Recti
fying the  behav iour of individuals, or tinkering  w ith  procedures, is necessary 
but no t sufficient for addressing th is system ic injustice.

There has  n o t been w idespread discussion w ith in  the  RTPI of the  
different conceptions of equal opportunities. It appears, how ever, th a t the  
first view is implicit in  m u ch  of w h a t the  Institu te  h a s  done -  for example,
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advising p lanners on how  to organise the  tran sla tio n  of technical m aterial. 
The im plication being th a t procedures w h ich  assum e fluency in English 
m ay  pu t som e citizens a t an  un fa ir d isadvantage, b u t th a t  once the  proce
dure  is im proved th en  the dem ands of fairness will have  been m et. One 
m igh t have  th o u g h t th a t  th is k ind of concern  w ould be easily accom m o
dated by professionals inasm uch  as it is the  less radical of the  two 
approaches. However, I will suggest th a t in  a  som ew hat unexpected w ay, it 
is th is approach  w h ich  m ay be the  m ore difficult for p lanners to adopt as a 
good w ay  to  practise. I will suggest th a t resistance to a  pretty  th in  concep
tion of equal opportunities is best explained by reference to occupational 
cu ltu res of p lanners, how  they  regard  w h a t they  know  and  how  they  m ake 
sense of th e ir w orking lives.

Acquiring knowledge in planning
In th e  UK, p lann ing  h a s  been  a g raduate-en try  profession for decades. T hat 
has no t prevented a chasm  developing betw een university  education  and  
professional practice. This is a  relatively recen t phenom enon. The divide has 
grow n as university  teach ing  of p lann ing  has com e to be the  preserve of 
career academ ics, w ith  a  con co m itan t sharp  decline in  involvem ent by prac
tising p lanners. This p a tte rn  began  in  the  late 1960s, and  has become 
universal. The em phasis p laced by universities on research  activity and  on 
the professionalising of un iversity  teach ing  (e.g. by the  founding of the  Insti
tu te  of L earning and  T eaching) has  simply streng thened  a trend  th a t  has 
been affecting the  tra in in g  of p lanners for m any  years (Thom as 1980).

The perceived theory-practice gap
A com m on view in professional practice -  shared by m any  academ ics -  is 
th a t  there  is a  ‘th eo ry -p rac tice  g ap ’ (A llm endinger 1998). One consequence 
of this is th a t  the  relevance of university  education  for professional practice 
can  be questioned. One of th e  m ost com m on in itial com m ents of students 
w ho have com pleted a ‘sa n d w ich ’ year in  professional practice is th a t  their 
university  education  did n o t prepare them  properly for practice; the  m ore 
tru cu len t m ake it p lain  th a t  they  see it as hav ing  been ‘irre levan t’.

It is tem pting  to dism iss these concerns as the  fru it of profound philis
tinism , b u t I believe th a t  to  be m isguided. A m ore persuasive explanation  of 
these sen tim ents is th a t  th e  very clear reo rien ta tion  of un iversity  education 
tow ards academ ic no rm s of achievem ent and  conduct has  exposed an  
im portan t feature of p lan n e rs ’ professional cu ltu re  -  nam ely, the  prim acy 
accorded to experience ra th e r  th a n  scholarly research , as a source of know l
edge. It is likely th a t  m any , perhaps m ost, professions in  the  UK share  this 
trait.
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Direct experience versus university education
Sinclair traces the  in troduction  and  prom otion of the  idea in  medical 
tra in ing  th a t certain  im portan t kinds of know ledge can  only be acquired 
th rough  direct m ulti-sensory contact betw een the  individual practitioner 
and  an individual pa tien t (Sinclair 1997). He argues th a t there rem ains a 
tension a t the h ea rt of m edical tra in ing  and  practice betw een the  respect 
accorded to direct individual experience and  the  im portance of science (and 
the  idea of knowledge as im personal) as a  basis for the  sta tus of the  m odern 
m edical profession.

There is no  equivalent study  of p lanning , bu t there  is plenty of anecdotal 
evidence of the  respect accorded to practical experience. M oreover, in 
p lanning , the  countervailing  w eight of science/scholarship  is no th ing  like as 
g rea t as th a t in  the  m edical case. P lan n in g ’s h istory  and  cu rren t practice is 
littered w ith  public controversies w hich  canno t be resolved by any  kind of 
conclusive proof and, indeed, in  som e cases revolve around  contested 
evidence, e.g. in  rela tion  to w hether road-building increases or alleviates 
traffic congestion. I suggest th a t  part of the  a ttrac tion  of experience is th a t it 
can  appear to provide a basis for the  confidence and  certain ty  in judgem ent 
th a t  is a m ark  of the  com petent p lann ing  professional. (Atkinson [1984] 
m akes a sim ilar point on clinical tra in ing  for m edical students being a 
tra in ing  in  dogm atism .)

The perceptions of undergraduate town planners
Reflecting upon  a year in  professional practice ‘sandw iched’ into their 
university  degree, u n derg radua te  p lanners em phasise how  strange and  new  
the  first experience of en tering  the  p lann ing  office was. It takes no 
p rom pting  for som e sharp  distinctions to be d raw n  betw een w h a t they were 
tau g h t in  their th ree  years in  university  and  w h a t they  learned in  the office. 
‘P ractical p lann ing  know ledge’ is the  ph rase  used by one studen t to describe 
w h a t the  year of experience ta u g h t her, as opposed to ‘ju st being to ld’ about 
th ings in  the  university.

A nalytical distinctions (betw een policy areas, for exam ple) w hich 
dom inate  the  academ ic cu rricu lum  are  com pared unfavourably  w ith  the  
w ay  they  experience th ings as ‘linked u p ’ in the ir office placem ent. The 
university  education is un iversally  regarded as unsuitable. A typical 
com m ent is: ‘W e jo ined th e  p lann ing  course to  become practical tow n 
p lan n e rs .’ It is by no m eans clear to studen t p lanners how  a social science 
based university  education  helps them .

The contestability  of theses in  the  social sciences m ust be a serious liabi
lity for those w ho are  seeking practicality  and  certain ty . In  th is view of 
w h a t constitu tes w orthw hile  know ledge, the  existence of com peting justifi
cations for prom oting  equal opportunities already places a  question m ark  
over its s ta tus as professionally re levan t know ledge. My experience of
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teaching  a m odule on  equal opportunities to p lann ing  studen ts is th a t m ost 
en thuse  about learn ing  how  to apply standards of accessibility w hen  evalu 
a ting  buildings. H ow ever, they  are  a t best bored, and  often m ade anxious, 
by the sometimes passionate  a rgum en ts w h ich  arise a ro u n d  how  disability 
should be defined, and  th e  im plications of different approaches to  definitions 
for the  prom otion of equa l opportunities.

Active learning on the job
A striking feature of s tu d en t accounts of how  they  learn  du ring  the ir profes
sional p lacem ent is how  (selectively) active they  are  in the process. S tudents 
realise quite quickly th a t  th ey  m ust take  initiatives to ensure  th a t  they  can  
perform  adequately in  th e  office. For exam ple, for all five s tuden ts in  one 
focus group, careful observation  of m ore senior officers w as an  im portan t 
w ay  of learn ing  skills, b o th  m u n d an e  and  sophisticated (e.g. answ ering  the  
telephone in an  appropria te  w ay, or negotiation). However, o ther forms of 
active learning appeared  to  be beset by m ore anxiety -  learn ing  ‘th ro u g h  
necessity’ w as offered as a  description by one person, and  there  w ere w ry  
smiles of recognition as a n  anecdote  w as offered of a  panic-filled afternoon 
searching  th ro u g h  files for in fo rm ation  for a  senior officer.

In my experience, th is  app roach  to  learn ing  is considerably m ore active 
th a n  the approach  adopted  by the  sam e studen ts in  relation to  the ir full
tim e university  studies. I w ould  speculate th a t  this is a com bination  of the  
w ay  lecturers present them selves (as experts, uniquely  able to define the  
con tours of a subject o r specialism ) and  a view held by studen ts of theo re
tical knowledge as som eth ing  to  be absorbed passively, prior to use in 
practice, its usefulness p resum ably  vary ing  directly w ith  its degree of 
certa in ty  (a perspective S inclair [1997] found in  trainee doctors). Engage
m en t w ith, and  question ing  of, theory  -  an  activity valued by academ ics -  
h as  no place in th is view  of know ledge and  its acquisition.

In the practice setting , no  less th a n  in  the  university , active learn ing  does 
n o t extend to question ing  th e  know ledge being offered. One fem ale s tuden t 
spoke of how  key lessons h a d  been tau g h t by som eone w ho  ‘sa t m e dow n, 
pa tted  m e on the  head  a n d  told m e’. (M any o ther studen ts h ad  identified a 
sym pathetic  individual in  th e  office w ho w ould teach  th em  im portan t 
aspects of the  job.) As th e  qu o ta tio n  implies, these relationships im part m ore 
th a n  ju st technical in fo rm ation  abou t p lann ing  -  the  m a n n e r  of the  
teach ing  helps in itia te  th e  novice p lanner in to  a set of social relations 
th ro u g h  w hich  p lan n in g  is und ertak en  in  th a t  setting.

The importance of the culture of the work setting
W hen a group  of studen ts  m idw ay th ro u g h  a year-long p lacem ent discussed 
w h a t they  h ad  learned  so far, cen tral to  the  session w ere varia tions on  the
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them e of ‘y°u have to know  you r office c u ltu re ’ (as one p u t it). Com m uni
cating w ith  colleagues and  people outside th e  office w as p a rt of this (‘appre
ciating w here  everyone’s com ing from ’ said ano ther). The studen t p lanner is 
learning to  fit in to  a  set of social relations w hich, inevitably, are pow er
laden, and  very  likely sha re  a t least some of th e  lim itations and injustices 
associated w ith  the  w ider social context. But questioning any  perceived 
flaws -  for exam ple, by d raw ing  a tten tion  to  sexism or racism  in the w ork
place -  will th rea ten  the  delivery m echanism  w hich  is teaching the  new  
p lanner ho w  to do the  job; m oreover, as w e will see in  the  next section, 
there  are  strong  pressures on p lanners to stick together in  the  workplace.

‘Under threat’: the occupational context and 
culture of planners
In  an  acco u n t of social w orkers specialising in  child care, P ithouse (1994) 
describes h o w  a particu la r kind of colleagueship (his term ) w as forged 
w hich  helped  th e  w orkers ‘construct their activities as orderly and  credit
able’ in  a n  often hostile and  uncerta in  env ironm ent. P lanners, too, operate 
in  an  env ironm en t w hich can  fairly be described as th reaten ing , if no t 
alw ays ac tua lly  hostile. Key characteristics are:

•  M aking p lans and  m aking  decisions on  p lann ing  applications creates 
benefits for some and  costs, or losses, for others. Often there  is a great 
deal a t stake for individuals and  groups. There are no  reliable da ta  abou t 
physical a ttacks on p lanners bu t they  appear to occur pretty  regularly, 
and  th ere  h as  been a t least one fatal assau lt in  the  last ten  years. One of 
the  s tu d en t p lanners adm itted  being th rea tened  w ith  death  by a 
d isgruntled  m em ber of the  public, and  m an y  o thers recalled being in tim i
dated by p lann ing  applicants or m em bers of th e  public.

•  There a re  very occasional rum ours (and  seem ingly very few instances) of 
corrup tion , bu t an  understandab le  public perception th a t  p lanning  could 
be co rru p t (given the  am o u n ts  of m oney to be m ade from favourable 
decisions).

•  Form al responsibility for decisions rests w ith  councillors, w ho become 
in terested  in scrutin ising (and  attem pting  to  influence) p lanners’ judge
m ents. This comes as a  shock to m an y  studen t p lanners -  one 
com m ented, ‘I d idn’t connect p lann ing  an d  politics before’ -  w hich 
probably reflects how  they  w ished to perceive p lanning , ra th e r th a n  
w h a t w as actually  in the ir curricu lum  or textbooks.

•  There a re  a  num ber of opportunities (defined by law) for m em bers of the  
public to  m ake represen ta tions to p lanners, and, subsequently, test 
p lan n e rs’ judgem ents.

•  Testing of p lan n ers’ judgem ents is still dom inated  by a  judicial (and 
hence adversarial) app roach  -  the  m ajority  of p lanners will have given



Values, working lives and professional socialisation in planning 163

evidence as expert w itnesses to some kind of public inquiry  (and been 
cross-exam ined) a t some tim e during th e ir careers. M any experience this 
regularly . Being asked/allow ed to presen t and  defend a  p lann ing  case, 
e ither by exchange of w ritten  subm issions or in person a t a hearing, is 
regarded  as sim ultaneously  traum atic  and  a great opportun ity  -  a kind 
of ‘rite  of passage’ -  by studen t p lanners.

•  The techn ica l co n ten t of professional practice is no t g rea t and  sw athes of 
p lan n in g  standards and guidelines are  unsupported  by research 
evidence. M onitoring and evaluation  are  rarely  undertaken  w ith  any  
rigou r (Reade 1987). All this leaves p lanners vu lnerable w hen 
challenged.

Planning office culture
I suggest th a t som e key factors have encouraged  p lanners to develop an  
occupational cu ltu re  w h ich  h as  features inim ical to tak ing  prom oting equal 
opportunities seriously.

The first of these is a dominant concern with process and procedure. This 
provides a  bu lw ark  aga in st accusations of partisanship , and  also a  very real 
p ro tection  against a ttem pts on  the  part of less powerful interests to unduly  
influence p lan n e rs’ judgem ents. (In tru th , very powerful interests often 
insist on  being accom m odated and  leave it to the  p lanners to w ork ou t how  
to ensu re  th a t  the  u su a l procedural niceties are  observed).

Secondly, there  is a sense o f sharing a beleaguered position, and o f being open 
to unfair attack fo r mercenary and self-interested reasons. P lanners tend  to 
develop e ither or b o th  of the  following reactions to the  foibles of the  public, 
councillors and  developers: a  righteous ind ignation  or a blackish hum our. 
The sen tim ents of A m erican  planners recorded by John Forester (1993) 
w ould be well understood  by UK planners: ‘If som ething goes w rong, the 
p lanners did it. If som eth ing  goes right, the  City Council m em bers claim 
credit for i t.’ This sense of identity is strongest am ong  those groups of 
p lanners m ost often and  m ost directly in  th e  firing line -  nam ely, those 
dealing w ith  p lann ing  applications (McLoughlin 1973) -  b u t is also evident 
elsew here. One s tu d en t p lan n er m id-way th ro u g h  a p lacem ent year in an  
econom ic developm ent u n it found the m ost surprising  (and, he said, 
‘shock ing’) aspect of professional practice w as th a t  ‘a load of slagging off 
goes o n ’, w h ich  I w ould  in terp re t as the  developm ent and  consolidation of 
colleagueship th ro u g h  a  defining of demonised ‘o th ers’.

These tw o  features help explain a curious aspect of p lann ing  offices 
already referred to in  th is chap ter, nam ely, the  very g rea t effort expended on 
teach ing  n ew  e n tran ts  the  procedures, processes and  standards of their new  
office (N icholson 1991). In a  hostile world, new  recru its  have  to be schooled 
in  the  w ays of the ir office and  tau g h t to accept them ; th en  they  can  contri
bu te  to, a n d  benefit from, the  atm osphere of (beleaguered) colleagueship. 
This is the  experience of placem ent s tuden ts -  their m ajor lessons are in
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learning protocols of dealing w ith  councillors, fellow officers, p lanning  appli
can ts and  o ther m em bers of the  public -  cf. Baum  on  a sim ilar US experi
ence (Baum 1997).

I w ould speculate th a t the  greater the  adversarial con ten t of the  w ork of a  
group of p lanners, the  m ore likely they  are  to  inflect the ir colleagueship w ith 
stereotypically m asculine behaviour and  attitudes. W hatever the  accuracy  of 
the  speculation, some p lanning  offices certain ly  have very stereotypically 
gendered behaviour. This has  come ou t quite clearly in  the  experiences of 
tw o fem ale students w ho recently  spent consecutive years in a  developm ent 
contro l section w here all th e  o ther professional staff were m en. One w as 
accounted  a g rea t success by her colleagues and  m anager. She w as unag- 
gressively flirtatious, and  presented an  inability to p lan  he r tim e and  express 
herself form ally as an  endearing dizziness. (It had  earned  her quite a  poor 
degree.) She w as ‘looked after’.

The second studen t did n o t w ish to be looked after, b u t also rejected o ther 
roles on  offer, e.g. becom ing ‘one of the  boys’. She had  a stressful year, 
feeling th a t  she w as no t fully accepted as a  colleague, th a t she m ight be let 
dow n by co-w orkers and w as not being encouraged  to seek assistance from 
h e r m anager. Her practical and em otional support cam e from female 
support w orkers -  adm inistrators and  secretaries w ho  seemed to regard  the  
gendered ‘gam es’ of the  m ale p lanners w ith  a m ix ture  of exasperation and  
contem pt.

The gendered n a tu re  of p lanning  life also em erged in  accounts of conflict 
w ith  th e  public. For w om en, sexist abuse (‘you old slag’, and  so on) w as no t 
uncom m on; one consequence w as to em phasise gender roles w ith in  the  
office, as (male) colleagues took care to ‘p ro tec t’ the ir wom enfolk by antici
pating  visits and  m eetings w hich  m ight be problem atical.

Conclusion
A w ealth  of research  evidence show s th a t  prom oting equal opportunities is 
no t regarded  as im portan t by professional p lanners. The particu lar concern  
of th is chap ter has been w hy  studen t p lanners w ho have undertaken , or are  
in  th e  m idst of, w ork placem ents appear to  find it difficult to say any th ing  
abou t equal opportunities w hen  discussing the ir experience of work, even 
th o u g h  they  have only recently  studied equal opportunities in  university. 
They seem  to struggle to  find a w ay of using th e  concepts and  concerns 
associated w ith  the  prom otion  of equal opportunities to m ake sense of their 
w ork experiences. The studen ts quoted above, w ho had  so m any  vivid 
th ings to  say abou t the ir in troduction  to  professional life, typically fell silent 
w hen  asked w h e th er issues associated w ith  equal opportunities arose in  
the ir placem ents.

The possible inference of th is discussion is th a t  the  values and  concepts 
associated w ith  p rom oting  equal opportunities struggle to find any  kind of 
p u rchase  in  the  life of th e  professional p lan n er -  first, because p lanners
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valorise experiential know ledge acquisition, and  secondly, because the  occu
pational cu ltu re  of p lanners contains values and  attribu tes inim ical to  the  
concerns of equal opportunities. The com bination  of these factors squeezes 
equal opportunities off the  conceptual and  norm ative m ap of novice 
p lanners as they  struggle to come to term s w ith  their in troduction  to 
practice.

P lanners value know ledge th a t can  guide (and justify) professional 
practice. This m eans th a t  contestable social science will alw ays appear a 
poor basis for practice com pared to the  apparen t certain ty  and  specificity of 
th a t w h ich  is directly experienced. For novice p lanners, the  intellectual and  
norm ative  contestability  of equal opportunities im m ediately devalues it as 
know ledge for practice, an d  its absence from  the  concerns of existing, experi
enced p ractitioners -  valued  sources of applicable knowledge -  confirm s its 
m arg inality  as a source of professional knowledge.

Equal opportunities does no t figure in  the  instruction  experienced 
p lanners im part to new com ers because p lanners have  developed a n  occupa
tional cu ltu re  w h ich  em phasises the  im portance of procedural correctness 
(fine-tuned to suit local pressures and  sensitivities), of neu tra lity  and  a 
studied im partiality , an d  of the  need to constan tly  guard  against (and 
pro tect each  o ther against) hostile o thers m otivated  by self-interest. They 
are  predisposed to be suspicious of a  call to prom ote equal opportunities 
w hich  dem ands changes to  procedures (albeit changes w hich it is claimed 
are  designed to secure fairness), w hich  imply th a t  individuals a n d /o r  groups 
have e ither been unfairly  trea ted  or m igh t be so treated  in the  fu ture, and  
casts a shadow  over (stereotypically m asculine) a ttitudes or behaviour 
w hich  are  cu ltu rally  encoded as associated w ith  stand ing  up for oneself in 
the  face of un fair criticism .

The concerns associated w ith  prom oting equal opportunities can  appear 
to em an a te  from a very different kind of w orld to  th a t  in w hich  planners 
operate. P lanners know  th a t  w hich  they experience -  they  know  th a t  proce
dures are applied im partially; they  know  th a t they  are often th e  b u tt of 
u n ju st criticism  and  hostility; they  know  th a t the  ideas and  concerns asso
ciated w ith  equal opportun ities do no t seem  to m ake any  better sense of 
these experiences th a n  th e  occupational cu ltu re  a lready  in place.

If th is analysis is reasonab ly  accurate  th en  th e  prom otion  of equal oppor
tun ities w ith in  p lann ing  m ay  be m ade easier by:

•  am elio rating  the  adversaria l n a tu re  of the  process
•  reducing  the  pressure of sc ru tiny  on p lanners by councillors
•  lim iting the  tim e p lan n ers  spend in  the  m ore adversarial an d  heavily

scrutin ised aspects of th e  occupation.

Such changes m ight, a t least, allow for som e ch ange  in  th e  occupational 
cu ltu re  of the  profession, th o u g h  of course they  m igh t n o t be desirable 
changes for o ther reasons.
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Background and Context: Race and Planning in the UK
This paper examines the significance for the promotion of race equality in 
planning of a specific change in the local government context which has the 
potential to transform the relationship between planning and race equality. New 
duties to promote race equality have been placed on local authorities (and other 
public bodies) in the United Kingdom (UK) by amendments to the Race 
Relations Act. These new obligations are corporate duties in the sense that the 
local authority is the entity held responsible for fulfilling them, but they can be 
expected to have an effect on all aspects of the authority’s activities, including 
its work as a planning authority. This paper analyses a sample of Race Equality 
Schemes (RESs) (in effect, action plans) prepared by W elsh local authorities in 
accordance with the Act to see what evidence there is of planning being more 
sensitive to promoting race equality. In drawing conclusions it must be borne in 
mind that the sample of schemes is limited. This can be no more than a 
preliminary assessment, therefore.

The argument o f the paper is that, even taking into account the novelty of 
what is being asked o f local authorities, it is disappointing that generally 
schemes have little to say about planning, which means that planning is likely 
to remain peripheral to race equality initiatives, and race equality, in turn, is 
more likely to rem ain peripheral to planning. Also o f concern are the technical 
limitations o f the schemes, the existence o f which suggests that many local 
authorities could benefit from further advice and, perhaps, resources, in this area 
of their work. On a more positive note, many local authorities give every 
indication o f recognising that there is progress to be made, and evince a 
commitment to improvement in relation to promoting race equality. These 
conclusions are consistent with the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE)’s 
own review o f the extent to which public bodies (of which local authorities are 
only a subset) were drawing up RESs compatible with its advice (CRE & 
Schneider-Ross, 2003). This more CRE-focused concern provides a useful 
complement and context for the more planning-focused concern o f the present
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paper. The remainder o f this section o f the paper introduces the new legislative 
regime and sketches the rather slow progress since the 1970s in increasing the 
importance of race equality within the planning system.

