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Chipping Away 

This research derives from my interest in talking to practising 
planners and finding what they think and do. 

For several years I taught planning theory at RMIT – after Margo 
Huxley left and before Jean Hillier arrived – and barring the work 
of John Forrester and Charles Hoch, I was surprised about the 
lack of voices of practitioners in the literature. Being at RMIT for 
nigh on 30 years, so knowing about every second planner in 
Victoria, I thought: why not go out and talk to them, learn from 
them and bring what I learnt back into the classroom and my 
own research? 

A related issue was the  RMIT planning  programmes particularly 
in the 1980s and 1990s had an overt politico-economic bent, so 
less emphasis on planning as actually practised: the legislation, 
plans themselves and their development, and how they were 
implemented. I was curious as to what now senior practitioners 
thought of this education, one centred on debating  ideas.  
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This paper draws from 2012 interviews with 
government planners working in Melbourne. It is 
part of a larger project based on interviews 
conducted in Glasgow, Melbourne and Toronto, 
begun in 2005/6 and repeated (and extended) in 
2011/12. 
 
The strength but weakness of this research has 
been its very openness. It never has had a 
narrowly-stated intention. This can make 
research methodology problematic.  This is being 
addressed here. More refinement, however, is 
needed. 
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The broad aim of the research is to allow planners to speak about 
themselves: their formative years, their professional practices, what they 
considered their successes and failures; in other words, to let a 
conversation flow and for me, as interviewer to try to draw them out on 
both what they wanted to talk about and what I personally was 
interested in.  
 
My interest centres on the capacity of land use planning, and so 
planners themselves, to address issues of social exclusion.  
 
The 2005/6 interviewees were selected by location of their workplaces: 
inner city, post-war industrial suburb and new fringe suburb. This 
allowed discussion, in part, to centre on the impact of the more open 
global economy on specific places and people.  During the interviews the 
planners were  asked to consider the social impacts of changes in the 
global economy on the places where they worked, and what if anything, 
could land use planning practices do to either enhance or mitigate them. 
Emphasis was given by the interviewer on the negative impacts. This has 
meant masses of rich interview material but problems of how to shape it 
for publication purposes. 
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In the 2011/12 interviews, the latter control – the emphasis on the 
social dimension of planning practice -  was lifted, and more 
interviews were conducted with planners working in new fringe 
suburbs. 
In Melbourne’s case there was the time to interview more state-
government planners – my time in Glasgow and Toronto was limited 
to self-funded eight day stays in each – this has allowed a separate 
consideration of both local and state government planners. 
 
The main methodological innovative here is to set out, as best one 
can from thetranscripts, the common themes spoken of by the 
planners using their words, then to refer back to the planning theory 
literature to discover what academics have emphasised, so as to 
relook at the interview transcripts through their eyes, and to note 
any differences. 
 
 At this stage more investigation of what is referred to as ‘secondary 
analysis of qualitative data’ is needed but early empirical results 
look promising.   
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Table 1: Themes discussed by three or more of the nine state government planners 
interviewed 

Five More jobs in the suburbs needed 

  

Four Need for greater economic inclusiveness/social productivity 

Rethink of Melbourne’s North and West (where most new suburbs are planned) necessary  

Planners are bad communicators 

Need for better relationships, more collaboration with others 

Need to revamp planners’ tools 

  

Three Need for change in our mindsets 

Need for an evidence base for any proposals 

Agglomeration and productivity 

Transport/land use inter-connections 

People decide; not planners 

Importance of Federal (infrastructure) funding 

The current state government is more than just market driven 

Importance of state-local government relationships 

Dominance of inner city elite views in planning policy 

State Department of Planning: a good place to work 

It is the type of agglomeration that matters 

Focus should be on fewer Activity Centres 

Staging of infrastructure roll outs important 

Perceived changes in the institutional culture, so decision making 
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Table 2: Themes discussed by three or more of the nine local government planners 
interviewed 

 Six Frustration at losing disputes with developers and others because of dated or inadequate 

planning controls (in turn, because of a lack of resources to update and refine these 

controls) 

  

Five The need to be a generalist, to be able to integrate a range of material/responses 

Growing up themselves in a new suburb (today’s new suburbs being better serviced) 

  

Four Enjoyed geography at school 

The importance of teaching councillors about the wider purposes of planning 

Loss of desired policy integration at line manager level (difficulties in realising place-based 

planning) 

Need for the earlier provision of social infrastructure in new suburbs 

The importance of finding mutually acceptable accommodations with developers 

The need to integrate the social, strategic and statutory aspects of planning practice 

  

Three The importance of building (professional) relationships to realise plan intentions 

The negative impacts of the Global Financial Crisis 

The value of neighbourhood-based planners 

Developers want certainty above all 

It is less about the merit of the planning argument, it is more about the dollars to be 

gained/lost 

The value of using council land for social purposes 

Planners lack financial literacy 

The benefits to the private sector of good public infrastructure 

Plans are just one element of good strategic planning 

Work with the state government whenever you can; disagree only when you really have to  

“I chip away” (I work to accumulate a number of small but incremental gains) 

The pluses and minuses of the (overseeing) Growth Area Authority in the new suburbs 

Transit-Orientated-Development is good in theory but in practice it is hard to realise because 

of the tardy provision of the necessary public transport infrastructure 
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The literature opens up a multitude of questions for 
Australasian urban planners to reflect upon, including: 

- the relative importance of childhood, university and 
early career experiences in shaping their practitioners’ 
values; 

- the dominance or not of “the bureaucratic 
proceduralism of the managerialist conception of local 
government”; 

- spatial planning as planners’ ongoing guiding principle; 

- the practitioners’ ability to anticipate and respond 
reflectively to the pressures of political power; 

- their ability to be self-reflective, so be aware of their 
own values relative to their employer and developers, 
amongst others, and so be able to act ethically. 

 



Chipping Away 

Planners’ ability to be self-reflective, so be aware of their own values relative to their 
employer and developers, amongst others, and so be able to act ethically 
 
(The focus here is on the local government planners’ responses) 
 
Some, not all spoke, about their values and how it motived them as planners: 
While the strategic planning team here is small it is very actively engaged with all 
departments across Council. We have a very strong social justice bent… 
and 
…through practice the social justice aspect of planning and what it can deliver has 
become more of a motivation. 
 
Equally if not more interesting is: 
I decided you cannot really change planning to make it more humanistic and 
responsive to the environment unless you get decision-making into your hands. Since 
working in the industry I have realised the planner has a role in taking bits of advice 
from all sorts of people and disciplines and trying to navigate to get a best fit 
outcome… that is why I have stayed in planning. I like the idea of wicked problems... 
There is always a way to navigate these issues, you just have to keep your head up 
sometimes. 
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The practitioners’ ability to anticipate and respond reflectively to the 
pressures of political power 

 
As regards the state government’s authority over local government: 
accept you have to work within the system but be willing to use your 
imagination and push the boundaries of what is allowable 
be ahead of the game – be ahead by selling the message, by being 
collaborative, by having realistic delivery models 
register your complaint and move on so as to carefully pick your issues 
and push back hard 
reduce the risk for state government by building your business case for 
different forms of funding 
and in the absence of state government leadership on curtailing 
suburban sprawl, local government has to take the lead: 
We realised to curtail outward growth, we need to create an incentive 
– to put land on the fringe into (local) government ownership. This is a 
worked example I want to go through with you…. (and so he does) 
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As regards developers, responses were less expected but fit perhaps with 
Forester’s notion of critical