Research has found that with conspicuous exceptions the planning system in 
the UK has related uneasily to statutory and policy concerns about racial 
discrimination and racial tension. The UK has had legislation outlawing racial 
discrimination since 1965. Moreover, since the 1950s, concern about racial 
tensions, particularly when associated with violence against people and/or 
property, has captured the attention o f politicians, the media and influential 
policy advisors at national and local level, with some regularity (Scarman, 1981; 
Campbell, 1993; Cantle, 2001; Ouseley, 2001; Solomos, 2003). Many areas of 
social and economic life have transformed their procedures and approaches to 
their work to take account o f a changed, and constantly changing, policy 
climate— personnel practices, the administration and practice of teaching, and 
policing practices are three of the more prominent examples o f change (Ball & 
Solomos, 1990; Office o f the Deputy Prime Minister, 2003). The changes may 
not always have won universal approval, but the key point for the present 
purposes is that they illustrated a sensitivity on the part of those involved in 
those policy processes o f the need to take account of the ‘race relations 
agenda’— notably, being sensitive to the possibility o f direct and indirectly 
discriminatory practices and, second, as part of this, the dangers of drawing up 
policies which marginalise the concerns of minority ethnic groups (Thomas, 
2000).

The planning system appears to be among the least sensitive o f all policy areas 
to these concerns. External observers have been astonished at the way in which 
debates and discussions about racism and discrimination in planning lag behind 
and seem detached from those in other policy fields (Moore, 1995). The Royal 
Town Planning Institute (RTPI), the professional institute for UK planners, has 
given a lead to the profession by providing evidence-based advice about 
promoting race equality within, and through, planning (CRE/RTPI, 1983; Krish- 
narayan & Thomas, 1993). Yet, successive analyses o f the operation of the 
system, involving reviews of documentation, and questionnaire surveys of, and 
interviews with, planners and users o f the system, have painted a rather 
depressing picture of persistent reluctance to institute procedural changes which 
have become the norm in very many policy fields (such as monitoring of 
outcomes for different ethnic groups of bureaucratic processes) (Krishnarayan & 
Thomas, 1993; Loftman & Beazley, 1998; Ellis, 2000, 2001; Thomas, 2000). In 
addition, there is a palpable unease among planners about discussing the 
implications for planning of a concern for race equality; making the conceptual 
connection between race equality and planning still seems difficult for many 
planners, which some have argued is one outcome o f the way the profession
alised occupation has drifted away from a serious engagem ent with promoting 
social welfare (Thomas, 1999).

Against this rather depressing background, some commentators have sug
gested that the pressure on local authorities to take corporate approaches to the 
challenges o f governance may encourage, or force, planning departments to 
emulate the practices of more progressive colleagues. In this context, a ‘corpo-
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rate approach’ is an approach to governance which views a local authority as 
(potentially or actually) a single integrated (corporate) entity— with corporate 
objectives and goals— rather than a collection of individual departments with a 
series of individual, possibly unrelated, goals and objectives. It has been 
suggested that if the local authority were to make the promotion o f race equality 
a priority within an effective corporate approach to governance then each part of 
the authority— including that responsible for planning— would be obliged to play 
a full part in achieving that goal. For example, Best Value, a system of 
externally audited performance measurement with a strong corporate dimension, 
has been seen as having this potential (Thomas & Lo Piccolo, 2000 ) . 1 Yet even 
optimists accept that Best Value is an indirect approach for seeking improve
ments in connecting planning to a concern for race equality, simply because that 
is not its primary function, nor is it the popular perception of its role. Moreover, 
reviews o f local authority activity in promoting equal opportunities (in England 
and W ales) over the last few decades have found a patchy picture, within and 
between authorities (Audit Commission, 2002; Office of the Deputy Prime 
M inister, 2003). In recent years, however, a far more direct legislative require
ment has emerged, which appears to herald a new era in the way the planning 
system must relate to the demands o f promoting race equality. This paper 
presents a review of some of the initial effects o f the legislation on local 
government planning.

The Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 and Race Equality Schemes
There is understandable cynicism among those active in the struggle for race 
equality when there are references in the media or political discussions to ‘new 
beginnings’ or ‘landmark reports’ and the like. The significance of the Macpher- 
son Report (Macpherson, 1999) into the poorly conducted police investigation of 
the murder of a young Black Londoner, Stephen Lawrence, was that it had been 
preceded by years o f accusations o f a racist culture being widespread within the 
M etropolitan Police (i.e. a way of doing things and seeing the world which had 
racial categories and stereotypes deeply embedded in it). Macpherson drew on 
this experience and understanding, and explained the shortcomings of the 
investigation by reference to such a culture, described as a form of institutional 
racism, rather than to isolated technical m istakes .2 The prescription for improve
ment, therefore, involved transforming organisational culture. This kind of 
analysis echoes that underlying an increasingly influential approach to promoting 
equal opportunities, especially significant in discussions of sex discrimination—  
namely, the promotion of mainstreaming (Rees, 1999; Booth, 2001). In relation 
to gender, for example, “M ainstreaming policies are those which respect and 
respond to differences, rather than seeking to assist women to fit into male 
institutions and cultures by ... [becoming like men]” (Rees, 1998, p. 40). This is 
a complex task, but as Reeves (2002) points out, there are some straightforward 
starting points— in the case o f mainstreaming gender equality, these include the 
collection o f data disaggregated by gender so as to allow an assessment of 
differential impacts o f policy and o f different needs; taking steps to ensure men 
and women are involved in decision making; identifying measurable goals and

35



H uw  Thomas

outcomes; and devising policies clearly sensitive to any needs which differ by 
gender. Organisational change can be incremental, and there should be evidence 
o f movement in the right direction even at the early stages, which a review of 
documentation such as conducted in this study could pick up. The goal of 
mainstreaming is the rethinking and redesigning of organisational practices, and 
an attendant transformation o f organisational culture and policies. The prin
ciple— at least in relation to sex discrimination— is now accepted in European 
Union programmes (Braithwaite, 1998).

It is not implausible to suggest, therefore, that the M acpherson Report’s 
emphasis on transforming practices and organisational cultures entered public 
policy discussions at a propitious time. The way in which the UK Government 
had to strengthen what was widely perceived as an initially overcautious 
response to the report bears out this analysis (Thomas, 2000). The final response 
o f the government was to revise the existing legislation outlawing racial 
discrimination in ways which provide some basis for a transformative approach 
to organisational culture. Moreover, the legislation considered local authorities 
as corporate entities rather than as contingent collections o f services, and so 
seems to tie planning firmly into corporate obligations and strategies, and reduce 
the likelihood of the planning functions o f the authority being considered as 
somehow irrelevant to promoting race equality. In that way it is not unreasonable 
to see it as building on the kind of corporate approach to promoting equal 
opportunities that has potentially been available through inspection/management 
regimes such as Best Value (Audit Commission, 2002).

Two aspects o f the legislative changes are particularly important. First, there 
is a statutory duty on public bodies (including local councils in their roles as 
local planning authorities) to promote race equality, and a commitment to 
enforcing the duty, through the activities o f the CR£. This has the effect of 
placing the instigating o f change on a par with the work of reacting to instances 
o f discrimination which has tended to dominate the work o f the CRE in the past 
(CRE, 1992). It signals that fostering change for the better, even in the apparent 
absence o f actionable incidents, is as significant as reacting to injury. Second, 
one of the instruments through which specified public bodies will set out their 
systematic approach to promoting race equality, and also subject their approach 
and achievements to scrutiny, is by the preparation of RESs. For local authori
ties, which are among the bodies that have to produce RESs, these are to be 
corporate documents, in which the council as a whole shows how it intends to 
discharge its legislative duty to promote race equality across all its activities. The 
CRE has produced a Code of Practice which public bodies are obliged to follow 
in pursuing their duties under the Act (CRE, 2002), and this includes advice on 
the RES.

It is clear that the revised race relations legislation has the potential to force 
laggard public services, such as planning, to learn from more experienced 
services about how to promote race equality, and— perhaps indirectly— to learn 
from policy networks o f which they have not hitherto been a part. But this 
depends, first, on the Act ‘biting’ in local government, and second, on the 
connections being made between the corporate drive to promote race equality 
and the specific concerns of planning. Part o f achieving this will involve making
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conceptual and policy connections between the kinds o f things the planning 
system is involved in and the promotion of race equality. RESs will be a vital 
part of this process, and examining them provides a good indication of progress 
to date. This paper reports on a review of a sample of first-round schemes, 
prepared by the statutory deadline o f 31 May 2002, in order to evaluate what 
progress is being made. The analysis is of plans as published, with a limited 
amount of supplementary informal discussion with equalities officers in local 
government circles in Wales. The study has its limitations, therefore. For 
example, some of the RESs may be reviewed in the near future (although there 
is unlikely to be major change in most before 2005). Perhaps more importantly, 
the paper concentrates on strategies and plans, rather than actions; it is the latter 
which will be needed to bring about change, and the gap between rhetoric and 
reality can be large. As one council officer puts it in an Audit Commission 
report:

Generally we don’t have a problem with writing policies— the difficult 
thing is making things happen afterwards. If you hand out a load of 
policies, staff just look at you blankly and say ‘Yes, but what do I 
actually need to do here?’ (2002, p. 64)

This paper’s analysis of RESs provides no answers to the question of whether 
action is ensuing, but it does provide an assessment of whether there is a firm 
basis for action— in particular, whether there is a usable plan in place at all, and 
second, whether the conceptual and policy connections between planning and the 
promotion of race equality are beginning to be made. The widespread failure to 
grasp how promoting race equality can connect to planning (the kind o f issue 
alluded to in more general terms in the quotation above) has fettered the work 
of the RTPI, and others, as they have struggled to increase the salience of race 
equality in professional practice (Thomas, 2000); RESs appear to provide a good 
opportunity to highlight what race equality means for planning (and, indeed, any 
other local government function). The creation of any benefit for planning is 
predicated on the quality of the schemes in general, and therefore much of the 
paper evaluates the schemes as a whole, not simply their references, or lack of 
them, to planning.

The sample for the paper consists o f 15 Welsh local authorities (two-thirds of 
the local authorities in W ales) . 3 This sample provides a mix of urban and rural 
authorities with populations ranging from under 100 000 to around 300 000 
people, in a region whose devolved elected assembly has had since its founding 
in 1999 a legislative duty to promote equal opportunities. The National As
sembly of W ales has taken this seriously, and at national (Welsh) level the 
organisational infrastructure to promote equal opportunities is certainly in place 
(Chaney & Fevre, 2002). In some ways, then, both the UK and Welsh policy 
context for promoting race equality is supportive; the paper’s analysis will 
consider the nature o f RESs produced under these circumstances, and the way 
they deal with planning. The next section outlines the legislative context for the 
schemes in slightly more detail and the advice offered to local authorities in 
relation to them.
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Race Equality Schemes
In 2000 the Race Relations Act 1976 was amended so as to place what was 
termed a ‘general duty’ on a wide range of public authorities to promote race 
equality. ‘Public authorities’ included local authorities, so the planning services 
of local authorities are subject to the new statutory obligations. The general duty 
requires public authorities, in everything they do, to have regard to the need to:

• eliminate unlawful discrimination
• promote equality of opportunity
• promote good race relations.

These phrases are not without ambiguity, but for the purposes of this paper the 
key point is that the amended act, and its general duty, supplements the reactive 
and individualistic orientation of the 1976 legislation with a new concern for 
creating an institutional/societal context within which race equality can flourish. 
In concrete terms that means that, for example, it is no longer enough for an 
organisation to have complaints or grievance procedures in place for victims of 
racism .Such measures are important, and still legally required, but public 
authorities are now also required to satisfy themselves continuously (indepen
dently of whether any complaints are received) that their working practices and 
organisational culture are such that discrimination is unlikely. The expectation is 
that organisations will institute training programmes, reviews of procedures, and 
other initiatives to satisfy themselves and external scrutineers that race equality 
is being promoted. This concern with institutional practices and cultures— formal 
and informal ways of doing things— stems directly from the Macpherson 
Report’s conclusion that organisational cultures, including such things as canteen 
banter, can be (sometimes unwitting) vehicles for unfairness within an organis
ation and in the way it delivers a service. Prejudicial stereotypes, for example, 
may develop unreflectively, and be widely shared, and have real— and unfair— 
effects on how certain service users or colleagues are treated. From this 
perspective the corporate implications of the legislation are also evident— if ‘the 
organisation’ is defined as the local authority as a whole, then no part of it can 
be allowed to retain or develop practices prejudicial to race equality.

A large subset of public authorities also has specific duties defined by the 
amended legislation. In the case of local authorities (and many other bodies) the 
specific duty is to draw up and implement an RES which will set out how the 
authority intends to discharge its general duty— i.e. what it intends to do to 
tackle the undoubtedly challenging agenda set by the Act. The CRE, the 
governmental body policing the Race Relations Act, produced a Statutory Code 
of Practice to assist authorities with this duty (CRE, 2001, 2002).

The Statutory Code of Practice advised local authorities about what the RES 
should contain. In brief, this was to set out:

(1) functions and policies that are relevant to their duty under the Act (e.g. 
highway maintenance may not be regarded as relevant, while social services 
and education will be relevant). In a plan of action, priority must be given 
to the most relevant functions;
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(2 ) arrangements for consultations on policies and arrangements for assessing 
their likely impact on the promotion of race equality;

(3) arrangements for monitoring policies for adverse impact;
(4) arrangements for publishing assessment, consultation and monitoring re

ports;
(5) arrangements for making sure the public has access to information and 

public services;
(6 ) arrangements for training staff.

Every scheme examined had something to say about each of these points, but 
how much varied enormously, with schemes ranging in length from 5 pages to 
over 80 (the schemes at either extreme were both for rural, Welsh-speaking 
authorities). Most schemes (13 out of 15) contained a reasonably detailed action 
plan setting out things to be done over the next few years. A minority included 
actions by service delivery departments/functions in this, but most included only 
corporate functions (e.g. corporate recruitment practices or corporate public 
relations practices). Perhaps this reflects the haste with which many schemes 
seem to have been prepared and the lack of any corporate tradition or foundation 
for this kind of work.

The next section will first consider the general approach to undertaking the 
schemes, before considering the particular ways they engage with planning. Like 
most documents, particularly those written by public bodies, the schemes may 
well have been written with more than one audience in mind (Healey, 1986; 
Scott, 1990; Hastings, 1998)— for example, in this case, the CRE, but also 
leading local politicians and council committees. Therefore, the schemes may be 
intended to be read in more than one way. In this paper they will be read from 
the perspective of someone interested in the extent to which they assist the 
promotion of race equality within and through the planning system. Conse
quently, the focus will be on the following.

• How much of a commitment or priority does the scheme seem to enjoy within 
the council’s activities as a whole?

• How helpful is the scheme to those who wish to promote and check on 
activity— for example, does it identify officers responsible for action, does it 
identify targets, deadlines and priorities?

• How transparent is it in justifying its targets/priorities; is there evidence of the 
kind of systematic evaluation of policies and procedures required if main- 
streaming of race equality is to occur (Audit Commission, 2002)?

Throughout, it should be bome in mind that the timetable for producing schemes 
was extremely tight— the CRE was still consulting on its code of practice in 
early 2002, despite the need to publish schemes by end May of that same year 
(CRE, 2001). To be sure, the consultation draft and other material gave some 
good indications of what would be involved in drawing up a scheme, but one can 
understand the reluctance on the part of authorities to go too far before definitive 
advice was available. Yet, even if these circumstances are taken into consider
ation, the variety of schemes is still striking.
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An Analysis of Race Equality Schemes
Commitment/Priority

One way in which the importance of the scheme is established is in the way it 
is introduced. As Hastings puts it, the introductions to a policy document “are 
cruc ia l... in the way that they orientate the reader or set the scene for them . . .” 
(1998, p. 198). In the case of an RES, two aspects of the scheme play a part in 
helping to establish the corporate significance of the document. First, there is the 
presence (or otherwise) of a preface or introduction by a senior councillor and/or 
officer. There is no suggestion that these senior figures actually prepare the 
document, of course, but their signing their names constitutes a degree of 
corporate endorsement of its importance. Four schemes were introduced in this 
way, typically with statements from the chief executive and/or council leader.

The signature of a senior politician or officer may at most symbolise corporate 
importance; embedding the scheme in a narrative about the trajectory of the 
council in relation to promoting equal opportunities and/or race equality goes 
further and can encourage the reader to share a particular corporate view of the 
importance of the scheme. By way of contrast, schemes which have no narrative 
of this kind do nothing to counter a reader’s impression that the scheme is a 
discrete piece of work, potentially divorced from the mainstream of the auth
ority’s concerns.

For example, in Swansea’s scheme, the first three sections are entitled ‘About 
Swansea’, ‘The Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000’; and ‘Action to Date’ 
(a section which sets out the actions the city council took in response to the 
Macpherson Report). Together, these take up only two and an half pages o f a 
document of 43 pages, but they locate the detailed scheme which follows within 
an account of the city and the council’s work— and in so doing begin to suggest 
that the scheme is an integral part of the governance of Swansea. In Powys 
County Council’s scheme, something very similar is provided (this council is 
responsible for a very different kind of area—rural, while Swansea is largely 
urban). Unlike Swansea, the council does not make detailed claims to have some 
kind of track record in race equality initiatives, but it does spend over two pages 
relating the scheme to the council’s general policies on equal opportunities and 
social inclusion, and sets all of this within a description of what it sees as the 
salient demographic characteristics of the area. When read alongside a foreword 
from the senior councillor responsible for equal opportunities, the impression is 
given of a serious engagement with the new duty. By way of contrast, Merthyr 
Tydfil County Borough Council’s scheme simply states the statutory duty which 
has led to the drawing up of the scheme, and then outlines the scheme. 
Implicitly, the scheme is already presented as external to the authority’s 
trajectory and main concerns as an agency of governance.

These simple narratives can pick up hints of tension in the council’s attitude 
to the duty when read in the knowledge of local politics. In the case of 
Ceredigion County Council, the scheme is prefaced by a statement of commit
ment to equal opportunities, but in a discussion of the county’s demography and 
policy— not dissimilar in scope and length to Swansea’s— it emphasises the 
importance of the defence and promotion of the W elsh language within the
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county and quotes legal cases which (it says) allow certain posts to be advertised 
for Welsh language speakers without falling foul of the race relations legislation. 
This level of detail, placed in an otherwise general introduction, suggests that 
there is concern somewhere within the council about the possibility of the 
promotion of race equality undermining a commitment to promoting a particular 
linguistically defined culture (see James & Williams, 1997). Again, the im
pression can be given that promoting race equality is not really being inserted 
into the mainstream of the authority’s activities, as a principle running through 
everything, but rather is viewed as a potential irritant in relation to existing 
corporate priorities.

Usability/Helpfulness o f  the Schemes

The schemes clearly exhibit the influence of the CRE’s advice, with a broad 
pattern common to each. For example, at the very least each lists corporate aims 
in relation to race equality, corporate policies relevant to race equality, sets out 
a plan for complying with the authority’s general duty under the act (see earlier) 
and assesses the relevance of each of its functions in relation to the promotion 
of race equality. Yet, two things strike the reader forcefully on reading the 
schemes. The first is the variation in their length, remarked upon earlier. A word 
count was not undertaken, but it is quite evident that they vary a great deal. The 
variation cuts across urban/rural divisions, and which political parties are in 
control of the council. The second is the absence of systematically collected data 
relevant to the duties placed on authorities under the Act— for example, to use 
in the process of assessing how functions are performing in relation to promoting 
race equality, or the impact of policies on different ethnic groups. This shortfall 
is acknowledged in a number of schemes, with Torfaen going as far as to label 
its scheme an interim scheme and Merthyr Tydfil calling its scheme a draft 
scheme. These are among many who explicitly commit themselves to an annual 
review, which— it is to be hoped— will lead to a strengthening of schemes both 
technically and in terms of evidence base.

The length of a scheme, in itself, need not be an indicator of quality or 
commitment, but at an extreme it can affect transparency and usability. In 
Ceredigion, for example, the basic pattern is followed, but “the relevant 
strategies and plans of the authority” are simply listed (50 in all) with not even 
a hint of why they are ‘relevant’, whether some may be relevant in different 
ways to others, and what this might mean to the scheme. Swansea’s RES begins 
to do precisely that by providing tables which relate council plans and policies 
to particular concerns of the RES— and the statutory duty to promote race 
equality— such as consultation practices, monitoring practices and access to 
information. In relation to the question of relevance, Monmouthshire County 
Council provides a level of transparency greater than that of all the others in the 
sample by reproducing the returns of all directorates to a questionnaire designed 
to assess the relevance of their functions to the duty to promote race equality.

Both Swansea’s and Ceredigion’s plans are among the two-thirds of the 
sample (10) who identify an officer responsible for the RES as a whole. Another 
identifies officers responsible for pursuing individual initiatives within the
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T a b l e  1. Numbers o f local authorities whose RES had certain characteristics 
(numbers in brackets indicate partial fulfilment)

Precise Performance 
description o f /output 
action indicators

Timetable/
deadlines

Clear
responsibilities Some targets

13 5 (8) 8 (4) 5 (1) 3

Note: Number in sample =13 .  
Source: Author’s survey.

scheme, and one identifies a councillor as responsible for the scheme. In most 
cases, therefore, it is possible for someone to follow up an interest in an element 
of the scheme. Perhaps this is as well, because the majority of schemes are weak 
in their treatment of what will get done and when.

A useful and serious action plan is one which contains the following five 
elements: precise description of action, deadline/timetable for action, precise 
outcome/performance indicator, performance target over a given period of time, 
and identification of person/group responsible for action (see, for example, 
Maychell & Pathak (1997, p. 3) in relation to action plans in schools following 
educational inspections).

Table 1 shows that evaluated against these criteria the 13 schemes which had 
some kind of an action plan were patchy. Most specified reasonably clearly what 
actions were contemplated in pursuit of the promotion of race equality, but 
performance/output indicators were often vague or non-existent. C ardiff s 
scheme, for instance, states that the council will target advertising of posts at 
minority ethnic groups by, inter alia, “expanding on the use of local community 
papers, newsletters etc. . . .” (p. 25). However, no indication is given of how 
progress is to be measured, no timetable or deadline is given (other than that the 
plan is for the period 2002-2005), and no target set for, say, numbers of 
community newsletters to be used, or proportions of minority groups to be 
targeted in this way. In short, it is difficult for anyone to know whether the 
council is living up to what it is claiming to want to do. Other action plans share 
these drawbacks to varying degrees. There is also variation within individual 
schemes, as if a variety of hands had been involved and insufficient overall 
editing/control exercised. Thus some plans have a clear timetable in some parts 
and are vague in others. This may well indicate tensions within a council in 
relation to the importance of promoting race equality. One equalities officer 
commented that, one year into the statutory regime, there remained ‘pockets 
within the authority’ which were unenthusiastic about what was required of 
them, while others had been very enthusiastic and exercised initiative in 
developing ideas relevant to their policy areas.

It is difficult to produce a water-tight classification of complex policy 
documents, but drawing upon the kinds of considerations set out in this section, 
a three-fold classification of local authorities is suggested.

42



Do
wn

lo
ad

ed
 

By
: 

[C
ar

di
ff

 
Un

iv
er

si
ty

] 
At
: 

10
:0
7 

21 
Ap

ri
l 

20
09

Welsh Experience o f  Race Equality Schemes

(1) Authorities who appear quite confident (and have some experience) in 
pursuing an ‘equalities agenda’, and whose RES is presented as the latest 
stage in a (fairly) well-established process. There are no more than two or 
three such authorities in this sample.

(2) Authorities who appear less confident, and indeed in some cases say so, but 
are, to varying degrees, conspicuously positive about the RES and its 
implications.

(3) Authorities who appear to have no great experience and/or confidence in 
promoting equal opportunities, and produce schemes which are formally 
complete but have serious examples of the flaws mentioned above. Why this 
is so requires further research— for example, is it caused by a lack of 
importance being attached to the work, or a general lack of resources, or 
some other reason?

The distinction between groups (1) and (2) and group (3) might well revolve 
around the significance attached to the RES, with the former suggesting, through 
the structure and content of their schemes, that promoting race equality matters 
to the local authority, and the latter suggesting that the scheme is simply one 
legal obligation among many that the authority faces. In some ways the findings 
provide some hope for the future. A good proportion of authorities are giving an 
appearance of commitment to promoting race equality; the quality of RESs may 
be variable, but there is a basis for progress, if pressure (and encouragement) 
from the CRE and other bodies is brought to bear consistently, a finding which 
the CRE’s own review confirms (CRE & Schneider-Ross, 2003). On the other 
hand, mainstreaming involves considerably more of a corporate commitment 
than is required simply to write a reasonable action plan, and the failure of quite 
a few authorities to do even that is a measure of how much ground remains to 
be covered.

On balance, then, a mixed but not terribly positive verdict on the question of 
the extent to which the new legislative approach to promoting race equality in 
Britain has begun to ‘bite’. How much of such ‘bite’ as there is has been felt by 
planning?

Planning and the RES

The key indicator of what effect the new legislative and policy environment is 
likely to have on planning is the degree of relevance which the schemes deem 
the planning function to have, i.e. the degree to which they regard planning as 
“relevant to the general duty to promote race equality” (CRE, 2002, p. 23).

Only 11 of the schemes actually provide a breakdown of services/functions 
according to relevance, which reflects the overall commitment to the RES, and 
the quality of what is produced. One scheme claimed that planning was not 
relevant, a finding which seems completely uninformed by, and runs counter to 
the findings of, a number of studies cited in the introductory sections of this 
paper (CRE/RTPI, 1983; Krishnarayan & Thomas, 1993). Table 2 provides a 
description of the conclusions of the two-thirds which regarded planning 
functions as relevant and also incorporated a breakdown of council functions by
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T a b l e  2. Numbers of local authorities assessing planning functions as relevant to 
general duty to promote race equality

High

Relevance

Medium Low

Development control/enforcement 3 2 5
Unitary development plan/forward plan 1 5 4

Note: Number in sample =  10.
Source: Author’s survey.

relevance. Two things stand out from Table 2: first, that there is great variety in 
the assessments of relevance produced; and second, that despite this variety, 
overall, planning is not regarded as highly relevant. On the other hand, there is 
some comfort to be gained from the finding that where an aspect of planning is 
seen as relevant to the general duty to promote race equality then it is 
development control which is so identified. This might reasonably be interpreted 
as an acknowledgement of the potential for institutional discrimination in the 
way planning procedures are pursued, something which planning officers have, 
historically, been reluctant to accept (Thomas, 1994).

Some variation in the assessments of relevance is to be expected, as they were 
intended to reflect local concerns and priorities (CRE, 2002), but that develop
ment control should be a low (third-year) priority in the city of Swansea, a 
medium priority in the city of Cardiff and a high (year-one) priority in the rural 
authority o f Gwynedd (while in largely rural Pembrokeshire development control 
is adjudged a low priority) is an outcome which requires at least some 
explanation. This is where the lack of any explanatory/justificatory context, a 
feature of all schemes to some extent, is such a drawback to their credibility—it 
is difficult not to feel that the priorities of the schemes are as likely to reflect 
intra-authority horse trading as a reasoned evaluation of the relationship between 
planning functions and the promotion of race equality.

Conclusion
This paper provides an early assessment of an innovation in the promotion of 
race equality (the RES) which will undoubtedly develop over the years. The 
results need to be qualified by taking into account the small sample and the fact 
that the schemes studied were produced within a tight timetable. There is clearly 
a need for further research on the subject. Yet, even so, the assessment presents 
a sobering picture which is consistent with other early assessments (CRE & 
Schneider-Ross, 2003). It finds schemes which are, at best, formally competent, 
but generally lacking in explanation or justification. A number of schemes 
acknowledge that they are limited, for the moment, by a legacy of ignorance 
about processes and outcomes of relevance to drawing up a scheme— there is a 
widespread commitment to data gathering and monitoring, which may provide a
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firmer and more sophisticated basis for future RESs. However, this source of 
optimism is balanced by the sizable minority of authorities whose schemes 
evince a lack of interest in and commitment to promoting race equality as a 
central component of their activities, i.e. as a mainstream activity. For them, this 
appears to be a further statutory duty with the letter of which they may comply, 
but the spirit of which seems to have left them unmoved. Perhaps most worrying 
of all is the lack of transparency in the schemes, and in particular the almost 
universal lack of reasons for choices. These characteristics make the schemes 
difficult to use as tools for holding authorities to account. In some the action 
plans lack the detail which would allow them to be used in this way; in most 
there are no reasons given for key choices the authority has made, so it is 
difficult to divine an underlying logic. Drawing up plans with these defects is 
easier if there is little or no consultation with organisations outside the authority 
who wish to use them as tools to check on progress. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that very few, if any, local authorities in the sample consulted on the 
schemes— certainly, none contain any reference within them to consultation.

In these circumstances there is little likelihood that RESs will provide the kind 
of leadership to planning services that was outlined in the paper’s introductory 
section. It is possible that planning functions in any given council may be 
involved in scrambling up the learning curve with the rest of the authority, but 
there appear to be only a few where there is enough corporate confidence in the 
promotion of race equality to provide a lead for planners. So, the need for 
national guidance specifically for planners (as opposed to general advice to 
public bodies (CRE & Schneider-Ross, 2003)) remains as great as ever. This 
needs to come from government departments, professional organisations and 
local government organisations. In addition, it is imperative that RESs are 
subject to consultation and scrutiny by local and national race equality organisa
tions, so that the issue of their usability becomes paramount and they are more 
than just paper exercises.
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Notes

1. Best value is cited as an example of an instrument for planning, managing and evaluating the performance 
of local government which is based on the view that local authorities should be regarded primarily as 
integrated bodies seeking to achieve particular objectives and/or address particular problems, rather than a 
collection of departments with responsibilities defined individually by statutory and/or policy demands. 
Because this approach to governance is increasingly influential, there are other examples of policy planning 
and appraisal which could be cited and which would be interesting to research in respect of their potential 
for promoting race equality (e.g. Community Plans and Sustainability Appraisals). In each of these there 
may well be opportunities to identify and share good practice in mainstreaming race equality.

2. Institutional discrimination is defined by Macpherson as:The collective failure of an organisation to provide 
an appropriate and professional service to people because of their colour, culture, or ethnic origin. It can 
be seen or detected in processes, attitudes or behaviour which amount to discrimination through unwitting
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prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness, and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people. 
(1999, p. 28)

3. The local authorities whose schemes were analysed were: Bridgend County Borough Council, Caerphilly 
County Borough Council, City and County of Cardiff, Carmarthenshire County Council, Ceredigion 
County Council, Gwynedd Council, Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council, Monmouthshire County 
Council, Neath Port Talbot Borough Council, Pembrokeshire County Council, Powys County Council, 
Rhondda Cynon Taff County Borough Council, City and County of Swansea, Torfaen Borough Council, 
Vale of Glamorgan Council.
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Planning for a diverse society?

A review o f the UK government's Planning Policy 
G uidance

The assessm ent of how  policies impact differentially upon different groups within society  has b eco m e an  

increasingly important feature of public policy. The paper presents the results of the application of a  

diversity proofing template to the UK G overnm ents Planning Policy G uidance series. The template and  

approach are m odified on es b a sed  on a  series of similar techniques in other policy fields. The results of 

the exercise demonstrate the highly variable consideration given across the series to the different and  

specific n eed s of w om en and men, ethnic minorities, d isabled peop le , older p eop le , and children and  

young p eo p le . The paper suggests that the series could be significantly improved to respond to the 

realities o f social diversity in modern Britain and advises on how  the planning system can actively cater 

for such diversity.

The assessment of how policies impact differentially upon different groups within 
society has become an increasingly important feature of public policy. This can be 
explained both as a concern of public bodies not to impact negatively or dispro
portionately upon a particular group as in the case of racial discrimination or, 
alternatively, to ensure that positive action measures have the desired and intended 
effect for a target population. The context for such concerns is the increased 
recognition of the diversity of modern societies, in which complex manifestations of 
gender, race, age, faith and sexuality create a differentiated public to which policy is 
addressed. This is partly an issue of achieving effective policy implementation, yet it 
also highlights a series of moral and ethical dimensions in relation to planning and the 
built environment. Braithwaite (1 9 9 8 , 6 ) reminds us that ‘Development which meets 
the needs of some groups in society better than others is morally unacceptable’. 
Diversity proofing is one method of assessing public policies to examine whether they 
are sensitive to the differing and complex needs of a diverse society. This paper 
reports on the application of a diversity proofing method to the UK government’s 
Planning Policy Guidance (PPG) series. The purpose of the paper is to assess the 
extent to which the series of documents is sensitive to the needs of a diverse society, 
and to provide a ‘worked example’ of a particular tool for assessing such sensitivity.

Neil Harris and Huw Thomas are lecturers in the School o f City and Regional Planning, Cardiff University, 
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The PPG series was first introduced in 1 9 8 8  as a  m echanism  to ensure the clearer 
articulation of central government planning policies and priorities. Governm ent 
circulars had previously been used for this purpose, although a review found these to 
be deficient as a vehicle for the clear expression o f  governm ent policy. T he series has 
been relatively successful in its intended function a n d  has been broadly welcomed by 
practitioners. However, critics point out that the series has centralised power and 
control, allowing central government to exert significant influence over local planning 
authorities. The series was introduced as nine docum ents, although it has sub
sequently expanded to 2 5  separate documents. S om e documents have been revised 
rwice. while others, including some on im portant p lanning  issues, are increasingly 
dated. The series is recognised in England as the  principal source o f government 
guidance on the use and development of land a n d  the wider planning system. It is 
influential in framing local planning policies and individual planning decisions and is 
therefore a key determinant of land use p a tte rn s  and the form of the built 
environment. It is currently being reviewed as part o f  a wide ranging recasting o f  the 
planning system and the documents are being revised as Planning Policy Statements 
PPSs). The new documents are to be focused m ore closely on presenting key policies 
and objectives for the planning system. This provides an im portant opportunity to 
consider how the series might become more sensitive to  the needs o f a diverse society. 
It is expected that the revised series might perform  two key functions. First, it can 
define the challenges and opportunities of a diverse society. Second, the series can 
both demonstrate and legitimate the connection betw een  planning and diversity. It 
can do this both in general terms and also specifically in relation to certain key topics, 
prodding examples wherever appropriate. It is therefore  appropriate that the series 
dould be subject to diversity proofing to assess w h e th e r the policies and guidance 
contained within it are sensitive to the characteristics and  needs o f a diverse society.

The paper first addresses a series of important developm ents in the legislative and 
policy context related to social diversity. It then identifies historically how planning ‘in 
the public interest’ has acted as a convenient veil fo r the  representation o f particular 
groups or interests. The practice of policy proofing is then  outlined as a m ethodology 
ror assessing the impacts of policies on different g roups or interests that are subject to 
spedal consideration, either as a matter of legislation o r  policy interest. T he rem ainder 
of the paper reports the findings from applying a d iversity  proofing template to each 
of the documents in the PPG series. This exercise w as conducted as part o f a research 
project addressing diversity issues across the p lan n in g  system, which included a 
questionnaire distributed to local planning authorities (ODPM , 2 0 0 3 ). T he project 
was commissioned by the Office of the Deputy P rim e  M inister as part o f a package 
of measures to improve knowledge and understand ing  o f diversity and planning, 
including the preparation of good practice guidance.

Most studies have focused on articulating diversity o r equality issues at the local or
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neighbourhood level, where gender-sensitive and other related approaches are 
contended to be most significant and effective. However, higher-level and strategic 
policy documents can be especially important in allocating resources (Reeves, 2 0 0 2 ) 
and, in the case of the PPG series, in legitimating actions and decisions at the local 
level. The approach outlined in the paper is also of interest for its address of the 
prevalence of a spectrum of diversity concerns within an entire series of documents. 
This contrasts with a great many other approaches that have focused primarily on the 
representation of one particular defined group, such as women, ethnic minorities or 
children. The approach presented here therefore allows for a comparative assessment 
of how certain groups are taken into account or emphasised and others are not.

Diversity, public policy an d  planning
Diversity is an increasingly common term in policy development and therefore needs 
some qualification. The approach in this paper responds to two key interpretations of 
the term ‘diversity’. First, there is social diversity interpreted as an outcome of 
systematic and persistent inequality. This perspective on social difference (or diversity) 
recognises that because social relations are power laden, so will be the social divisions 
and differences, and any associated stereotypes, that are produced through social 
interaction (Jacobs and Fincher, 1 9 9 8 ). Certain kinds of social difference and division 
harden through systematic and cumulative practices to become ‘substantial, 
entrenched and patterned differences between people that run through a society and 
which influence their present and future prospects’ (Braham and Janes, 2 0 0 2 , xiii). It 
is these kinds of division, associated with systematic inequality and injustice, that have 
been axes of political mobilisation and struggle, sometimes resulting in legislation and 
other policy initiatives. Awareness of the complexity of diversity, interpreted in this 
way, has increased in recent decades, as social divisions based on gender, sexuality, 
disability and age have become arenas for political mobilisation. There is also growing 
awareness of the complex geographies of difference for example, that the nature of 
gender, and its associated inequalities, may differ from place to place (McDowell and 
Massey, 1 9 8 4 ). The implications of this discussion for the practice of policy proofing is 
that the categories of social diversity employed need to be recognised only as those 
shown to be significant at a given time and place. Any distinctions made must not be 
regarded as denoting some kind of unchanging essential categorisation of social 
diversity. In this paper we have restricted ourselves to those selected aspects of social 
diversity which are currendy widely accepted as significantly related to inequalities of 
chances in life and power at the aggregate, national level. O ther categorisations will 
be more significant at different times, in different localities and at different scales. For 
example, different kinds of distinction may have to be drawn if local policies are 
being proofed, or where important local distinctions need to be defined within
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categories of gender and ethnicity. Key groups are therefore used advisedly within the 
paper, recognising their limitations across all scales and issues. This is illustrated well 
by one of our key groups, children and young people. In his seminal study of children 
in the city, Ward (1 9 7 8 , vi vii) cautioned against treating children as a homogeneous 
group, identifying that there are important differences between children of different 
ages and backgrounds. He also noted the different patterns of city use when 
childhood is differentiated by gender. The validity of a particular definition of a ‘key 
group’ is therefore dependent on a number of contextual factors.

Within the British planning system the promotion of equal opportunities has been 
an important vehicle for addressing diversity-related issues. This has been reinforced 
by a series of recent developments. The programmes developed by Labour govern
ments since 1 9 9 7  have been important in raising the profile of equal opportunities 
across a range of policy sectors, including planning, as has the allocation of a 
legislative duty to promote equality of opportunity to the devolved and elected bodies 
in Scotland and Wales. The Macpherson Report (1 9 9 9 ) has also dramatically affected 
the context for public administration and public policy development. The Report 
concerns an investigation into the incompetent police inquiry into the murder of a 
black teenager. It has impacted on legislation through a dramatic strengthening and 
reorientation of the law against racial discrimination. Yet its implications for public 
policy extend well beyond the issue of race. The report’s findings of ‘institutional 
racism’ within the Metropolitan Police have been generalised to a wider public policy 
context to assess whether certain values are embedded within institutions that 
discriminate against identifiable groups within society, whether based on race, 
ethnicity or other characteristics. This resonates very clearly with ‘mainstreaming’ in 
the field of gender equality, whereby equal opportunities are promoted across a wide 
range of public concerns and integrated into everyday policies and practices (Rees, 
1 9 9 8 ; Reeves, 2 0 0 2 ). Rees (1 9 9 8 , 2 6  4 8 ) shows how, in the field of education and 
training, the focus of concern has shifted from assisting disadvantaged individuals 
and groups so that they fitted organisational criteria, to designing organisations and 
processes which do not put individuals or groups at an inappropriate disadvantage. 
Inevitably, this involves a culture change in the organisation. These debates on institu
tional racism, gender mainstreaming and the promotion of ‘everyday life’ perspectives 
combine to emphasise the importance of being sensitive to social diversity in both 
devising and implementing public policy. This convergence goes some way to 
explaining the prevalence of the term ‘diversity’ in recent discussions of promoting 
equal opportunities (Booth, 2 0 0 1 ; Paton, 2 0 0 3 ).

Promoting equal opportunities as the sensitising of public policy to social diversity 
is now commonplace, yet is not without its own risks. For example, there is a danger of 
slipping into a moral relativism which refuses to question aspects of social diversity 
which are themselves unjust or discriminatory (Malik, 2 0 0 3 ). However, an understanding
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of diversity which sees social difference as constructed in social interaction (Jackson, 
1 9 8 9 ) runs less risk of essentialising and romanticising difference.

The second interpretation of diversity used in the paper recognises the complexity 
of social and economic life in contemporary Britain, and the ever more obvious 
redundancy of notions of typicality in relation to daily patterns of life. As Healey 
(2 0 0 0 ) has pointed out, past assumptions about the spatial patterns of people’s lives 
have always proven dangerous and are likely to be even more misleading today. A 
proofing procedure cannot capture all the complexity of social and economic life, but 
it can guard against particularly important stereotypes or simplifications for example, 
it can ensure that policies are sensitive to the needs of those with working patterns 
that do not comply with ‘the normal working day’. This aspect of the proofing 
process needs to be adapted to suit the particular circumstances and concerns of the 
agency undertaking the proofing.

The central concern of the paper, then, is the need for public policies and 
processes to deliver benefits to every member of the public, unless their purposes are 
specifically and openly declared to be otherwise. The effective sensitisation of public 
policy to the characteristics of a diverse society is not only a matter of redressing 
inequality focused on identifiable groups, such as women, or of ensuring equality of 
representation. It is primarily a matter of social justice (Braithwaite, 1 9 9 8 , 6 ). The 
process of policy formulation, the policies themselves, and their delivery must be 
sensitive to the social diversity of modern Britain. Yet the attainment of diversity- 
sensitive policies and procedures is not likely to be easy to achieve within the 
framework of the British planning system. The British planning system operates 
within the constraints of a particular discourse on the public interest and nature of 
the individual (Lo Piccolo and Thomas, 2 0 0 1 ; Healey, 1 9 9 5 ) and has been criticised in 
a well-established literature (Simmie, 1 9 7 4 ; Reade, 1 9 8 7 ). However, critiques of the 
development, employment and perpetuation of stereotypes in policy making are 
much less developed. Stereotypes, related for example to gender, are prevalent both in 
general discourse and within the field of planning (Darke, 1 9 9 6 , 9 6 ). Stereotypes are 
typically ascribed to particular social groupings, although they may also be related to 
the way aspects of social life are conducted, such as stereotyping work and 
employment around ‘the working day’. Analyses of the planning of new towns in the 
1 9 6 0 s and 19 7 0 s argued that their layout was influenced by certain unexamined 
assumptions about how people would live in them. Central among these assumptions 
were the ubiquity of the nuclear family, and the ascription of gender roles and 
consequent balance of power within such families (Lewis and Foord, 1 9 8 4 ). The 
stereotyping of household organisation created plans, subsequently realised in urban 
forms, that are less usable by households which did not conform to the stereotype. 
Hellmann (1 9 7 7) similarly railed against the use of stereotypes in architecture and 
urban design, arguing that actual users of contemporary buildings were more varied
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than the modernist-inspired ‘modular man’ used in the design o f buildings. Impor
tantly, he also argued that potential users those that would use the building were it 
physically possible to do so were even more diverse. The effective design of build
ings and spaces should take into account the diversity o f people and users as they are 
and avoid the use of some stereotypical person or ideal. These arguments are now 
widely accepted within the fields of architecture and urban design through the con
cept o f ‘inclusive design’ and are beginning to shape practice (Imrie and Hall, 2001).

Positive developments in respect o f physical embodiment are not always repli
cated in other areas. The continuing limitations of contemporary British planning 
threaten to disengage land use planning from the Labour government’s drive to 
ensure that public services are delivered in a way which is sensitive to social diversity 
(Audit Commission, 2002). It is essential that planning services are clearly able to 
demonstrate a sensitivity to social diversity, particularly at a time when there are 
ambitious claims being made for the potential o f spatial planning as an integrative 
mechanism and an instrument of effective community governance (Vigar et al., 
2000). This is particularly the case in instances where there is a demonstrable 
relationship between aspects of inequality, such as race inequality, and spatial 
patterns (Heikkila, 2001).

A pproaches to  policy proofing
Government and other public bodies have developed a series of different approaches 
to the proofing of policies, including rural proofing and gender mainstreaming. Many 
approaches are driven ,by the desire to ensure that policies, procedures and 
implementation comply with specific items of legislation. Examples include the practice 
of gender impact assessment that aims to ensure compliance with the Sex Discrimi
nation Act (1 9 7 5 ). O ther approaches, such as rural proofing, focus on geographic 
areas and communities characterised by particular features or ways of life. Yet even 
where proofing is initiated to comply with legislation, it can facilitate policies that are 
fair to those that the policy impacts upon, regardless of the lawful status of policies. 
Consequently, policy proofing may be used to facilitate socially just policies even 
where there is no formal, legislative context.

The components of different approaches to policy proofing vary. Nevertheless, a 
series of common elements or stages can be identified (see Table 1). The separate 
stages indicate that policy proofing is a technique best applied in the course of policy 
formation, although it can also be usefully applied to the revision of existing policies. 
The first stage in a typical proofing exercise is to define clearly the aims and objectives 
of the particular proposal or policy initiative. For example, a particular initiative may 
aim to increase the use of public open space by ethnic minority communities. Once 
such aims and objectives have been defined, the intended impacts on different
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Table 1 Common stages in policy proofing exercises

•  The aims and objectives of the policy initiative or proposal are clearly defined.
•  The intended impacts on different groups or communities are defined. Impacts are recognised as being

either positive or negative.

•  Consideration is given to the m eans by which the policy will be implemented or how  information will be  

conveyed  to the proposed  aud ien ce.
•  An assessm ent is m ad e of the likely impacts on different groups or communities. This may in som e c a se s  

involve assessm ent in the form of a  checklist and  the collection of key data.

•  Alternative policies are considered  that may en h an ce  som e of the positive benefits or mitigate negative
impacts of policy implementation.

•  Monitoring and evaluation of policy are undertaken as it is implemented, particularly for its impact on 

identified interests or communities.

Source: derived from authors' review  of policy literature.

communities can be established. Consideration is given at this stage to the importance 
of the mechanisms for implementation, including how to target communities. 
Proofing exercises can therefore be as much about how a policy message is communi
cated as it is about the content of that message. The remaining stages focus on 
assessing the likely impacts of policies and whether policies may be redesigned to 
enhance the positive outcomes of policy intervention. This is an ex ante exercise that is 
compared with the actual impacts of policies during the course of implementation. 
These later stages demand that sufficient data are collected. For example, much of the 
gender mainstreaming work requires that various statistics on monitoring and 
implementation are capable of being disaggregated by gender and, in other fields, by 
ethnicity. Research reveals that such data are often neither systematically collected 
nor readily available (Reeves, 2 0 0 2 , 2 0 3 ).

This paper reports on the diversity proofing of the government’s PPG series. The 
series comprises 2 5  separate documents addressing a variety of issues including 
housing, renewable energy, town centres and retailing, transport and the historic built 
environment (see Table 2 ). The series provides guidance on the range of considera
tions that local planning authorities should address in deciding planning applications 
and preparing other planning policy documents at lower spatial scales. The above 
summary of approaches to policy proofing and appraisal suggests a number of 
limitations to the diversity proofing of the PPG series. First, the series is often not 
explicit in defining policy objectives and is even less explicit in stating the intended 
outcomes of policy implementation. The content of the series is frequently of the 
character of advice rather than clearly stated policy objectives. The series rarely 
promotes intended impacts for identified groups or communities (although see below) 
and is typically directed at the public defined in very general terms. Second, proofing 
is most effective if applied in the course of policy development, although it may also,

05_Harris 479 20/10/04, 11:36 am



4 8 0 N eil H arris a n d  H uw  T h o m as

Table 2 The documents comprising the Planning Policy Guidance series and reviewed as 
part of the diversity proofing exercise

Title o f document Issue or revision date

PPG l General Policy and Principles February 1 9 9 7

PPG 2 Green Belts January 1 9 9 5

PPG 3 Housing March 2 0 0 0

PPG 4  Industrial and Commercial Developm ent and Small Firms Novem ber 1 9 9 2

PPG 5  Simplified Planning Zones N ovem ber 1 9 9 2

PPG 6  Town Centres and Retail Developm ents June 1 9 9 6

PPG 7  The Countryside -  Environmental Quality and Econom ic and
Social Developm ent February 1 9 9 7

PPG 8 Telecommunications August 2 0 0 1

PPG I I Regional Planning O ctober 2 0 0 0

PPG l 2 Developm ent Plans Decem ber 1 9 9 9
PPG l 3 Transport March 2 0 0 1
PPG 15  Planning and Historic Environment Septem ber 1 9 9 4

PPG 1 7  Planning for O p en  S p a ce , Sport and Recreation July 2 0 0 2
PPG 1 8 Enforcing Planning Control Decem ber 19 9 1
PPG 1 9  Outdoor Advertisement Control March 1 9 9 2

PPG 2 0  C oastal Planning Septem ber 1 9 9 2
PPG 21 Tourism N ovem ber 1 9 9 2
PPG 2 3  Planning and Pollution Control February 1 9 9 7
PPG 2 4  Planning and N o ise Septem ber 1 9 9 4
PPG 2 5  Developm ent and Flood Risk July 2 0 0 1

Documents for which no relevant statements or issues w ere recorded
PPG 9  Nature Conservation

PPG 1 0  Planning and W aste  M anagem ent
PPG 1 4  Developm ent on Unstable Land

PPG 1 6  A rch aeology and Planning

PPG 2 2  R enew able Energy

with limitations, be applied retrospectively to extant policies. One of the key 
limitations arising from this is in the appraising of the impacts of different policy 
options. Finally, limited attention is given within the PPG series to the ‘delivery’ of 
policy. The consequence of these limitations is that the review of the PPG series has 
required an adapted proofing approach.

An initial approach attempted to define clearly the policy objectives of each 
document in the series and the intended impacts of those objectives. This proved to 
be particularly difficult in view of the nature of the series. Consequendy, an alter
native approach based on a template was used. The template is presented as a worked 
example in Table 3  and, like many other related proofing tools (Reeves, 2 0 0 2 , 2 0 2 ), is 
essentially simple in conception. The template consists of three related components.
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The first identifies key groups framed around gender, disability, ethnicity and age, and 
asks whether policies are sensitive to these groups. The groups were selected as being 
ones which are widely agreed to be illustrations of social diversity interpreted as 
related to inequality, as discussed earlier (ODPM, 2 0 0 3 ). This is one reason why these 
groups are also those which have been the subject of legislative provision and concern 
for minimising discrimination. As discussed earlier, in a different socio-economic 
context different groups might be selected for this component of the proofing. The 
second part of the proofing template is designed to consider the diversity of 
contemporary social and economic life, and its implications for varied use of the built 
environment. It enquires whether certain kinds of stereotypes are implicitly driving 
policy for example, stereotypes of ‘normal’ working patterns, with shift workers, 
night workers and others having flexible patterns being marginalised as ‘exceptional’. 
The final component is concerned with the application of procedures and the 
potential for inadvertent discrimination. For each component, the table provides 
columns to record references (to relevant parts of the PPGs) and identifies 
opportunities for improving the sensitivity of the PPG. A template was completed in 
turn for each document in the series, except for cases where no comment was possible 
or expected to be relevant (see Table 2 ). Explicit references to key groups were noted, 
as were references to the different areas of socio-economic activity. Omissions from 
the series were based on an understanding, derived from a review of literature, of the 
needs and characteristics of different groups.

Diversity proofing: findings from the review  of the PPG 
series
The findings of the diversity proofing exercise are reported in two sections. These 
sections reflect the two different conceptualisations of diversity discussed earlier in the 
paper. The first section discusses the ‘key groups’. The second section addresses socio
economic aspects of diversity that are not subject to the same legislative context as the 
key groups. Conclusions are provided for each section before the overall conclusions 
of the paper are presented, reflecting both on the practice of diversity proofing and 
the results of applying that framework to the PPG series.

The 'key groups' findings: gender, disability, ethnicity and age

This section reports on the address of key groups closely related to or associated with 
the promotion of diversity. This included reviewing the PPG series for the extent to 
which it recognised and referred to the different and /o r specific needs of men and 
women, disabled persons, ethnic minorities, children and young people, and older 
persons. These are some of the main group identities relevant to consideration of
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Table 3. A worked example of the template used in the diversity proofing exercise based on Planning Policy Guidance:
Planning for Open Space, Sport and Recreation (PPG 17) published July 2002

K ey groups

Refers to and recognises the 

different needs of w om en and  
men

Refers to and recognises the 

different and specific needs of 

disabled  persons

Refers to and recognises the 

different and specific n eeds of 

ethnic minorities

Refers to and recognises the 

different and specific n eeds of 

children and young p eop le

Refers to and recognises the 
different and specific n eeds of

References Opportunities

Local authorities to ensure that all new  facilities are a ccessib le  for 

p eop le  with disabilities (para. 20[ii])

O pen  sp a ces  and recreational facilities recognised as having an 

important role to play in the social developm ent of children of all 

a g e s
Security and personal safety to b e  considered, especially  for 

children (para. 20[vii])
O pen  sp a ce  defined to include provision for children and  
teenagers, including play areas, skateboard parks, outdoor 

basketball hoops, and other more informal areas (e .g . 'hanging out' 
areas, teen age  shelters) (Annex para. 2[vi])

Opportunity to include gu id ance on the 

assessm ent of provision of and needs for 

women-only facilities 

Importance of safety considerations in 

use of public sp a ces  may b e  extended to 

include gender differences

Opportunity to strengthen consideration  

of a cce ss  to existing facilities by disabled  

persons

Additional consideration of com bined  

gender and ethnic minority characteristics 

in use of open  sp a ces  and recreational 

facilities



Economic, socia l a n d  a cce ss  

considerations 

R ecognises the differentiated 

nature of work and employment 

(e .g . part-time work, flexible 

employment; hom e-based  

employment, long-term 

unemployment)

R ecognises the differentiated 

nature of recreation, leisure and 
cultural activity (e .g . different 

linguistic and ethnic cultural 

activities, youth activities, 

deprived communities)

Identifies that recreational visitors can play an important role in the 

econ om ies of rural areas

Promotes consideration of recreational opportunities and areas of open  

s p a ce  in commercial and industrial areas (para. 20[v]) and town centres

Sports and recreational facilities identified as providing opportunities for 

social interaction in deprived communities. Impact of new  facilities on 

social inclusion to b e  a ssessed  (para. 20[x])

Assessment of requirements to be undertaken at the level of the local 

community (typically at district level). Additional guid ance provided in a  

com panion docum ent. National standards are recognised a s  not ab le  to 

cater for differing dem ographic profiles within local areas. Community 

Strategy to be an important input to assessm ent of needs  

Highlights that 'assessments of need should cover the differing and  

distinctive needs of the population for open  sp a ce  and built sports and  

recreational facilities' (para. 3). Reference is m ade to em ployees, visitors 
and residents as relevant categories

Identifies the potential incidence of conflicts betw een different users of 

open sp a ce  and recreational facilities (para. 5)

O pen  sp a ces  and facilities of particular value to a  community to be  

given appropriate protection. Informal and formal events identified a s of 

community relevance include 'religious and cultural festivals, agricultural 
show s and travelling fairs' (para. 1 l[ii])
Small-scale structures in existing open sp a ces  may be allow ed  w here  

these would support existing recreational uses (exam ples provided  

include interpretation centres, toilets and refreshment facilities) (para. 16) 

Recreational needs of visitors and tourists to b e  considered  
Particular considerations identified for urban fringe and rural areas, in 

addition to protected areas

O pen  sp a ce  defined w idely to include allotments, civic areas, 'hanging 

out' areas, community resources for religious festivals etc.

Opportunity exists to differentiate further 

betw een different kinds of work and  

employment, with additional 
consideration of those forms that 
com bine several different roles with work 

responsibilities

Enhancement of requirements to monitor 

use of open sp a ces  and recreational 
facilities by different categories (e .g . 

ethnicity, gender and age)

Possibility of inclusion of gu id ance on the 

multiple categories of visitors, with 

information on different visitor purposes 

and related characteristic profiles of 

visitors
Recognition of distinctive open sp a ce  

and recreational n eeds in geograp hic  
sub-areas beneath the district level



Table 3 (contd.) A worked example of the template used in the diversity proofing exercise based on Planning Policy
Guidance: Planning for Open Space, Sport and Recreation (PPG 17) published July 2002

References Opportunities

Recognises the differentiated 

nature of a c ce ss , mobility and  

en gagem en t with the built 

environment (e .g . different 

groups' use of public or private 

sp a ces , car-dependency, 
impairment, illness)

•  Accessibility to sports and recreational facilities noted as contributing to 

quality of life and well-being, and a lso  preventing illness

•  Promotes accessibility of facilities by walking and cycling, with intensively 

used facilities to be planned close  to public transport facilities

•  Accessibility audits of facilities to consider location and costs (e .g . charges  

for facilities)
•  The mobility n eeds in the local population to b e  taken into account in 

encouraging better accessibility of existing facilities (para. 1 8[ii])

•  G o o d  design to b e  encouraged to reduce crime so as to improve use of 
open sp a ces  (para. 1 8[iii])

Procedural issues 
R ecognises and cautions against 

inadvertent and unlawful 

discrimination in the application  

of planning procedures (e .g . 

monitoring of impacts, identity of 

users etc.).

A dditional com m entary
-
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diversity. They are recognised as being socially constructed phenomena and often 
articulated with or mediated through other social relations (Heikkila, 2 0 0 1 ; Lo Piccolo 
and Thomas, 2 0 0 1 ; Beall and Levy, 1 9 9 5 ; Reeves, 1 9 9 6 ).

Gender
The first aspect of diversity defined along the lines of key groups relates to gender. 
Reeves (2 0 0 2 , 1 9 9 ) highlights how many disparities between men and women impact 
directly or indirectly on spatial planning activity. Reeves demonstrates through a 
series of studies how many aspects of daily life are gendered, including the labour 
market, health, and education. Men and women have different expectations and uses 
of the built environment that are frequently derived from a typical gender division of 
labour (Beall and Levy, 1 9 9 5 , 2 9 ; Little, 1 9 9 4 , 5 1), but also relate to a wider and more 
complex series of relationships. Booth and Gilroy (2 0 0 1 , 2 1 8 ) summarise a number of 
established critiques that highlight the relationship between city form, the separation 
of land uses and functions, and the building of cities around the gender roles ascribed 
by men. For Darke (1 9 9 6 , 8 9 ), the city is ‘man-shaped’ and the dichotomised nature of 
the public and private realms is contended to be at the heart of many of the problems 
of ‘women in the city of man’ (Greed, 1 9 9 4 , 173). This usually leads to urban structures, 
including transportation systems, which are not well adapted to the needs of women 
(Hill, 1 9 9 6 , 113).

Accepting these arguments, the diversity proofing exercise reviewed the docu
ments on the extent to which they refer to and recognise the different needs of women 
and men. The only two documents that make any reference to gender as a specific 
issue are those concerned with providing advice on the development of policies and 
strategies in relation to regional planning guidance and development plans (PPGs 11 

and 12 respectively). The concerns in these documents are to allow for involvement of 
women’s groups in the preparation of policies, and to consider the impacts of policies 
or proposals on men and women as groups within society. Gender is addressed only in 
procedural terms as an issue of consultation and monitoring. This is positive and 
provides valuable opportunities for highlighting the complexities of women’s patterns 
of activity and assessing the impact of planning policies on women (Booth, 1 9 9 6 ).

Yet it is disappointing that the series has nothing of substance to offer on the issue 
of gender. The series reads as though it has difficulty in elaborating or identifying how 
gender may be relevant as a land use planning issue, despite some limited recognition 
that it somehow has some bearing on the planning process. There are numerous 
practical opportunities for making the series more sensitive to gender issues. These 
include recognising refuges for victims of domestic violence as a distinctive form of 
housing, the relative importance of part-time, flexible and voluntary work (Yeandle, 
1 9 9 6 ), the significance of caring roles which may be combined with work, and 
perceptions of safety in public spaces (Morrell, 1 9 9 6 ; Little, 1 9 9 4 ). Gender auditing of
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transport provision is another area that the series could promote as a positive 
contribution to addressing gender as a relevant land use planning issue. The distinc
tive travel and mobility characteristics of women, including greater reliance on public 
transport and a greater complexity of multi-purpose trips, are an important con
sideration for which there is a great deal of evidence and argument (Hill, 1 9 9 6 ).

Disability
Disability is a clearly prominent concern within the planning system. Yet debates 
concerning disability, accessibility and the built environment have evolved significantly 
over the past three decades. The principal change has been from a position of 
accommodating the needs of people with disabilities (Hellmann, 1 9 7 7) to recognition 
of the disabling characteristics of the built environment. This later perspective 
recognises that the built environment and the manner in which land uses are 
organised actively disable people or, expressed in a different way, create disability 
(Imrie and Hall, 2 0 0 1 ). This contemporary perspective avoids portraying disabled 
people as clients with ‘special needs’ who, unless given a voice in the planning and 
development of the built environment, risk becoming marginalised and patronised 
(Gleeson, 1 9 9 8 ). It is now widely accepted that the creation of an inclusive environ
ment -  one which is designed and developed from the outset so as to be accessible to 
all should be a goal of planning. Legislation such as the Disability Discrimination 
Act 1 9 9 5  has reinforced the idea that catering for disabled people as an afterthought is 
not good practice. Planning guidance should reinforce this still novel perspective by 
taking every opportunity to remind planners of the need to consider access for the 
whole population from the outset, and to involve disabled people in policy formu
lation. PPGs with a clear procedural dimension such as those on regional planning 
and development plans mention the need to take into account the needs of disabled 
people when drawing up policies, but say nothing about the importance of engaging 
with disabled people. Pioneering work in this respect was done in the 1 9 8 0 s in 
Sheffield, in its consultation on city centre plans (Alty and Darke, 1 9 8 7 ). Advice also 
has a valuable role to play in helping the planning system address specific practical 
difficulties encountered in translating the ideal of creating an inclusive environment.

Disability is one of the few diversity considerations that permeates the PPG series. 
No less than nine of the documents in the series make reference in one capacity or 
another to disability issues. The statement on general policy and principles (PPG 1) 
identifies that planning and the control of new development can be used as an 
opportunity to secure a more accessible environment. Similarly, the relevant document 
on housing (PPG 3 ) advises local planning authorities to take into account the housing 
needs of disabled people in policy design. Provision for and consideration of the 
needs of disabled people are very strongly highlighted in the document concerning 
town centres and retail developments (PPG 6 ), focusing on general issues of mobility,
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access and the availability of appropriate parking facilities. O ther documents in the 
series, including those on recreational facilities and also conservation of the historic 
environment (PPGs 17 and 15 respectively), specifically highlight the importance of 
accessibility to new developments by disabled persons and ensuring dignified and 
easy access to buildings and facilities. Guidance on the content and preparation of 
regional planning guidance and development plans (PPGs 11 and 12) also refers to 
assessing the impact of strategic planning decisions on disabled people, taking into 
account the needs of disabled people and facilitating their engagement in planning 
processes. This is, to some extent, a very positive assessment of the series, particularly 
in comparison with other categories such as gender. By comparison, disability is 
relatively well addressed within the PPG series. Yet the concept of disability that 
informs the series is an essentially physical one that focuses concern on narrow issues 
of physical access and mobility. Also of concern is the focus of such policy guidance 
on new developments, which are addressed to the relative neglect of the existing built 
environment. A contemporary perspective on disability also highlights the disabling 
qualities of the existing built environment and its tremendous legacy of inaccessibility. 
Some of the buildings contributing towards this are of special historic or architectural 
interest, and afforded additional protection. The preservation of the historic built 
environment, seen one way, perpetuates the values of societies that systematically 
failed to address disability and access. Yet planning authorities, and others, need 
advice on how to reconcile the policy objectives of government in these cases. PPG 15 

on the historic environment goes some way to address this issue by reminding 
planners of the importance of the principle that disabled people should have easy 
and dignified access. Firmer guidance on just how important that is would be helpful, 
with encouragement to use imagination to secure good access.

Race and ethnicity
Race is another aspect of diversity that has a legislative context. There are also several 
practical reasons for attending to the way that the planning system relates to black 
and ethnic minorities. First, there is both systematic and anecdotal evidence that 
certain ethnic minorities’ lifestyles and patterns involve distinctive use of space. A 
straightforward illustration of this is provided by the strong relationship between 
ethnicity and religious faith. There is considerable evidence that planning applica
tions submitted by ethnic minorities for new places of worship have often engendered 
misunderstandings, mistrust and ill feeling among applicants, planning authorities 
and third parties (Gale, 1 9 9 9 ; Thomas, 1 9 9 4 ; 2 0 0 0 ).

Policy guidance on development plans (PPG 12) recommends that local authorities 
should consider the relationship of planning policies and proposals to social needs 
and problems, including impacts on groups such as ethnic minorities and faith 
groups, in designing plan policies. Likewise, guidance on the preparation of regional
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plans (PPG 11) states an expectation that regional planning bodies will consider the 
potential impact of different strategic options on different groups in society, including 
ethnic minorities. However, this general concern is not reinforced in guidance on 
retailing and town centres (PPG 6 ), despite ethnic minorities often having distinctive 
shopping patterns, sometimes involving extraordinary cross-country journeys to 
secure particular needs (Taylor et al., 1 9 9 6 ). The PPG simply makes no reference to 
this and creates an impression of a system concerned with responding to the needs of 
a standard shopper. There is a similar silence in guidance on countryside planning 
(PPG 7), where sport and recreation are recognised as providing new uses of land for 
the benefit of both residents and visitors (para. 3 .13). Research evidence has long 
established the reluctance of ethnic minorities to visit the countryside (Malik, 1 9 9 2 ), 
the widespread unease they feel there (Coster, 1 9 9 2 ), and the vitriol associated with 
racism in rural areas (Jay, 1 9 9 2 ). The continued promotion of countryside recreation 
will disproportionately benefit the white majority unless complementary action is 
taken.

The second reason for addressing the relationship between planning and ethnicity 
is administrative or procedural in character. There is an increasing body of evidence 
that bureaucratic processes are prone to distribute benefits in a racially discriminatory 
way. Direct discrimination treating a person differently on the basis of race or 
ethnicity is one factor at work here. Investigations of services such as estate agency 
and policing show the need for continuing vigilance to eradicate such attitudes. This 
is particularly the case when frontline officers have the authority to exercise significant 
discretion, as is the case in a number of planning functions, including enforcement. 
The Macpherson Report (1 9 9 9 ), discussed earlier, is of direct relevance here. A 
workplace culture incorporating prejudicial stereotypes of ethnic minorities had 
become so pervasive within the Metropolitan Police that it structured the operation of 
the police, leading to unprofessional, inefficient and unjust policing. Macpherson 
discussed this in terms of ‘institutional discrimination’. Successive reports for the 
Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) emphasise that racial discrimination is as much 
a possibility within the planning system as it is within any other bureaucratic process 
(CRE and RTPI, 1 9 8 3 ; Krishnarayan and Thomas, 1 9 9 3 ). Evidence now illustrates 
that such office cultures can develop in planning departments (Beebeejaun, 2 0 0 3 ; 
Slade, 2 0 0 0 ). It is therefore important that monitoring of the planning system 
establishes the pattern and distribution of benefits and costs, and identifies any prima 
facie evidence of direct or indirect discrimination. Yet surveys consistently show that 
planners and planning authorities are largely ignorant of the case for recognising the 
possibility of discrimination. Consequently, mechanisms for establishing the 
incidence of discrimination, such as monitoring and disaggregating the granting of 
planning permission and the taking of enforcement action by ethnicity, tend not to be 
instituted (Thomas, 2 0 0 0 ). PPG documents addressing planning procedures -  principally
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those on regional planning (PPG n), development plans (PPG 12) and enforcement 
(PPG 1 8) do not highlight the possibility of racial discrimination, inadvertent or 
otherwise, within the planning system. While PPGs 11 and 12 advise local planning 
authorities to take the needs of ethnic minorities into account while drawing up 
policies, they imply that this task is an essentially technical one, and that given the 
requisite expertise and goodwill a planning authority can tap into community views. 
Such a view simply ignores the picture of organisational dynamics that allows for the 
possibility of a planning department, section or group, developing a way of working 
that to them appears natural and unexceptionable, but which systematically 
disadvantages ethnic minorities. In these circumstances planners will take themselves 
to be following the advice of PPGs, as they interpret it, while still putting such 
minorities at a disadvantage.

References to ethnic minorities within the PPG series are primarily concerned 
with the issue of monitoring the impacts of planning policies and decisions on 
different ethnic minority groups within society. Consideration of ethnic minorities is 
largely portrayed as an issue of policy implementation and appraisal. In the same 
manner in which gender issues are addressed primarily as an issue of monitoring, the 
series exhibits difficulty in identifying any substantive planning and development 
issues of particular relevance to ethnic minorities. The exception to this is the relatively 
narrow references to gypsies and travellers within government policies addressing 
Green Belts (PPG 2 ) and housing (PPG 3 ). There are numerous opportunities for the 
planning system and the PPG series in particular to address issues of direct relevance 
to ethnic minorities that extend beyond advice on arrangements for monitoring. 
These include, for example, consideration of and reference to housing issues such as 
extended family housing and the operation of housing associations catering 
specifically for ethnic minority groups, through to recognising the disproportionate 
significance of self-employment to black and ethnic minority communities. The 
particular recreational needs of and facilities required for women from certain ethnic 
minority communities represent another opportunity for inclusion, where combined 
gender and ethnic minority issues contribute towards a series of distinctive needs and 
patterns of use (Green, 1 9 9 6 , 1 4 2 ). A further example may be the possibility of 
recognising in advice on town centres and retailing (PPG 6 ) the wider significance of 
local centres for ethnic minorities in catering for specialist goods, including food and 
clothing. O f wider political significance, policy guidance on conservation of the 
historic built environment (PPG 15) could recognise that conservation is an activity 
that is deeply embedded in particular values and that conservation, including 
landscape conservation, typically promotes a particular series of cultural and ethnic 
values that may not be shared by all groups within society (Gold and Burgess, 1 9 8 2 ).
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Children and young people
The penultimate category or group in the diversity proofing exercise is children and 
young people. This is a particularly important group ‘because their needs are the least 
considered by planning and design in cities’ (Churchman, 2 0 0 3 , 9 9  101). The review 
of the PPG series broadly confirms previous findings. This reflects children’s positions 
as ‘outsiders’ within the world of planning, a section of society that is afforded limited 
influence and consideration (Matthews, 1 9 9 5 , cited in Woolley et al., 1 9 9 9 a, 2 5 9 ). The 
issue of why it is that children are practically ignored in consideration of town centres 
is an interesting one. There are a number of suggested reasons for this oversight. 
These reasons include adults’ failure to recognise the significance of development 
through play and the securing of independence, the perception by adults of 
childhood being a temporary or passing phase, or even the limited purchasing and 
political power of children (Churchman, 2 0 0 3 , 1 0 2 ).

One of the more recently issued PPG documents concerns planning for open 
space, sport and recreation (PPG 17). It takes seriously the diversity of informal 
recreational needs of children, noting how appropriate provision of open space and 
recreational facilities can be important in the development of children and young 
people. The document advises planners to consider and include provision for children 
and teenagers, referring specifically to skateboard parks, teenage shelters and 
‘hanging out’ areas, with the latter emphasising the importance of less formal spaces 
for recreation. The same document also includes concern for the particular safety and 
security of children and young people within the built environment. This contrasts 
starkly with advice on town centres and retail developments (PPG 6 ) which conveys a 
picture of town centres as essentially adult, child-free spaces. Children and young 
people are absent from its considerations. It even refers negatively and almost 
disparagingly to the possibility of neighbourhood nuisance if amusement centres 
were to become a focal point for gatherings of young people. Leisure and recreation 
activities within town centres are also largely oriented towards the city and town 
centre as adult spaces. It is peculiar that this should be the case, as the limited 
evidence that is available identifies that city and town centre spaces are often regarded 
as dangerous or even violent by a significant proportion of children (Woolley et al., 
1 9 9 9 b, 2 9 1 ). Yet attention to children is largely about parental usage of town centres 
with accompanying children. Children are portrayed as passive accompaniments to 
otherwise adult activities. Development is recognised as offering the possibility of 
securing more accessible physical environments for people with young children, yet 
there is no reference to making the built environment more accessible for unaccom
panied children. The government’s planning policies on transport are similarly devoid 
of reference to children and young people, yet children and young people do have 
particular transport and accessibility needs, including travelling independently without 
being accompanied (Churchman, 2 0 0 3 , 1 0 0). This includes such daily activities as
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travel to school, as well as other activities such as visiting friends and other places of 
attraction. In conclusion, the PPG series echoes other aspects of environmental 
planning that reflect ‘only adult values and patterns of activity’ (Woolley et al., 1 9 9 9 a, 
2 5 9 ) and in which the recognition of children as valuable members of the community 
in their own right is limited (Driskell, 2 0 0 2 , 2 2 ).

O lder people
If children and young people are practically ignored in some of the most important 
of the documents in the PPG series, then at least older people receive more extensive, 
but still rather limited consideration. Various documents within the PPG series refer 
to the particular needs and issues related to older people, reflecting the importance of 
an ageing population structure in Britain and the various important and challenging 
policy issues across a number of fields, including in planning, that follow on from this. 
Gilroy (1 9 9 9 , 6 4 ) outlines some of these challenges as they affect planning, housing 
and transport. She highlights that planners have frequently been left without any 
significant guidance or advice on dealing with these multifarious challenges, and 
unhelpful stereotypes of older people’s lives have flourished as a consequence. 
References in the PPG series include the need to take account of older people’s 
particular housing needs (PPG 3 ) and to facilitate provision and access for older 
people through traffic management and improvements (PPG 13). In addition to this, 
advice on the preparation of regional planning guidance and development plans 
encourages local planning authorities to consider the impacts of policies and 
proposals on older people and accommodate their social needs. Yet it is in relation to 
guidance on transport and planning that older people are absent. Other opportunities 
for explicit consideration of the needs of older people include the role of promoting 
good health through the provision of suitable recreational and leisure facilities.

Key groups: summary o f findings
The most significant findings of the proofing exercise, based on the address of the 
identified key groups, are threefold. First, and perhaps most obvious of all, is the 
absence of any rationale which acts as a thread holding together the consideration of 
the planning system’s response to social diversity, as represented by the totality of PPGs. 
There is no single, definitive statement in any PPG of government policy on planning and 
diversity. Consequently, individual examples of sensitivity to diversity, of which a 
number were unearthed by the proofing, may be influential in their own right, but -  
in the absence of any policy context relating to diversity lose much of their capacity 
to help educate planners to take diversity in general more seriously. A clear statement 
is required of government policy, a statement that also traces the conceptual and practical 
connection between managing land use and sensitivity to social diversity. PPG 1, out
lining general policies and principles, is the most natural location for such a statement.
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Second, and not unexpectedly, the treatment of diversity issues is highly variable 
across the PPG series. This is to be expected, given that the series has been developed 
over 15 years, with revisions of individual PPGs being prompted by new circum
stances within the relevant policy area rather than by more general considerations. 
This is another strong argument for having a definitive statement relating to diversity, 
which could be updated and strengthened without requiring a revision of all docu
ments in the series. Some documents that have been revised recently, for example that 
on open space, sport and recreation (PPG 17), demonstrate an active consideration of 
the needs of a range of different groups, most notably for children and teenagers. 
Others appear dated and do not reflect current concerns about diversity. A good 
example of this is the government’s planning guidance on industrial and commercial 
development and small firms (PPG 4 ) which reflects a narrow definition of work and 
employment. Overall, the series does demonstrate a greater awareness of the diverse 
needs of different groups within society as it has been revised and updated yet there 
remain rather surprising gaps. Government guidance on the countryside (PPG 7) 
contains no references to any of the key groups identified in the proofing template. 
Yet it was issued in 1 9 9 7 , by which time there were well-established discussions about 
the differentiation of the rural population for example, along lines of gender (Little, 
2 0 0 2 ), income (Allen et al., 1 9 9 8 ) and ethnicity (Jay, 1 9 9 2 ). This is the more worrying 
as there have been studies in which rural districts are identified as least developed in 
pursuing equal opportunities (Halford, 1 9 8 7 , cited in Greed, 1 9 9 4 , 6 ).

Finally, where sensitivity to social diversity appears within a PPG, some aspects are 
more thoroughly considered and, presumably, better understood than others. Con
sideration of access in the built environment which is presented largely as a concern 
for disabled people stands out in terms of both the attention devoted to it, and the 
apparent confidence with which the topic is handled. The latter judgement is, 
admittedly, difficult to substantiate with simple illustrations, but is based on the way 
that considerations of access permeate the PPGs since the mid-1 9 9 0 s. This may well 
reflect a greater policy awareness of access issues following the passing of the 
Disability Discrimination Act 1 9 9 5 . Whatever the cause, what stands out is the 
statement of general concern to improve access in PPG 1, which is then related to the 
specific policy concerns of individual PPGs as appropriate. Readers of the PPGs are 
left in no doubt that access in the built environment matters; and that is the model 
that could be followed for diversity more generally.

Diversity proofing: recognising the differentiated nature of economic, social 
and accessibility issues

The preceding section reported on the extent to which the PPG series recognises and 
refers to the particular needs and issues of what are commonly referred to as ‘identity’
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groups. To align the concept of diversity with such defined groups is a useful starting 
point and an illuminating exercise. However, such an approach fails to capture a 
different understanding of diversity as discussed earlier in the paper. Effective 
planning for a diverse society cannot be based simply on an understanding of such 
groups and their particular needs. A more thorough approach must also recognise 
that diversity cuts across and extends beyond defined groups, and that planning 
structured by implicit or explicit stereotypes can manifest itself in a variety of 
assumptions about patterns of social, economic and cultural life. The analysis of key 
groups as part of the proofing of the PPG series was therefore complemented with an 
assessment of the extent to which it was sensitive to diverse patterns and interpre
tations of employment, work, cultural recreation and engagement with the built 
environment. Each document was assessed based on its recognition of the differen
tiated nature of, for example, work and employment, in which consideration of part- 
time work, flexible employment, ‘home working’ and even long-term unemployment 
would be addressed.

Work, employment and economic activity
Booth and Gilroy (2 0 0 1 , 21 7) have promoted the acceptance of new definitions of 
‘work’ as part of addressing gender issues from an ‘everyday life’ perspective. 
Traditional definitions of work fail to recognise, or risk understating, the various 
productive efforts and activities of a significant proportion of women (Braithwaite, 
1 9 9 8 , 6 ). This is an important issue, not restricted to gender, that the PPG series 
should reflect. Various documents within the PPG series highlight the merits of 
encouraging a range of employment opportunities, providing for choice in the types 
of employment available, and broadening the local economy in both urban and rural 
contexts. Agriculture and forestry are identified as being of particular significance 
within rural and urban fringe economies, and farm shops are referred to as an 
appropriate form of diversification in rural economies. Likewise, tourism is acknow
ledged as a significant contributor to rural and related economies, opening up new 
opportunities in the labour market. Yet the broadening of local economies is not 
developed in a manner which addresses which forms of employment and which 
sectors might significandy widen opportunities for participation in local labour 
markets, including specifically participation by traditionally excluded groups. On 
occasion there is some sensitivity to diversity. Home working is recognised in the 
relevant document on industrial and commercial development (PPG 4 ), citing both 
childminding and the establishment of a home office as usually appropriate to 
working from home. Guidance on telecommunications and planning (PPG 8 ) 
similarly recognises the potential of the sector to facilitate home working. Key worker 
housing is another employment-related issue that features within the series (PPG 3 ), 
thereby connecting certain aspects of the labour market with associated land use

TPR75_4_05_Harris 493 20/10/04, 11:36 am



4 9 4 N eil H arris a n d  H u w  T hom as

planning issues. Concentrations of persistent or high unemployment, in either urban 
or rural contexts, are referred to as the basis for considering the spatial targeting of 
business and employment opportunities. Guidance also suggests that particular kinds 
of employment may also be channelled to particular locations. However, there are 
several opportunities within the series where greater emphasis could usefully be 
placed on considering how employment opportunities, if considered alongside 
accessibility and transport issues, could be proactively used to widen opportunities for 
participation in the labour market.

Overall, the concept of work (not simply employment) that permeates the series is 
very much one based on a relatively narrow definition of gainful employment to the 
exclusion of other, less formal means of activity that could be captured by a broader 
and more encompassing definition. Activity within the voluntary sector is not widely 
addressed, although there is consideration of the involvement of the voluntary sector 
in the preparation of regional planning guidance, alongside evaluation of whether 
economic growth is being pursued in a manner that promotes a fairer society. The 
advice on regional planning guidance suggests that social impacts and the effect of 
different employment opportunities are considered as part of the process. Patterns of 
work that depart from a stereotypical definition are typically restricted to considera
tion of those with a particularly rural character, such as agriculture or forestry. Little is 
said of different working patterns such as shift work in the manufacturing sector, 
including the distinctive transport needs and patterns of such persons, and the 
relevant PPG on industrial development (PPG 4 ) refers negatively to weekend working 
in relation to its impact on local amenity.

Social and cultural activity
There are references throughout the PPG series to ways in which planning can 
increase choice in relation to various aspects of life, but there is little stated which 
encourages planners to be sensitive to the possibility of patterns of life which they 
may not have come across or envisaged. Without such explicit guidance, expanding 
choice may still be interpreted in a way that employs unexamined stereotypes. Mixed 
use development is highlighted as a means of promoting the provision of a range of 
leisure and community facilities (PPG 1), but, set in isolation, this kind of advice may 
lead to insensitivity to the need for minority groups sometimes to live in enclaves so as 
to better support important leisure or cultural facilities (notably religious facilities). 
More helpful is the kind of advice on sport and recreation (PPG 17) which states that 
sports and recreational facilities are valuable in facilitating social interaction in 
deprived communities, and local authorities are advised to assess the impact of the 
provision of new facilities on addressing social inclusion. Local planning authorities 
are also advised to tailor the provision of facilities to the different demographic 
profiles and needs within localities, highlighting the differing requirements of employees,
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visitors and residents. Localities are generally identified as districts or local authority 
areas, yet there is opportunity to revise the series to recognise the possibility of distinct 
recreational needs within sub-areas at a smaller scale.

The possibility of conflict between different groups in relation to provision and 
use of facilities is also recognised, but the lack of a strategic policy statement relating 
to diversity for the series as a whole leads to tensions within the guidance offered. In 
PPG 17, public open space is defined in a very wide sense, to include not only formally 
designated public spaces but also less formal ‘hanging out areas’, for example. Yet in 
PPG 6  recreational and leisure facilities within town centres are generally recognised 
as formal and the less formal use of spaces by groups within town centres is not 
recognised. Again, it is the recreational needs of children and young people, 
including provision of play facilities, that appear to be overlooked within the context 
of town centres. O n occasion the stereotyped views of middle-aged planners are all 
too apparent: graffiti is referred to within the series as a ‘problem’ of town centres. O f 
course graffiti is not always acceptable, but it can also be recognised as an element of 
youth culture that could be usefully managed rather than eradicated.

Access, mobility and engagem ent with the built environment
As previously stated, the importance of creating an accessible built environment is the 
only message relating to diversity which can reasonably be said to permeate the series. 
New development is recognised within the series as offering the opportunity to secure 
a more accessible environment for everyone, while also noting wheelchair users, 
elderly people and disabled people as particular beneficiaries. Yet the practice of 
‘urban design’ that is promoted by the series consists of a set of primarily physical 
relationships impacting upon the use of space. It does not encompass a broader and 
more ‘social’ conception of urban design and the issues that result in differentiated 
use of the built environment. By this we mean that access and mobility remain 
unrelated to their purposes doing, or being frustrated from doing, certain things. 
The PPG series is a great opportunity for government to encourage planners to think 
of mobility and access in relation to a diverse, dynamic society. Hill (1 9 9 6 , 1 2 4 - 2 5 ) 
refers to a new agenda that avoids a narrow focus on mobility, but instead has as its 
focus the improved access to social, economic and environmental opportunities. 
There is evidence of some sensitivity in this respect, but scope for a more systematic 
treatment.

New development is encouraged to be provided where there is a choice of mode 
of travel and it reduces the need to travel, especially by car. In PPG 13 on transport, 
the negative implications for social inclusion of promoting development inaccessible 
by means other than the private car are recognised, with particular emphasis on rural 
areas. The continuing provision of food stores in smaller towns and district centres is 
also identified as being of particular significance in catering for the needs of people
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with mobility difficulties or impairments (PPG 6 ). In order to better complement 
physical transport infrastructure, telecommunications developments could be more 
explicitly recognised as having significant implications for those largely restricted to 
the home for reasons of disability, illness or otherwise.

The ambiguity of the series’ overall orientation to, and interpretation of, diversity 
is illustrated by policy guidance on housing (PPG 3), which includes a series of 
messages designed to facilitate the emergence of mixed communities. It states that 
housing provision should not reinforce social distinctions, yet it is not clear if this 
refers to the way that location of housing can affect access to community and leisure 
facilities and to employment areas, or whether it is born of a desire to reap the alleged 
benefits in social cohesion and community building that social mix can provide 
(Urban Task Force, 1 9 9 9 ). Moreover, the PPG stops short of encouraging the 
deliberate confrontation of such distinctions through planning for housing. Indeed, 
emphasis is placed within the same document on housing respecting and enhancing 
the local character. It identifies the importance of housing in defining wider lifestyle 
patterns, and encourages choice of both housing and lifestyle. This direct reference to 
lifestyle is a curiosity within the series, and is one of the very few references which 
address the concept. Reference is made to the importance of affordable or special 
housing needs in both urban and rural contexts, although the reference to special 
housing is not subsequently clarified. The overall message is confusing.

Proofing for sensitivity to socio-economic diversity
The second component of the proofing reinforces the conclusions drawn from the 
first stage. The preceding sections provide examples to illustrate these points, which 
will simply be stated here. Three important characteristics of the PPG series taken as 
a whole emerge. First, the absence of an understanding of, or approach to, planning 
for diversity which then suffuses the series as a whole. This creates tensions and 
ambiguities within the series. Second, consideration of diversity is variable across the 
PPG series. Finally, where diversity is considered some aspects are more thoroughly 
thought through than others thus accessibility, albeit interpreted rather narrowly, is 
reasonably well considered and consistendy emphasised; but there is little sensitivity 
to the implications of cultural diversity.

Planning for a  diverse society?
Planning for a diverse society is a useful but challenging concept. It can assist in 
moving planners beyond traditionally identified groups or labels to a more complex 
and sensitive approach of diversity awareness. It can highlight that traditional 
groupings, as socially constructed phenomena, cut across one another. For example, 
age, ethnicity and gender combine to create a complex array of different lifestyles
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(Gilroy, 1 9 9 9 ). This paper presents and examines the results of an exercise that 
subjected the government’s PPG series to a diversity proofing assessment. The PPG 
series is an influential suite of national policy documents which frame policy 
development and action at lower levels of the planning system. Many commentators 
have argued that PPGs are central to promoting a planning system more sensitive to 
diversity and equal opportunity (Greed, 1 9 9 4 , 1 8 4 ; Krishnarayan and Thomas, 1 9 9 3 ). 
This study therefore recognises that effective planning for a diverse society demands 
that such national policy statements are addressed and revised, and that it is not only 
at the local level that sensitised policy can be delivered. The exercise is innovative and 
exploratory, requiring an adaptation of established practices of proofing, while 
remaining true to its underlying principles. The exercise has demonstrated that the 
systematic review of the series is capable of revealing some strategic failings within 
the series, both in terms of addressing identity groups effectively and evenly, and also 
in dealing with specific areas of socio-economic and cultural activity. It also highlights 
opportunities where the series could be revised to become more sensitive to the 
varying characteristics of a diverse society. The diversity proofing of policies has 
therefore proven itself to be a useful and productive exercise, both within planning 
and with wider application.

Proofing allows a balanced evaluation of the strengths and limitations of current 
national guidance, so that positive features can be developed, and important weak
nesses addressed. It does this by forcing those engaged in proofing, as well as the 
audience for the proofing, to clarify their expectations of the guidance and also clarify 
their understanding of how planning policy and practice can relate to a more diverse 
and fair society this is the task undertaken in earlier portions of this paper. A 
systematic review reveals that the series is not insensitive to the significance of some 
aspects of social diversity. But its value is diminished because it neither explicitly 
addresses diversity as a concept and its significance for planning, nor makes this a 
central principle of planning policy. This would involve a general discussion of social 
diversity and its spatial implications, and illustrations in meaningful detail of how 
diversity concerns should relate to and influence planning considerations. At present, 
issues of relevance, even when acknowledged are undermined by the general failure 
within the series to explain convincingly how they are relevant and can be addressed.
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Introduction
This paper will consider some aspects of the way private planning consultancies in 
the United Kingdom (UK) are engaging with the promotion of race equality. In the 
UK, planning consultants now employ 24% of chartered town planners, and the 
trend is for this proportion to increase (Bailey et al., 1998; Weaver, 2005). 
Planning consultants undertake work for the public sector (local and national 
government) as well as non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and, of course, 
for companies and individuals. Yet this important sector of planning is little 
researched, especially in relation to the promotion of equal opportunities. The 
paper’s findings and arguments about race equality contribute to wider discussions 
about the way planning can help respect social diversity and address the needs of a 
socially diverse society (e.g. Booth et al., 2004; Harris & Thomas, 2004; Office of 
the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM), 2005).1

For those promoting the importance of sensitivity to social diversity in 
contemporary life, a key question is how to argue their case, how to justify 
sensitivity to diversity. One approach is to present the matter as one of social 
justice; in effect, to link the current terminology of ‘diversity’ to a more well 
established terminology and discourse of the promotion of equal opportunities 
(Reeves, 2005). Equal opportunities is itself a contestable concept, in the 
sense that it can be interpreted in more than one way (Jewson & Mason, 1986; 
Miller, 2002), but central to all interpretations is a recognition of unfairness and a 
desire to address that. Consequently, the most straightforward rationale for 
promoting equal opportunities is one which relates it to securing fairness and 
justice. Whatever the debates about what promoting equal opportunities might 
mean and how it might best be achieved (Rees, 1998; Reeves, 2002), the link to 
fairness remains.

Yet it has long been recognised that relying solely on considerations of justice 
and fairness might not sway all those who need to be convinced of the case for
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promoting equal opportunities. In relation to the private sector, in both North 
America and the UK there has been a history of making out a ‘business case’ for 
equality, particularly since the 1990s (Ross & Schneider, 1992; Hansen, 2003). In 
the UK, under the Labour governments of recent years there has been renewed 
emphasis given by government departments and public agencies to the business case.

In essence, the business case argues that promoting equality or, latterly, 
recognising or accepting diversity, is good for business (Task Force on Race 
Equality and Diversity in the Private Sector (TF), 2004). This is clearly a different 
kind of rationale from that employed in an appeal to considerations of justice and 
fairness. The focus of the business case is the better functioning of the firm. (This 
appeal to better functioning applies, too, when the business case is translated into 
the public sector, though some nuances are also changed (see e.g. Morgan, 2003; 
Reeves, 2005, p. 12).) It should be noted that the ‘business case’ is about the 
rationale for sensitising practices to diversity; it addresses a different set of 
concerns to those associated with arguments about what the promotion of equal 
opportunities or sensitivity to diversity involves, and how best to go about it (once 
the case has been made and won). Thus the business case is different from, but 
wholly compatible with, a concern for mainstreaming, for example. Thus, in 
discussing the practice of architecture in the United States (US), Anthony (2001, 
pp. 3 0 -3 5 ) argues that a business case for respecting diversity must be made 
to supplement the moral case. She also argues (p. 29) that organisations which 
claim to be swayed by the business case will then need to create an environment 
which respects diversity, for which piecemeal actions are not enough: “ institution- 
wide, strategic initiative”  must be exercised (p. 193), she claims, in a phrase 
which resonates with the argument for mainstreaming in Europe (Rees, 1998; 
Reeves, 2005).

The implications of emphasising this rationale for sensitivity to diversity are of 
particular interest to UK planning because, as implied earlier, planners employed 
in the private sector are playing an increasingly important role in UK planning 
(Davoudi & Healey, 1990; Johnston, 2004; Wainscoat, 2004). This paper does two 
things. First, it discusses the nature of the business case for sensitivity to diversity, 
and its limitations; second, it provides a preliminary assessment of whether the 
private consultancy sector in the UK is showing any signs of responding to 
decades of general encouragement to planners to take equal opportunities 
seriously, and more recent promotion of the business case by government and, 
indeed, the professional institute. The paper will consider these issues with 
particular reference to race equality. There are potential practical and theoretical 
dangers involved in focusing on one aspect o f systematic social discrimination and 
disadvantage. A full understanding o f the nature o f social inequalities and how 
they are sustained must take account of the complex ways in which phenomena 
such as racism, sexism, heterosexism, ageism, disablism and disadvantage based 
on social class interact and are both shaped by and help shape each other (Thomas, 
2000). Practically, this means that it simply cannot be assumed that policies and 
initiatives designed to address one kind of injustice and inequality are appropriate 
for meeting the needs of all those who suffer; for example, initiatives to address 
racial discrimination may have different outcomes for men and women or richer
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and poorer people. These considerations limit the nature of the conclusions which 
can be drawn from the study reported here: its empirical component must be 
regarded as an exploratory study into one aspect of the operation of private 
planning consultancies in the UK, a study which does enough to show that there is 
an urgent need for more detailed and sophisticated research. Because the business 
case has been deployed in North America and elsewhere in Europe, the paper’s 
arguments and findings should also connect with an audience outside the 
UK alone.

In the UK, much of the advice that has been given by professional organisations, 
statutory race equality organisations, national government and local government 
associations over the last 20 years in relation to race equality and planning has been 
largely targeted at local planning authorities and the public sector more generally 
(Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI)/Commission for Racial Equality (CRE), 
1983; Loftman & Beazley, 1998; ODPM, 2004) . It is also the public sector that 
has been the subject of most investigations of practices relating to race equality 
(Krishnarayan & Thomas, 1993; Loftman & Beazley, 1998; Ellis, 2000, 2001; 
Beebejaun, 2004). A modest exception was Thomas’s discussion of a questionnaire 
survey of 32 planning consultancies undertaken in 1993 (Thomas, 1994), the 
sample being all those advertising in a particular week in Planning Week, then 
the journal of the RTPI. Out of the 12 responses that were received, only two had 
formal equal opportunities policies in relation to recruitment, “ a stark contrast to 
the position in die public sector”  (Thomas, 1994, p. 362). Despite the fact that 
some firms argued that their organisation was too small to employ formal policies, 
one of the two firms that did have a formal equal opportunities policy was a small 
firm with three professional planners who had introduced the policy as part of a 
quality control package to satisfy BS5750 (a widely accepted quality assurance 
standard). The other firm was a relatively large firm with over 15 qualified planners. 
As Thomas suggests:

this patchy and erratic coverage suggests that equal opportunities in 
personnel matters is not high on the organisational agendas of planning 
consultancies, and we might expect explicit concern for the significance 
of equal opportunities (including racial equality) in planning to be even 
lower on the agenda, given its generally lower profile in the private 
sector, and government advice. (1994, p. 362)

Yet, a great deal has changed since the early 1990s, both in the higher statutory 
profile accorded the promotion of race equality in the UK, and in the increasing 
attention being given to the business case for valuing diversity. The next section 
will examine the nature of this case as featured in governmental and other 
publications in the UK, and its potential shortcomings. The remainder of the paper 
will consider the extent to which UK planning consultancies are beginning to 
recognise and understand issues relating to the promotion of race equality, and 
their application to planning. It will allow a judgement of whether the business 
case has begun to make an impression, and of how much needs to be done to 
effect change.
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The Business Case for Equality and Diversity
The details of the business case may vary from one deployment of the argument to 
another, but there are core claims which tend to be repeated. Kirton & Greene 
(2005, pp. 201-204) summarise these as:

•  an organisation sensitive to diversity can better recruit in a labour market 
characterised by diversity;

•  employees are, in fact, diverse to some extent in any organisation, even the less 
enlightened, and sensitivity to this will maximise employee potential;

•  an organisation sensitive to diversity will operate more effectively across 
cultural and national borders/boundaries;

•  a diverse workforce, properly managed, has more likelihood of being creative, 
and also of being sensitive to a wider range of opportunities for the organisation.

(See also Bolshaw, 2004; Morgan, 2003, para 4.3.3; TF, 2004.)
The strands of the business case come together in the UK Department of Trade 

and Industry (DTI, n.d.) publication The Business Case fo r  Diversity and Equality, 
which promotes the advantages of diversity within the workforce:

By employing more women, older people and encouraging a wider 
ethnic mix, a business is able to identify more closely with its customer 
base, draw from a broader range o f perspectives, and won’t be short of 
recruitment options. (DTI, n.d., cover page)

Publications with similar themes are widely available (several are posted on the 
Internet), and their messages are easily interpreted in a variety of business contexts, 
including planning. Those promoting the business case cite examples such as the 
London Underground where, as a result of changes in recruitment policy, 32% of 
its current employees come from ethnic minority backgrounds (Marchington & 
Wilkinson, 2002).

Another type of example is meant to illustrate the dangers of making a false 
move in this area. For Franks (2003), for example, the experience of the Ford Motor 
Company provides a clear example of how the public’s views can be affected by the 
equal opportunities policy of a company. As Franks explains, the Ford Motor 
Company was, until recently, “ widely recognised as having a progressive approach 
to diversity’’ (2003, p. 17). It was named as one of the 100 Best Workplaces in the 
European Union (EU) in March 2003, and in May 2003 it was ranked number one 
among American corporations on Diversitylncs’s list of ‘Top Companies for 
Diversity 2003’. The company, “ motivated by the belief that diversity can be a 
source of competitive advantage in its global markets”  (Franks, 2003, p. 17), has 
created a number of new approaches to help achieve this ideal. For example, it has 
conducted a baseline equality audit of the company on behalf of the CRE, and it 
also supports several ongoing training initiatives for ethnic minority groups.

However, Ford’s commitment to diversity has received some unwanted 
publicity as a result of an advertising campaign in Europe, in which Ford’s
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agency used a photograph of workers at Dagenham in the UK that originally 
included five members of ethnic minorities. When the photograph was used 
elsewhere in Europe, the faces of those from ethnic minority backgrounds had 
been replaced with White faces on the basis that they did not portray the ethnic 
mix in Europe. Although Ford management apologised to the parties involved, the 
advertising campaign resulted in a controversial walkout that cost the company 
£2.8 million in lost production. More interesting, however, was the fact that 
“ there were also indications that certain groups of consumers were boycotting 
Ford products”  (Franks, 2003, p. 17).

The business case has been made in relation to the built-environment 
professions, particularly those with large proportions of members in private 
practice. A North American instance relating to architecture was quoted in an 
earlier section. In the UK, in recent years the Royal Institution of Chartered 
Surveyors has had a group working on ways of increasing the proportions of 
women and ethnic minorities in a profession where their numbers have been very 
low indeed. This push to ‘raise the ratio’ of previously underrepresented groups 
has had some success, and has involved promoting new ways of operating. Central 
to its rationale, however, is the business case, as a recent article by a leading 
proponent makes clear:

Employing women, older people or those from ethnic minorities is not 
just a nod to political correctness. Practising diversity in recruitment 
means that a firm will search for the best candidate from a much larger 
pool of labour.

“ We have operated an equal opportunities policy for many years,” 
says Drivers Jonas managing partner Nick Shepherd. “ We want to make 
sure that we are as diverse as the clients we serve. It makes good 
commercial sense to recruit and develop people with a wide range of skills 
and talents who understand the needs of clients.”  (Dobie, 2005, p. 1)

In the UK, a key element of the business case as applied to race equality has been 
translated into a planning context by Krishnarayan & Thomas, who stated that, all 
else being equal, catering for the needs of a multi-cultural society is more likely to 
be successful if “ multi-culturalism is a lived reality for its s ta f f ’ (1993, p. 77) (the 
‘all else being equal’ points towards the potential weakness of the business case, as 
will be seen).

The argument for promoting diversity as found in ‘the business case’ arguably 
marks a step beyond the kind of ignorance and indifference found by Thomas 
(1994), in planning, and Jenkins (1986) more generally. Yet it remains a highly 
contestable approach. Two criticisms are especially telling.

First, and perhaps most obviously, the downplaying of a moral/political dimen
sion to the business case leads to unfortunate consequences if there is a calculation 
that in any particular firm the business case fails (Kirton & Greene, 2005). The first 
sub-heading in the executive summary of the report of the business-led and 
government-sponsored Task Force on Race Equality and Diversity in the Private
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Sector asks ‘What’s in it for me?’. But this question is vulnerable to the charge 
put by Hansen:

Employers spend billions on diversity programs. . .  but there’s little 
evidence of improved business performance, financial results or 
accountability. . .  (2003, p. 1)

The clear implication is— why spend the money?
This limitation in the business case stems from a misunderstanding of the 

dynamic of the inequalities associated with discrimination and under-representa- 
tion of particular groups of people in the workforce or elsewhere, which is the 
basis for a second criticism of the position. The business case assumes that 
discrimination can be understood as a kind of system malfunction, so that 
tweaking the system can address it. Thus Kirton & Greene (2005, p. 204) suggest 
that if the business case is extended to include the argument that conducting a 
business ethically and with social responsibility is desirable or even obligatory, 
then it will be immeasurably strengthened. This argument has force to the extent 
that it provides some advice about strategies for pressurising companies into 
changing behaviour, but as a general prescription for respecting diversity it has a 
flaw: it fails to consider that systematic inequalities, both supporting and supported 
by a cultural and ideological apparatus which rationalises them to many people, 
may be functional for, and endemic in, Western capitalism. That is not a recipe for 
fatalism, simply a caution against trying to tinker with the business case. In such 
circumstances, the promotion of equal opportunities must be based on a case 
which emphasises struggle for change in the face of oppression and unfairness, 
and looks at the outcomes of initiatives to promote equality, rather than a case 
which appeals to the self-interest o f those who are already doing well out of 
current arrangements and concentrates on their actions in trying to be fair on an 
individual basis (Jewson & Mason, 1986). Halford et al. (1997) show how the 
qualities associated with operating practices in organisations are culturally 
encoded as gendered, sexualised and (we might add) racialised (and often there are 
subtle interrelationships between these dimensions), and are related to the nature 
of the environment in which the organisation operates. Thus, to take their 
examples, in banking, changes in the nature of competition in the market might 
mean a shift from crude hierarchical, individualistic and patriarchal management 
models to softer values associated with team development and customer care. But 
these modes of working are still perceived as gendered, and— moreover—are 
supported only as long as they are functional in the fluid competitive banking 
environment. So, ways of doing things can be changed— but the office will still be 
gendered (and racialised) and, more or less, consciously discriminatory, unless 
there is a conscious, politically sensitive (in the broadest sense) attempt to link 
changes to broader societal changes.

Conscious of the limitations of the business case, the UK’s CRE has sought to 
go a little further in promoting good practice on race issues among private sector 
organisations {People Management, 2003). In a recent scheme, for example, 200 
companies were approached to adopt the racial equality duty which is laid out in 
the Race Relation (Amendment) Act 2000, and which currently applies only to the
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public sector (Thomas, 2004). The outcomes of these initiatives remain very 
uncertain at a time when business values are valorised in the public sector 
modernisation programme of the government, leading to expectations that public 
services are more realigned with business values rather than the other way around. 
However, they do illustrate that the broad context within which planning 
consultancies are operating is changing. The remaining sections of the paper will 
examine the degree to which the consultancies are responding.

Race Equality and Planning Consultancies
It is against this background that the research reported in this paper was conducted. 
On the basis that promoting race equality should affect the activities of an 
organisation as both employer and service provider (Thomas, 2000), the project 
investigated planning consultancies in south Wales in order to:

•  identify the extent to which private sector planning practices have sensitised 
their procedures in the workplace to the promotion of equality (e.g. equal 
opportunities policies, monitoring of applicants for jobs);

•  identify how planning practices sensitise the conduct and focus of their 
planning work to the needs and aspirations of ethnic minorities.

These concerns are those which underlie surveys undertaken by Krishnarayan & 
Thomas (1993) and Loftman & Beazley (1998) of local authorities, but they have 
not been undertaken in the private sector, save for the limited work undertaken by 
Thomas (1994). There was no attempt, in general, to compare the earlier survey 
with this research because the small numbers involved in both research projects 
ruled out attempts to identify trends.

The consultancies constituted a 100% sample of those operating in south-east 
Wales (from the English border as far west as Swansea)— 21 in all— as identified 
through the RTPI’s regional list of consultancies. They were a mix of national firms 
with regional offices, and larger and smaller regional firms. Care must be taken in 
generalising to the whole of the UK from findings relating to one sub-region. There 
is no evidence that planning consultancies in south-east Wales are radically different 
from consultancies elsewhere in the UK; however, the significance of that statement 
is limited somewhat by the fact that little research exists into the operating practices 
and ethos o f British planning consultants. Nevertheless, if there were major 
regional differences in operating practices of consultancies one might expect some 
anecdotal evidence to have emerged, and as far as we are aware none has.

A south Wales case study has an intrinsic interest in relation to promoting race 
equality because Wales has had a devolved tier of government (the National 
Assembly for Wales) since 1997, the constitution of which charges it with 
promoting equal opportunities through all its activities (Chaney & Fevre, 2004). 
To date, this has not had any significant impact on planning policy (Thomas, 
2002), but it has created increased awareness of the political salience of equal 
opportunities in Wales as a whole (Chaney & Fevre, 2004). If planning 
consultancies anywhere were to be sensitive to the business case for promoting 
equality and diversity then one might expect it to be in Wales.
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The websites of those companies which had them (17 in all) were examined, 
using a standard approach, and a questionnaire was sent to each of the 21 firms. 
The examination of websites surveyed whether they posted equal opportunity 
policies, encouraged job applications from ethnic minority groups, and promoted 
an image of multi-culturalism through the use of pictures and images. The 
questionnaire asked about company-wide equal opportunities policies, recruitment 
practices in relation to planning posts, the composition of the workforce, and the 
degree to which the firm’s practice was sensitive to the multi-ethnic nature of the 
UK and, specifically, might be informed by knowledge of race equality principles . 
The response rate for the questionnaire was 43% (n =  8). This is a small number of 
responses, but it did consist of a variety of firms (national, regional); nevertheless, 
the study must be seen as exploratory. The information from websites and 
questionnaires was supplemented by semi-structured interviews with representa
tives from four of the planning consultancies. These provided an opportunity to 
develop a more nuanced understanding of the key themes and issues that were 
highlighted in the survey. In one firm there was an opportunity to discuss three 
specific projects in greater depth, drawing on documents and interview data. The 
discussion which follows is organised around major themes which arose from this 
multi-pronged approach to data acquisition.

Company-Wide Policy and Practice

All respondents had a general company equal opportunities policy. This compares 
favourably to the study conducted by Thomas (1994), where only two of the 12 
respondents had a formal equal opportunities agenda. Likewise, nearly all of the 
responding consultancies (seven) had an equal opportunities policy specifically on 
employment. However, the commitment to actually monitoring the ethnic com
position of both job applicants and the actual workforce was not as significant. 
Only one-third of the respondents indicated that monitoring the ethnic composition 
of job applicants took place within their consultancy, and only four of the 
consultancies (half of respondents) monitored the ethnic composition of the 
workforce. More significant, however, was the number of consultants that had a 
company equal opportunities framework for those responsible for recruitment. 
Seven out of the eight indicated that they did.

As websites are now a recognised source of information for potential clients and 
employees of companies, a review of the websites of all 21 companies was 
undertaken to see whether equal opportunities were given any kind of recognition 
there. Only four of the 17 with websites had posted an equal opportunities 
framework and, of these four, three had simply mentioned that they operated an 
equal opportunities policy. A major exception was White Young Green’s website.2 
This website provided a very detailed framework on equal opportunities by setting 
out the details of the equal opportunities procedures on several elements including 
recruitment and training, access to training, religious and cultural needs, and the 
equal opportunities monitoring procedures. This may be regarded as standard 
equal opportunities material, but the failure of other companies to do even this 
suggests that promoting equal opportunities has not permeated every aspect of 
company life— it is not mainstreamed (Thomas, 2000).
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Recruitment and Training

In the UK there has been a long-term under-representation of Black and ethnic 
minorities among planners (Reeves, 2005; Thomas, 2000). The findings from 
this study showed that this situation was replicated in the private sector. Only 
two people out of the combined total of 44 planners from all of the consultancies 
(4.5%) were from ethnic minority backgrounds. The fact that some of these 
planners were senior within their firms has to be set against the under
representation of ethnic minority planners. The findings suggest that Anthony’s 
finding in relation to US architects may well apply also to UK planners: “ Isolation 
in the work environment is a theme that pervades the experiences of under
represented [professionals] throughout this study” (2001, p. 133). Certainly, this is 
something which requires further research.

There is, however, some evidence to show that some consultancies are making 
determined efforts to improve the numbers of ethnic minorities working within 
the industry. A review of the consultancies’ websites showed that of the 
four consultancies that have images of employees, two present an image that is 
culturally diverse. One of these shows its intentions to create an ethnically diverse 
workforce in an article called ‘Planning— Taking a Fresh Approach’ (2004), 
which is posted on the website, and states that it follows an equal opportunities for 
all policy, “ employing planning staff from many different social and cultural 
backgrounds”  because their “ diversity benefits the communities within the 
projects that they carry out” — a pretty classic statement of a business case for 
diversity.

One of the consultancies commented in its questionnaire responses that it was 
participating in a scheme called ‘Tomorrow’s Planners’. The scheme, which was 
launched in 2003, is “ committed to increasing the representation of black and 
minority ethnic groups working in the planning profession to the point where it 
broadly reflects the make up of communities it is intended to serve”  (Planning 
Inspectorate, 2003). The scheme, as Shepley (2003) states, has been established in 
recognition of the fact that there are good practical reasons why planning needs to 
be more representative of Black and minority ethnic groups, including the fact that 
a multi-cultural workforce will be better equipped to understand the needs of ethnic 
minority groups (the business case).

The scheme, which is open only to people from ethnic minority backgrounds, is 
based on a partnership with PATH (Positive Action Training Highway). The 
trainees enter into a three-year contract with PATH, and they are placed with a 
host provider and on a recognised planning course. While PATH provides 
administration monitoring and mentoring, the host provides a training allowance 
and a management fee to PATH. The planning course is taken in a local planning 
school. As Shepley (2003, p. 10) indicates, the “ results are pleasing”  because, 
over the last year, 20 people from ethnic minority backgrounds have been placed 
within planning.

Although it is disappointing to find that only one consultancy in the study area 
is participating in this scheme, it is more worrying to discover the general lack of 
knowledge amongst consultancies about its existence. None of the representatives 
who participated in interviews for this study was aware of the scheme, or how
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they could actually become involved in the scheme. As one representative 
commented:

we are not aware of the benefits that ethnic minority groups might bring 
to a planning team . . .  and we do not consider them [ethnic minority 
applicants] in any different way to any other applicant.

The number of staff who could actually speak ethnic minority languages was, 
however, more encouraging, though there was little evidence of systematic 
attempts to develop minority language skills as a company asset. One consultancy 
has two planning staff that are fluent in ethnic minority languages (Slovakian 
and Turkish), with another being able to understand Russian. Another consultancy 
has a member of staff who speaks fluent Vietnamese which, the company 
representative stated, opens up business to a greater pool of potential clients. 
However, this kind of business advantage appeared to be interpreted in relation to 
the rest of the world, rather than within the UK. As another respondent explained, 
unless the project involves work overseas, then the ethnic minority languages 
spoken by staff are unlikely to be used. This was a fact that was confirmed in 
interviews with other consultancies. This is a danger of the business case in a 
context where minority communities may be so economically disadvantaged as to 
be unlikely sources of business (most, though not all, minority ethnic communities 
in the UK are disproportionately likely to be poor— see e.g. Thomas (2000)).

The survey asked about race awareness/anti-racism training. It specifically asked 
whether there was a programme for this form of training either within the 
department or within the company. Only one consultancy stated that the firm 
provided this sort of training. However, the representative from that firm stated that 
anti-racism training has only just been established, and priority is currently being 
given to senior executives, personnel and other ‘gate keepers’, rather than planners 
as such. Nevertheless, if the training is successful it will become part of the training 
programme for all staff, including planners at all levels. Although it is impossible to 
draw any firm conclusions from this example, it could be suggested that it is the 
multi-national nature of the firm, with 3500 staff in the UK, which has resulted in a 
more diverse programme of training, which includes anti-racism training.

The picture for the moment is therefore not a reassuring one. Although the 
mechanisms are in place to facilitate the progression of ethnic minorities into 
planning, there appears to be a general lack of communication between consul
tancies and those people running ethnic minority recruitment schemes. There also 
seems to be a lack of understanding about the benefits of creating a multi-cultural 
planning workforce, and about the benefits of anti-racism training.

Planning Practice: Engaging Ethnic Minorities

It has long been recognised that a local planning authority needs to operate in a 
way that is “ sensitive to the diverse needs and aspirations of its population” 
(Knshnarayan & Thomas, 1993, p. 49). This requirement has become even more 
significant with the passing of the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000, which 
has substantially increased what is required of local authorities in terms of the
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positive promotion of race equality (Thomas, 2004). The logic of this position is 
that as more and more planning work is contracted out to planning consultancies, so 
they also should be sensitive to diverse needs and aspirations, and should 
understand the principles of promoting race equality. In the cases of the 
respondents in this study, an average of 44% of consultants’ work is for public 
sector clients; this substantial portion of work is still a little less public sector work 
than some consultancies carry out— a recent national survey of 150 planning 
consultancies revealed that close to 60% of their work (by value) was for the public 
or voluntary sector or ‘cross-sector partnerships’ (Wainscoat, 2004). Yet the 
south Wales survey revealed that only two consultancies have staff who are 
familiar with the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000. In addition to this, in 
one of these cases it was noted that only one member of the planning team was 
familiar with the Act, and this was the head of human resources within planning, 
rather than a qualified planner.

This is particularly worrying because the survey indicates that public consul
tation, on behalf of local authority clients, forms a central part of the consultants’ 
work— seven out of the eight consultants have been involved in a public consul
tation over the last year. Without knowledge of the Act, consultancies would be 
unaware of their duty to promote equality whilst carrying out the consultation 
process. As the government’s ‘specific duties’ indicate, in carrying out activities 
such as public consultations, ethnic minority groups should be part of the consul
tation process. For example, there should be arrangements to ensure that ethnic 
minorities have access to information. In the furtherance of this, the success of a 
consultation also depends on the dialogue that is established between those people 
carrying out planning functions and the ethnic minority groups, and the manner 
in which the points of view of the ethnic minority population are translated into 
the planning system (Krishnarayan & Thomas, 1993). The survey asked those 
consultants who were involved in public consultations whether any steps were 
made either to monitor the ethnicity of the people that were involved, or to engage 
ethnic minority groups. The results showed that only two consultancies actively 
tried to engage people from ethnic minority backgrounds into the consultation part 
of the planning process, and only one consultancy monitored the ethnicity of those 
who were involved in the consultation.

However, that consultancy was open in saying that the level to which the 
company will promote racial equality will depend entirely on the requirements of 
the client. If in the brief the client states that ethnic minorities should be 
encouraged to participate in the project, then the company have to adhere to this. 
The representative provided the example of a retail impact study that was carried 
out for Sandwell Metropolitan Council in the West Midlands. The study involved 
asking the local community, through the use of questionnaires and workshops, 
about their opinions of the local shopping realm. The population has a very high 
proportion of ethnic minority residents, and therefore the company had to actively 
involve these ethnic minority groups. In order to achieve this, it had to appoint 
staff who could speak the appropriate languages, and who had a level of knowledge 
about the scheme and its impact.

Without specific sanctioning by the client, the extra costs associated with 
encouraging the participation of ethnic minority groups would not be incurred.
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These costs include employing sub-consultants as interpreters, and printing leaflets 
and public display consultation boards in different languages. It was also 
mentioned that involving ethnic minority groups can be time consuming. In the 
case of the above project, trying to engage women and the older generation from 
ethnic minority groups took much longer than a random sampling exercise would 
have done, as these groups of people are on the whole more wary of answering 
questions and giving their opinions.

Yet it might be argued that the claim that consultants will tend to refrain from 
offering requirements other than those that are stated on the brief is disingenuous. 
Consultants typically interpret a brief, and— within limits— can suggest additional 
items for clients, and recommend ways in which should be carried out (Davoudi & 
Healey, 1990). Another consultant reported that it had done precisely this in 
relation to a consultation exercise in a rural area in south-west England (a part of 
the country notorious for a history of virulent racism (Jay, 1992)). The project 
manager from the consultancy had asked the client whether it was necessary to 
translate any of the key documents, and was told there was no need because the 
ethnic minority population of the area was below the national average. This view 
of when ethnic minorities should be taken into account has long been criticised 
(notably in RTPI/CRE, 1983), but the ignorance of the client was compounded by 
the ignorance of the consultant in this case.

The failure of planning consultants to understand the significance of the multi
ethnic context for their work can result in actions which amount to poor practice, 
but also practices with significant implications for minority ethnic groups. For 
example, a consultancy that was involved in public engagement on local planning 
issues and policies in a one-time mining village in south Wales framed one of its 
questions in a household questionnaire as follows: “ do you think that more 
takeaways should be developed in xxxx?’’, which unsurprisingly led to a negative 
response of 90%. This leading question was poorly worded by any standards, but 
might have been avoided had the consultants taken action to engage the views of 
the (small) minority ethnic community in the area; or, indeed, had the consultants 
been more sensitive to the significance of different economic sectors for different 
ethnic groups, a point that has been made repeatedly in well-publicised 
publications for at least 10 years (Krishnarayan & Thomas, 1993).

Although all o f the interviewees acknowledged the fact that involving ethnic 
minority groups was not a priority, several of them drew attention to the issue of 
involving Welsh speakers in public consultation. This is a topic which is of 
particular relevance to Wales alone, and one that needs much greater attention than 
can be provided here (see Williams & James, 1997), but it has lessons for 
promoting race equality and sensitising to diversity. As the respondent from one 
consultancy indicated, the only project that had called for them to involve minority 
groups had been a recent consultation exercise in Porthcawl in south Wales, where 
there was pressure from the client to ensure not only that Welsh speakers were 
invited to present their views, but also that there was the facility to provide all of 
the information on the project in Welsh. The representative from another 
consultancy explained that there is a large amount of pressure on any project to 
ensure that the Welsh language is promoted. This is largely a result of the Welsh 
Language Act 1993, which states that both the Welsh and the English language
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should be treated on a basis of equality. As such, for all of its planning projects in 
Wales, any public engagement such as questionnaires and leaflets, and any public 
consultation exercises, such as exhibitions, discussion groups and workshops, 
have to be available in both Welsh and English. This has not only ensured that 
Welsh speakers are more likely to be constructively engaged in the planning 
process, but also encouraged the employment of Welsh speakers in planning 
consultancies, as they can facilitate this process.

The specific legal status of the Welsh language is quite different from that of 
other minority languages in the UK. But what can be learnt from this episode is 
that it is the pressure from organisations such as the National Assembly that has 
ensured that companies are highly aware of their legal obligations to give parity to 
the Welsh and English languages. This implies that, in comparison, there is not 
enough pressure from the government, or from public bodies such as the CRE, to 
ensure that private companies such as planning consultancies are aware of their 
legal obligations regarding race relations. As the Welsh example shows, pressure 
in this form ensures that legal obligations are a priority, and that the costs 
associated with this obligation (e.g. translation, interpreter costs, etc.) are built into 
the planning of projects.

Conclusions
Promoting racial equality is a topic on which an observer can veer from cautious 
optimism to the deepest pessimism depending on whether signs of good practice 
are seen as readiness to change, or simply gmdging reactions to external pressures. 
There are some positive aspects to the results of the limited survey of planning 
consultancies presented in this paper, but the overall picture is dispiriting. It shows 
that understanding of, and concern for, promoting race equality among planning 
consultancies is very limited. It illustrates, too, the limits of the business case for 
equality— at present, for planning consultancies there appears to be no business 
case for taking race equality seriously. The procedural and cultural changes 
associated with Statements of Community Involvement, and other innovations in 
the planning system in England and Wales, may change what public sector clients 
require of consultants (ODPM, 2004, para 7.2). But even if there is some change, 
it may not affect the large proportion of work which is undertaken for private 
sector clients. Nor will it necessarily have a direct effect on working practices and 
recruitment practices within the consultancies.

The importance of the incentive of the ‘bottom line’ in improving businesses’ 
sensitivity to race equality must be acknowledged (TF, 2004). And in planning 
there is much that local authorities and national (and devolved) government can do 
to require better practice of consultants. In seeking to change the culture of 
planning, perhaps more could be done by the ODPM and other agencies to make it 
clear that the private sector culture needs to change too. There must be a clear and 
unambiguous responsibility placed on consultancies themselves to habitually work 
in ways which promote race equality. There are two arguments which can be 
deployed to persuade consultancies of this need.

The first, following Kirton and Greene’s approach (Kirton & Greene, 2005), 
makes it a civic obligation or social responsibility, of the kind associated also with
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becoming more sustainable. It is in this spirit that the Task Force (2004) asks that 
larger companies report publicly on their race equality strategies and activities 
undertaken as part of them. This kind of reasoning could be strengthened by 
appropriate legislative requirements. The second argument is that doing planning 
properly means being sensitive to the kinds of concerns that are involved in 
promoting race equality (Reeves, 2005). This is a point of view consistently 
advocated by the RTPI (RTPI/CRE, 1983; Krishnarayan & Thomas, 1993) but, as 
mentioned earlier, it has tended to be aimed at the public sector. The professional 
Institute needs to refocus its efforts in promoting race equality so as to explicitly 
include planning consultancies.

However, it must be recognised too that these efforts, important— even vital— 
as they are, are likely to succeed only if accompanied by pressure on the planning 
system in all its dimensions and phases to become more fair and just. Lasting 
change that is truly significant will also require that struggle within individual 
consultancies is part of a wider mobilisation for emancipation within capitalist 
societies. This wider political struggle is a vital adjunct and impetus for more 
progressive attitudes and practices within planning itself (Thomas, 2000).
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Notes
1. The terminology in this area of public policy has changed in recent years, in that the notion of diversity has 

tended to replace that of equal opportunities in general discussions (see Booth et al., 2004), though the term 
‘equality’ is still important in discussions of how to combat prejudice and discrimination—e.g. in relation to 
racism, sexism and homophobia. Booth et al. (2004, Chapter 3) found the term to be poorly understood by 
professional planners, and it appears to be used quite loosely. The change of terminology reflects complex and 
sometimes incompatible intellectual and political influences, including a concern to promote social difference 
as an analytical category which challenges the analytical hegemony of class (Fincher & Jacobs, 1998), identity 
politics (Young, 1990), and even a concern to address social tensions associated with religiously inflected 
ethnic divides (Reeves, 2005, pp. 15-16). For the purposes of this paper the significance of the change from 
emphasising equality to emphasising diversity is limited to recognising that the change can make it easier to 
make the ‘business case’ because the very term ‘diversity’, which is extremely ambiguous, has no obvious 
connection to considerations of equality and justice, and so these dimensions can be simply passed over.

2. See http://www.wyg.com
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Introduction
This issue contains four papers that look at some issues related to how planning 
may be, and should be, contributing to the struggle for racial equality. Three of the 
papers deal with Britain, but most of the issues that are addressed will be familiar 
to readers in ‘the West’ (Pestieau & Wallace, 2003). This introduction sketches the 
changing context for discussions of planning and race equality in Britain. It is 
structured around four themes: changes in governance, legislative changes, the 
changing urban policy context, and the changing national planning policy context. 
Of course, some of these have a distinctively British dimension (such as the nature 
of devolution of power to elected assemblies in Scotland, Northern Ireland and 
Wales). But many aspects are shared with other countries (such as debates over 
how the cohesion of the polity can be secured while respecting cultural difference; 
and debates over the significance to be attached to religious identity). This is not 
surprising; after all, state apparatuses of a broadly similar kind are struggling to 
react to economic and demographic changes that are global in their reach. It is 
important that planners understand the distinctive histories of their own regions 
and countries, and how racial discrimination and racism is bound up with that; but 
this does not preclude the possibility of being stimulated by discussions of other 
regions and countries.

It is timely to look at Britain at around this time, given that just about a quarter of 
a century has elapsed since the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) co-authored 
with the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) a guide on Planning in a Multi
racial Britain (RTPI/CRE, 1983). Very much a professional initiative, the booklet 
seemed to be triggered by two things. There were the practical challenges that faced 
many planners in some of England’s larger cities as they sought to help manage 
land-use patterns on which new kinds o f demands were being made by increasingly 
well-established immigrant populations (and populations of immigrant descent); 
their experiences helped furnish the booklet with examples of how the planning 
system could become an arena for sometimes crude, and sometimes unwittingly 
discriminatory attitudes and practices— and what should be done to improve
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matters. Secondly, the booklet was a victory for the persistent, often vocal, 
minority of activists in the Institute who promoted a more radical professional 
agenda, an agenda that from the 1980s has had promoting equal opportunities—  
and especially gender equality— at its core. They have remained industrious ever 
since, and have (often) harried the Institute into usually being ahead of both the 
profession at large and the national government in its stance on promoting equality 
in general in relation to planning, and race equality in particular.1

In 25 years there have been some major changes in the context within which 
British planners continue to address the reality of racial discrimination and 
injustice. One factor, however, has remained constant; namely, the significance of 
immigration in the politics of ‘race’. In recent decades the focus of argument and 
struggle has varied—for example, the treatment of asylum seekers, or Islamists, or 
economic migrants from Eastern Europe (as at present). But the populist racialized 
construction has remained: Britain and its way of life under threat, a sensitivity 
increased by the bombings of September 11, and subsequent attacks in Europe 
(including in Britain). Politicians— national and local— have kept largely to the 
strategy honed since the 1960s: mollifying what they appear to believe is a 
‘naturally’ negative response to ‘the (racialized) stranger’ by visibly (and vocally) 
tightening restrictions on entry to the United Kingdom, while ostensibly 
promoting race equality for the resident minority population (Thomas, 2000). 
This approach has had a new twist to its restrictive dimension in recent years, with 
the increasing attention being given to requiring new British citizens to share some 
basic ‘British values’. This strand of policy was given increased prominence when 
violent disturbances broke out in some northern cities in 2001, while racist 
political parties made inroads there and elsewhere in England. Yet the reports into 
the disturbances (for example, Cantle, 2001) made it clear that one major issue 
underlying the disturbances was the frustration of working-class people— white 
and non-white— over their perception that they could not get any grievances 
couched in terms of unfairness between racialized groups discussed openly. As 
ever, mainstream political parties were trying to keep racial tension off the political 
agenda. Since 2001 there have been attempts to initiate a more open and mature 
discussion (for example, Cantle, 2001; Denham, 2001) but professing allegiance to 
some vague, but crude, notion of Britishness remains a potent political ploy. What 
this has meant for the planning system is that the task of trying to promote race 
equality within and through planning has continued to take place in a highly 
charged and sensitive political atmosphere.

If some elements of the context within which race equality in planning has been 
struggled for have remained the same, others have certainly changed. Public 
administration, including local government, has been transformed by new approaches 
to their tasks, and management. There has also been a major upheaval in the national 
policy context relating to race equality, particularly as a result of political mobilization 
following the death of black teenager Stephen Lawrence, the bungled investigation of 
his murder, and the subsequent Macpherson (1999) report on that investigation. There 
have also been new agendas growing around a concern to promote social and 
community cohesion, and urban renaissance. Within the past few years the UK 
national government has given some indication of taking the promotion of race 
equality in urban policy (including planning) more seriously than it has ever done
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before (for example, Chanan, 2003, pp. 34-35), albeit within the ambit of a concern 
for ‘diversity’. Yet a few years ago, at least, it appeared that ordinary public and 
private sector planners remained uncertain about how the promotion of equality 
should relate to their work (Booth et al., 2004).

The remainder of this introductoiy paper will sketch some of the key changes 
that have occurred in the context of race equality and planning in Britain. It will 
consider institutional change, legislative change, urban policy agendas, and the 
apparently increasing salience of race equality in national planning policy. It 
begins, however, with a discussion of a change that has affected most, if not all, 
countries in the ‘N orth’, and very many in the ‘South’; namely the increasing 
significance of the politics of difference (Sandercock, 2003).

Difference, Diversity, Multi-culturalism
Since the 1980s there has been increasing theorizing of, and political mobilization 
around, the significance of social difference, where acknowledging this 
significance is contrasted with analyses and political struggles organized around 
a single analytical category, typically class (for example, Fincher & Jacobs, 1998). 
For good or ill, the politics of recognition has influenced discussions of social 
justice and the nature o f struggles to achieve it (Fraser, 1995, 2000; Commission 
on the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain, 2000). One strand in this shift of focus in 
discussions of struggles for justice and equality has been increasing attention to 
respecting ethnicity, culture and— latterly— religious faith in relation to countering 
racial discrimination. Important as it is to secure fair distribution of material goods, 
it is also important that there be respect for the myriad cultures that co-exist in 
contemporary cities (Young, 1990). Sandercock (2003) goes further and argues 
that stable co-existence of different cultures requires engagement between people 
who perceive themselves as different; recognition o f the porosity and internal 
heterogeneity o f cultures; and openness to the possibility (and historical reality) of 
mutual influence between them.

The use and management o f space— the field o f operation of planners— is 
central to these processes, and struggles. For example, it is only if there are spaces 
to which people o f different cultures or ethnicity have de facto  (not simply de ju re ) 
equal access that they will be able to encounter each other on constructive terms; 
so creating and managing truly public space is central to fashioning ‘cosmopolis’ 
(McDowell, 1999). More prosaically, the built environment is culturally inscribed, 
and it is the planning system that is the arena within which discussions and 
struggles take place over how the environment can and should change to reflect a 
dynamic cultural mix (for example, Watson, 1999). Sandercock (2003) points to 
examples of positive and creative action about these matters in civil society and 
agencies o f governance in many ‘western’ cities, including Birmingham, England 
(see Singh, 2001). Yet as she acknowledges, these initiatives remain fragile, and 
co-exist with public policy and an everyday urban life imbued with a view of 
culture as a discrete, homogeneous commodity, which Young et al. (2006) 
recently reported in relation to Manchester.

The commodification of culture resonates with the urban competitiveness that is 
promoted by what Buck et al. (2005) have termed the ‘New Conventional
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W isdom ’ about economic development. The planning system in Britain has been 
expected to be supportive of the neo-liberal New Conventional Wisdom, and what 
evidence there is suggests that the tensions between policies that respect and 
engage with culture and difference and those for which it is simply an exploitable 
asset are played out in the form of different activities being undertaken by different 
agencies or different sections of an agency (for example, Sandercock, 2003).2 
More research is needed on this.

The struggle to recognize and respect difference is complicated by two factors, 
which have an impact on how difference and its more common synonym 
‘diversity’ are understood. The first complicating factor is that the importance of 
recognizing social diversity has had a quite separate justification in relation to 
public policy to that outlined above, namely the idea that recognizing diversity 
helps organizations operate effectively. This ‘business case’ for the importance of 
diversity and equality has a particular resonance with public services that are being 
re-oriented to be more sensitive to their ‘custom ers’ (Audit Commission, 2002, 
p. 10: see later), and Mason (2002) is persuasive in arguing that it is this private 
sector rationale for diversity that has been influential in British public policy. 
Hutchings and Thomas (2005) illustrate the way the way the case has been made 
in national government advice, but point out its limitations in relation to promoting 
equality: if, in any given instance, there is no persuasive business case for 
respecting diversity or promoting equality, then the logic of this position is that 
these aims should not be pursued. There is some evidence to suggest that this is the 
position taken by planning consultancies in Britain.

The second complicating factor in understanding what is being claimed in 
discussions around the diversity agenda— certainly in relation to race— is that 
there can be little doubt that the vocabulary o f ‘culture’, ‘ethnicity’ and ‘faith’ has 
been racialized. It is undoubtedly important to recognize that religion plays a role 
in the lives o f many people (including members o f minority ethnic groups), and 
that the significance of faith is influenced by, and in turn influences, the way 
individuals and groups regard the significance o f gender, ethnicity, age, locality 
and nationality (for example). There has been good research undertaken in recent 
years in respect of this, and the papers in this issue add to this in a way that is 
particularly useful for planners. Yet the dangers that Barker (1981) illustrated 
many years ago remain: he demonstrated how culture had become a racialized 
notion, in the sense cultures were seen as homogeneous, largely fixed, mutually 
exclusive and typically antipathetic entities. On this understanding of culture it 
was ‘natural’ that people from the same culture should wish to live together and 
that they should not be comfortable with, and choose not to co-exist with, people 
from different cultures. Despite scholarly and political criticism of this notion of 
culture there can be little doubt that it continues to have popular resonance, which 
possibly has been increased by populist talk o f British (or other) ways o f life under 
threat from attacks by ‘fundamentalists’. And often, religion, culture and ethnicity 
are mixed together in this naturalizing, essentializing process o f racialization. It is 
important that recognizing the practical and symbolic significance of faith 
organizations (see, for example, London Churches Group for Social Action/ 
Greater London Enterprise, 2002; Famell et a l., 2003) does not unwittingly 
racialize religious identification. In this issue, Chapman and Lowndes show how
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important it is that the complexity of the ‘faith sector’ is understood if a 
constructive engagement in governance— including planning— is sought from 
those who identify themselves in terms of faith. They argue that, if this is done, 
faith groups and organizations have much to contribute to developing more 
inclusive governance sensitive to social diversity and material injustice.

More needs to be known about how religious identity is related to other bases of 
identity, including ethnic identity. With respect to the politically sensitive matter 
of Islamic identities among young Asians, well-informed commentators have 
argued that identities based on neighbourhood are often more significant than 
religious identities (Hussain, 2007), something of obvious interest to planners. 
Sandeep Kumar Agrawal’s and Richard Gale’s papers explore different aspects of 
this question in Canada and Britain. Their findings underline the importance of 
planners’ understanding the detail and distinctive dynamics of their localities— in 
relation to faith, ethnicity and culture, just as much as they might in relation to 
land markets and traffic patterns. They examine some of the spatial impacts of 
people’s religious identifications, with ethnic identity appearing to reinforce (and 
perhaps be part of) religious identity in the Canadian cases discussed by Agrawal. 
Reading the papers makes it clear that local circumstances will play an important 
part in how religio-ethnic identities are formed (if at all), are understood, and what 
impact they have in spatial and governance terms.

Whatever the position in respect of identity, we can conclude that involving 
faith groups in planning and urban policy has the potential for regressive, 
authoritarian, racialized outcomes as well as providing a way for reaching 
residents who may not otherwise engage with policy-making. Planners need to be 
aware of this.

Changing Governance
Over the past 30 years the governance of Britain has been in flux (or turmoil, 
depending perhaps on the degree of optimism with which one has viewed the 
changes) (Stoker, 2004). Only three major changes will be explored briefly here.

First, from the late 1990s there has been significant devolution of power from 
the national government in London to elected bodies in Scotland, Northern Ireland 
and Wales (Cullingworth & Nadin, 2006). The precise remit of each body is 
different, but each has effective control of planning policy, and each has a 
constitutional commitment (again expressed slightly differently in each case) to 
promoting equality of opportunity. The anticipation is that these commitments will 
inform all the work o f these new bodies, and if the impact on planning has 
sometimes been slow to appear (Thomas, 2002) there is no question that at the very 
least the new constitutional arrangements offer new, and reasonably promising, 
opportunities for political mobilization in support of equal opportunities.

The second major change has involved the role of elected local councils within 
the governance of their areas. To oversimplify, they have become enablers, 
working with and through a range of organizations with whom they network, and 
have partnerships rather than service delivery bodies across a wide range of 
welfare services. They are now required to take responsibility for promoting the 
welfare of their localities in a broad sense, and the vocabulary of place-making has
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extended from planning circles (for example, RTPI, 2001) to general discussions 
of local governance (for example, Confederation of British Industry/Local 
Government Association, 2006; see Sandercock, 2003, p. 173 on Birmingham, 
England). These shifts— involving working in myriad partnerships and net
works— have increased the complexity, and in many ways the subtleties, of 
governance, and have raised questions about how access to and influence within 
governance can be broadened (Bailey, 2003). These concerns are all the more 
urgent in relation to groups such as ethnic minorities who have a long history of 
being excluded from governance. Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) are bodies 
designed to provide a focus for the new, fluid, issue-oriented local governance that 
has been emerging in Britain (LSPs are the English and Welsh names, but broadly 
equivalent bodies exist in Scotland). They are expected to create shared visions, 
shared priorities and to bend budgets across the complex landscape of governance. 
Yet the evidence o f a recent study of LSPs in England is that little attention is paid 
to the participation of ethnic minorities in LSPs and to the statutory race equality 
duties placed on the partners within the LSP (Black Training and Enterprise 
Group/Urban Forum, 2007). Basic procedural tools like ethnic monitoring were 
found not to be in place in very many LSPs. Such findings indicate the continuing 
obstacles to placing race equality at the mainstream of local governance, a finding 
generalized by the CRE investigation of physical regeneration in the United 
Kingdom (CRE, 2007a). Yet many of Chapman and Lowndes’s cautionary points 
in relation to involving faith groups in governance also apply to involving ethnic 
organizations: they have much to offer, potentially (and clearly should not be 
marginalized unjustly), but cannot simply be assumed to be representative of some 
larger ethnic or racialized constituency, may not be internally homogeneous or 
cohesive, and may bring distinctive values and perspectives which cannot be 
simply ignored as awkward.

The final change in governance that will be highlighted is the attempt to change 
the ethos and culture of service delivery by public authorities. This has had more 
than one phase, but central to its later development has been the idea that the 
content and delivery of services needs to be responsive to, and indeed determined 
by, the requirements of users (Collins, 2002). It has been argued that even the 
cruder elements of this service reform agenda— such as the use of performance 
measures to shape the priorities and try to improve the practices of public bodies, 
including those involved in planning— have the potential to help raise the 
significance of race equality within the priorities of planning bodies (Thomas & Lo 
Piccolo, 2000). Collins (2002) and the Audit Commission (2002)— arguing from a 
standpoint broadly sympathetic to the reform agenda— believe that a serious focus 
on customers of services will of necessity require promoting equal opportunities. 
Yet Collins’s research in the early years of this decade confirmed that in the 
national (UK) government there was widespread confusion about how to sensitize 
services to customers. She suggested the Northern Ireland experience— where 
wide-ranging equalities legislation was introduced in the late 1990s3— showed that 
culture change was possible, but Ellis’s (2001) study of planning and ethnic 
minorities does not really support that.4 There remains interesting and important 
research to be undertaken into how the changes in governance throughout Britain 
have affected race equality initiatives.
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The Legislative Context
The UK legislated on race relations before most other western countries. The first 
Race Relations Act came in 1965, a further act came in 1968, and a more 
comprehensive and robust successor in 1976. For almost 25 years a model was in 
place in England, Wales and Scotland that had three key elements:

•  The idea that, in essence, discrimination and racism was a kind o f  personal 
injury, the significance o f  which was fo r  the individual to decide. It was 
important, therefore, that there be a complainant in cases of discrimination, 
even if that person were then assisted in pursuing the claim by organizations 
set up for the purpose; in the absence of complainants the presumption was that 
organizations and individuals had no responsibility to ensure that their 
activities were not discriminatory. Although die legislation talked of promoting 
racial harmony, this pro-active stance was overshadowed by the reactive action 
related to individual acts of discrimination (Harrison, 2005a).

•  The idea that discrimination could be the consequence o f  unintentional actions 
(indirect discrimination might result from the working out of bias built into the 
very procedures of an organization— for example, criteria employed to judge 
eligibility for housing). It was necessary, therefore, to monitor outputs of 
bureaucratic processes to see whether some social groups were systematically 
missing out— it was not enough to simply heed the good intentions of those 
operating the processes. Planners, for example, did not have to be bad people 
for the planning system to indirectly discriminate against ethnic minorities. 
Importantly, this element recognized the significance of groups, as opposed to 
individuals, as those discriminated against (Mason, 2002).

•  The existence o f  an organization set up by national government, the CRE, to 
'police’ the race relations legislation, investigate major instances—or 
allegations— o f racism, and keep the effectiveness o f  legislation under review. 
Inevitably, the influence of such a body within government waxed and waned 
according to the political priorities and philosophy of the government and the 
astuteness, and connectedness, of the key personnel within the Commission. In 
general, however, it has never been a ‘big hitter’ within government circles, 
although one of the later chairs (Trevor Phillips) is a prominent New 
Labourite, with a media-savvy profile high enough to ensure that the CRE was 
in the public eye pretty regularly.

The Race Relations Act 1976 ensured that more overt racism was outlawed from 
the planning system, but the available evidence from the 1980s through the 1990s 
suggests that countering racism was never a significant concern of the British 
planning system. National government, which set key policy priorities within the 
centralized UK planning system, had nothing to say on the connection between 
planning and race equality (Krishnarayan & Thomas, 1993). Perhaps not 
surprisingly, then, planners did not appear to understand how to set about 
tackling racial discrimination (Thomas, 2000).

The Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000— a direct response to the report 
into the police investigation of the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence
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(Macpherson, 1999)— transformed the legislative context. We are still witnessing 
the medium-term implications of the change. Macpherson’s report highlighted the 
way that an organizational culture can skew the way that everything is done 
within, and by, an organization. It used the term ‘institutional discrimination’ to 
refer to:

The collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and 
professional service to people because of their colour, culture or ethnic 
origin. It can be seen or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour 
which amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, 
thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority 
ethnic people. (Macpherson, 1999, p. 28)

The implication of this kind of analysis is that eradicating discrimination in 
organizations and service delivery requires complete culture change. That, in turn, 
requires substantial institutional review, change, and monitoring. The Act is 
intended to place legislative weight behind the need to transform every institution 
of any note in Britain. It does this by complementing the reactive approach to 
countering discrimination and racism that underpinned the 1960s and 1970s 
legislation with a duty on public bodies to promote race equality. The significance 
of this is that public bodies cannot wait for complaints, or judgements that they 
have discriminated: rather, they must assume that there is a job to be done to 
promote race equality unless there is clear evidence to the contrary.

The government has made it clear that it sees this duty as involving taking 
positive action, and current good practice is identified as including:

•  Monitoring impacts of existing policies and practices.
•  Assessing the likely impacts of proposed policies on ethnic minorities.
•  Ensuring policies meet the needs o f ethnic minorities.
•  Having a publicly stated policy on race equality (a Race Equality Scheme).

The Race Equality Schemes set out how they are approaching their duty, with an
action plan for addressing the priorities they have identified. The Schemes are public 
documents, drawn up after appropriate consultation (notably, with ethnic minority 
and black residents, of course). For all its limitations, compared with the past this 
constitutes a clear, and rather impressive, mechanism for holding public bodies to 
account in relation to how much they are doing to promote race equality. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, given the novelty of the approach (outside Northern Ireland— see 
note 3), the first waves of Race Equality Schemes have not been impressive and 
planning has hardly featured in them (Thomas, 2004). Moreover, these changes are 
taking place against a heavy legacy of marginalization of race equality, and lack of 
understanding of its principles and rationale in national government (Collins, 2002). 
The optimists hope that local planning authorities, and other agencies involved in 
planning and regeneration, are ascending a learning curve; one suspects, however, 
that how well they ascend will depend on how well pressure can be put on them to 
take these legislative requirements seriously. A recent finding that national 
government departments were not giving race equality great attention is not
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reassuring (CRE, 2007b; see also CRE, 2007a). And there appears to be real 
uncertainty about and/or reluctance to find out about how to conduct assessments of 
how proposed policies and projects will impact on different ethnic groups, and to 
monitor the effects of existing policies and projects (CRE, 2007b).

These legislative changes in relation to race relations created distinctions 
between the legislative approach to promoting race equality and that used in 
countering sex discrimination and discrimination against disabled people that 
retained the broadly reactive approach. The Equality Act 2006 placed similar 
duties on public bodies in relation to sex equality and disability equality as are 
already in place in relation to race equality. In addition, the act recognizes the 
significance of other kinds of discrimination— outlawing discrimination on the 
basis of religion, age and sexuality in employment. The first signs of governmental 
concern about discrimination on grounds of religion will be of particular interest to 
many promoting race equality, who feel that religion is now a kind of proxy for 
‘race’ in the way that culture once was and still can be. The Equality Act also set 
up a new Commission for Equality and Human Rights to replace the individual 
commissions on race equality (CRE), sex discrimination and disability 
discrimination. This began its work in September 2007. The commission’s title 
makes it clear that it will have a wide remit, and it will need to work hard to 
demonstrate that this width does not entail a loss of focus on any of the traditional 
areas of anti-discrimination work.

Urban Policy
In the late 1990s it was widely agreed that decades of initiatives to combat urban 
poverty and deprivation in British cities had done little to address the way racial 
discrimination adversely affected the life chance of black and ethnic minorities 
(for example, Brownill & Thomas, 2001). The Conservative governments’ focus 
on ‘top-down’ property-led regeneration in the 1980s and well into the 1990s was 
particularly inimical to righting racial, or indeed any other kind of injustice 
(Loftman & Nevin, 1996; Imrie & Thomas, 1999), but the focus on capital 
projects, as opposed to providing revenue funding, also tended to work against the 
interests of ethnic minorities (Robson et al., 1994, p. 54). The focus on property 
remains an important strand in the thrust of ‘New’ Labour urban policy and to the 
extent that it encourages, indeed arguably depends upon, gentrification (Lees, 
2003; Hubbard et al., 2007) arouses concern about its impacts on minorities who 
are disproportionately represented among poorer residents, and also found 
disproportionately in the kinds of inner areas of cities where ‘renaissance’ is 
planned. The visionary prospectus of the Urban Task Force (1999) notes the 
importance of social mix in its blueprint for the humane English city, but there is 
an absence of any discussion of how to achieve social mix in a context where 
allocative mechanisms for housing and employment can compound injustice in 
general, and racial discrimination in particular (Thomas, 2000).

From the mid 1990s there was a growing emphasis on the need for urban policy 
initiatives to develop out of and be managed by grass-roots level partnerships of 
stakeholders. Initial concerns about the way minority ethnic concerns were 
marginal in the way needs were identified, projects developed and resources
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allocated and managed gave way to quite heavily qualified acknowledgement that 
lessons were being learnt about how to engage black and ethnic minorities in 
partnership working at all stages (Beazley & Loftman, 2001). The setting up of the 
Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) in the Cabinet Office, the heart of government, by the 
new Labour government elected in 1997, was part of the Labour concern to be 
seen to be addressing social injustice, albeit in a particular way. While property 
development remains important to the Labour government strategies for urban 
competitiveness through renaissance, addressing social exclusion is also central. 
Promoting social inclusion appears to be a way of contributing to the defusing of 
social (often racialized) tensions, making cities palpably safer places for all 
residents (including the better off ones who must repopulate the city if renaissance 
is to happen), and improving flexibility in the labour market (Levitas, 2005).

From early on, the SEU was clear that explicitly addressing racism and 
discrimination was essential to reducing the inequalities suffered by black and ethnic 
minorities in all aspects of urban life (SEU, 2000, pp. 8-9, for example). Engaging 
black and ethnic minorities in policy formulation and implementation at all levels was 
a refrain throughout the proposals for neighbourhood renewal in England (SEU, 
2001), and also in the kinds of guidance and evaluation undertaken of the flagship 
New Deal for Communities (Chanan, 2003, pp. 34—35; CRE, 2007a, pp. 39-44). But 
the advice and guidance, although plentiful, appears to have had, at best, a patchy 
effectiveness (Chanan, 2003; Rogers & Robinson, 2004, p. 41; CRE, 2007a). 
Promoting race equality is not yet an integral part o f urban policy. In relation to 
physical regeneration, it appears as if professionals generally still fail to see the 
connections between their activity and the promotion of race equality (CRE, 2007a).

In the light of these findings, and other developments, it is not unreasonable to 
now harbour some doubts about how significant these kinds of concerns are to 
government. One might have expected that they would have been given an added 
urgency by the racialized disturbances in northern English towns in 2001. One 
prominent strand in the official analysis of the episodes is that a root cause in each 
town was the estrangement of two communities (white and non-white), an 
estrangement that had developed over decades; and that the phenomenon of people 
living in parallel worlds had to be challenged (Cantie, 2001). In commentating on 
the policy development following the report, in which ‘community cohesion’ has 
come to the fore, some have pointed out that the concern with parallel worlds has 
obscured the contribution of other factors such as racial discrimination (not to 
mention that all the communities were poor, and felt themselves to be— and often 
were— competing for public and private resources) (Harrison, 2005b, p. 85; 
Alexander, 2007). A recent government-commissioned report has emphasized the 
importance— in relation to promoting cohesion— of remaining focused on the 
material basis which allows people to have choices in how they live their lives, 
and has expressed concern that government policy is focused on social attitudes at 
the risk of overlooking the material bases that sustain them (Turok et al., 2006).

The governmental (and media) anxiety over ‘parallel worlds’ has been 
heightened since English-bom bombers professing Islamic beliefs have been 
active in British cities. Only a few years ago the UK government set up the 
Commission for Integration and Cohesion to advise on how the conceptually 
messy notion of cohesion (Buck, 2005) could be promoted. Their report
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(Commission for Integration and Cohesion, 2007) has argued that core values of 
Britishness need to be emphasized (by implication over diverse cultural identities), 
and that phenomena such as residential segregation need to be challenged. 
Alexander (2007, p. 117) argues powerfully that this approach suggests that 
‘“ community cohesion”  can be seen as . . .  the latest attempt to manage (or 
contain) diversity’. It has certainly prompted the government minister responsible 
for planning in England to suggest that money should no longer be spent on 
translating documents into minority ethnic languages on the grounds that it 
discourages people from learning English and (supposedly) imbibing all the values 
that go along with speaking the language (Kelly, 2007).

Governmental statements on inclusion and, latterly, cohesion and order have 
emphasized the importance of neighbourhoods and communities, in devolved 
Wales and Scotland as much as in England (Imrie & Raco, 2003; Turok, 2004). 
‘Community’ is an ambiguous, often contested, term and, as Young (1990) has 
pointed out, claims about membership and boundaries of community can be ways 
of consolidating injustice. In this context, the racialization o f the notion of 
community at all scales from the local to the imagined community of the nation 
can be a potent and subtle way of perpetuating racism (Beebeejaun, 2004; Stenson, 
2007). In relation to urban policy initiatives the evidence suggests that this 
negative potential has not been generally countered by an increasing awareness of 
the formal mechanisms of promoting equal opportunities.

Intertwined with the emphasis on community in general has been an increasing 
recognition accorded to religion, with the ambiguous term ‘faith community’ 
acquiring widespread currency in policy discussions. From at least the time of 
William Booth in the nineteenth century there have been overtly religious 
interventions (scholarly and practical) in policy discussions about the social 
conditions in British cities. Stenson (2007, p. 31) points out that an important 
element of governance is trying to influence the myriad social networks found in 
cities, of which religious networks are an increasingly prominent subset. A major 
attraction for government of involving faith groups/organizations is the perception 
that most religious groups of any size (i.e. those not on any ‘lunatic fringe’) will 
tend to promote a rather conservative set of social values (and hence be a force for 
cohesion and order). Thus when it was in power in the 1980s and 1990s the 
Conservative Party worked quite hard— if not especially effectively— to tap into 
what it felt was a natural constituency among voters o f Asian descent who, it was 
believed, would retain strong faith-influenced values (Saggar, 2001). When it 
appears there are strands in a faith group that may also be threatening to public 
order (as in the case of some Muslims in the United Kingdom), then working with 
the less disaffected religious adherents can be a strategy for both isolating and 
identifying the more confrontational elements. The ambiguity of the recognition of 
faith does not help planners who are, in any event, often uncertain about their grasp 
of the principles involved in discussions of social justice and equal opportunities.

National Planning Policy
Nearly 15 years ago a report for the RTPI on Ethnic Minorities and the Planning 
System concluded that it was essential the national government take a lead in
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highlighting the significance of race equality in planning, and making clear how 
planning could promote race equality (Krishnarayan & Thomas, 1993). For close 
to 10 years little happened. But by the early years of the current decade, national 
planning policy had to demonstrate a clear response to two demands that were 
being made of it. First were the specific requirements of the reformed Race 
Relations Act and, associated with this, an expectation that public policy be 
sensitive to the need to counter institutional racism. This expectation extended to 
national government, not just local government. Second was the increasing 
prominence of sensitivity to ‘diversity’ as a characteristic of good governance. The 
term ‘diversity’ may be ambiguous, but it provides an opportunity to introduce 
race equality into public policy agendas. In relation to planning policy in England 
it has meant that for the first time government has produced lengthy guidance on 
how local planning authorities might think systematically about sensitizing their 
policies and practices to the needs and aspirations of ethnic minorities, and 
countering racism (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister [ODPM], 2005). In 
addition, Planning Policy Statement 1 Delivering Sustainable Development 
(ODPM, 2005, p. 7) makes clear the government’s commitment to:

developing strong, vibrant and sustainable communities and to 
promoting community cohesion in both urban and rural areas. This 
means meeting the diverse needs of all people in existing and future 
communities, promoting personal well-being, social cohesion and 
inclusion and creating equal opportunity for all citizens.

It remains to be seen whether and how this advice has been interpreted and used— 
a major programme of research is needed.

An apparent expression of the sensitivity to diversity has been the renewed 
attention by governments in all parts of the United Kingdom to the plight of 
Gypsies and Travellers. For generations, these have been among the most vilified 
of all ethnic groups; yet their already desperate plight worsened in the 1990s as 
legislative changes made it virtually impossible for them to lawfully live a life in 
caravans, let alone a traditional nomadic existence (Thomas, 2000). In recent 
years, in England and Wales there have been serious attempts to improve the 
sensitivity of planning and housing policy to the needs o f Gypsies and Travellers. 
These have involved an implicit disavowal of the myth that the formal equality of 
Gypsies and Travellers in relation to planning law gave them the right, 
responsibility and opportunity to make adequate provision for their accommoda
tion. In reality, as Ellis and McWhirter point out in their paper in this issue, a 
combination o f planning law and policies and criminal law and policing have 
served to exclude Gypsies and Travellers from lawfully using sites that would be 
appropriate for them, with the expected consequences for quality of life for them 
and their children. The strategy in England and Wales (and indeed Scotland and 
Northern Ireland) has a broadly similar approach: overt acceptance of the right of 
Gypsies and Travellers to their distinctive way of life; a serious— although not 
necessarily uncontested— assessment of their accommodation needs (for example, 
Niner, 2003, 2006) and advice from national/regional governments that the 
accommodation needs of Gypsies and Travellers should be regarded as part of the
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mainstream needs of an area’s population, not some exotic, and annoying, ‘add
on’ (ODPM, 2006; Welsh Assembly Government, 2006; RTPI, 2007). On the face 
of it, a textbook case of respecting diversity/difference, as one of the aims of the 
government circular in England makes clear:

to create and support sustainable, respectful, and inclusive communities 
where gypsies and travellers have fair access to suitable accommoda
tion, education, health and welfare provision; where there is mutual 
respect and consideration between all communities for the rights and 
responsibilities of each community and individual; and where there is 
respect between individuals and communities towards the environments 
in which they live and work. (ODPM, 2006, p. 5)

It may be argued that it is too early to fully evaluate the outcome of this new, more 
benign, interest in Gypsies and Travellers, but Ellis and McWhirter’s paper 
suggests there are structural contradictions in the new approach that doom it to 
frustration. In essence, the contradiction is between an apparent acceptance of 
difference/diversity, on the one hand (Gypsies’ and Travellers’ cultures must be 
respected), and an implicit, but very real, valorizing of a sedentary, rather than 
nomadic, culture on the other. They point to the emphasis on the significance of 
cohesion and shared values in the English government’s circular as evidence that 
any rapprochement between Gypsies/Travellers and planning authorities will 
involve an assertion of core values of the sedentary population that are 
fundamentally inimical to the culture of Gypsies and Travellers. Yet unjust as 
such a refusal of recognition might be, could it be compatible with some 
redistributive justice— that is, increasing material benefits for Gypsies and 
Travellers (notably an improved supply of better sites, with all the benefits that 
entails)? Future research should examine this.

Conclusion
In the United Kingdom, as in many countries, addressing racial injustice has been 
subject to complex political forces and struggles. On the positive side, the 
legislative framework for promoting race equality is supportive and quite 
sophisticated. The institutional mechanisms to enforce the law, and advise upon 
it, are currently a little unsettled as a new commission assumes responsibilities 
previously associated with three bodies, but it is reasonable to suppose things will 
improve on that score, at least a little. The elaborate systems of inspecting public 
sector agencies— including planning agencies— developed over more than 10 
years could be deployed to ensure that race equality is taken seriously. There are 
also some signs that well established government mantras about combating racism 
are influencing policy documents in planning. Many local councils— working with 
a wide range of bodies and social movements— can point to real progress in 
fostering community cohesion and addressing material injustices. And there is also 
positive activity outside local councils (for example, Baines, 2007).

But there remain all too obvious ambiguities about the degree of commitment of 
government to promoting race equality, and indeed ambiguity about how the issue

13



Huw Thomas

itself is framed. Recent government concerns to reduce social tension by 
emphasizing cohesion and shared British values can sit uneasily with an older 
agenda of promoting race equality, and this extends well beyond the case of 
Gypsies and Travellers. Too often, partnership working appears to involve putting 
together a checklist of what are currently deemed appropriate organizations and 
interests (CRE, 2007a), and these can change with some rapidity— faith groups are 
currently important, but who knows what their ‘worth’ will be in a few years time. 
This kind of approach threatens to confuse and undermine planners’ confidence, 
and blunt the slowly developing momentum associated with legislative changes. 
There is every reason to suppose that among planners in general there is a poor 
understanding of the link between race equality and planning and often very little 
incentive to improve matters. For all the worthy statements about diversity (and 
indeed sustainability) in planning policy at most governmental levels, there is no 
doubt that in most locales planning remains centrally wedded to supporting the 
economy, understood as facilitating investment (primarily, in the case of planning, 
investment in development). Pinioned by the New Conventional Wisdom (Buck 
et al., 2005) that they must help make their localities (and country) competitive, it 
is understandable why planners may not rush to work through the real dilemmas 
associated with promoting race equality in such a context.

So in Britain, as elsewhere, the struggle continues to promote race equality 
within and through planning, recognizing that doing so inevitably requires 
understanding planning within a broader political framework.
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Notes
1. Products of this persistent effort in relation to race equality include advice on translation (RTPI, 1993), advice 

on how local authorities should respond to racist representations on planning matters (RTPI, 1996), and a 
study of recruitment to planning schools with a view to increasing black and ethnic minority recruitment 
(Ahmed et al., 1998). See also RTPI (2007). There has also been some progress in increasing the proportions 
of black and ethnic minority planners, although perhaps less than the Institute would wish. Recent Labour 
Force Survey data show that about 4.5% of the profession is from black and ethnic minorities, an increase over 
10-15 years (Nadin & Jones, 1990), but still a small proportion of a growing sector (Centre for Ethnic 
Minority Studies, 2005, p. 24).

2. It may be that there need be no irreconcilable tension between respecting cultural difference and seeing it as a 
competitive asset, but I think that in practice this is what happens in Britain; further research could shed light 
on this.

3. The legislative history and history of promotion of anti-discriminatory policy in Northern Ireland is rather 
different, as might be expected. In brief, ‘Northern Ireland’s equality agenda has been dominated by the fair 
employment (religion and political opinion) legislation’ first introduced in 1976 (McSorley, 2003, p. 2). 
Uniquely in Britain, this legislation had provision for affirmative action. The equivalent of the UK’s 1976 
Race Relations Act was introduced only in 1997. The Northern Ireland Act 1998, introduced as a consequence 
of the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement of that year, laid the basis for new constitutional arrangements in 
Northern Ireland (in essence a devolved assembly with power-sharing across political and sectarian divisions). 
It also set up a new Equality Commission and placed a duty on public bodies to promote equality of 
opportunity for nine defined groups— including racial groups— and to promote good relations among three
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others (again, including racial groups). In pursuing this duty, public authorities are required to produce 
Equality Schemes that show how they will fulfil the duty, and also are expected to undertake Equality Impact 
Assessments of their policies (Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, n.d.). These provisions clearly 
foreshadow the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 and Equality Act 2006. It has been strongly argued by 
Wilson (2007) that in Northern Ireland the equalities struggle has been dominated by a concern with 
‘recognition’ at the expense of redistribution.

4. Ellis (2001) provides an excellent account of the sensitivity, or lack of it, of the planning system in Northern 
Ireland to the needs of ethnic minorities. The picture is strikingly similar to the United Kingdom, although 
there are some local circumstances also in play in explaining these outcomes.
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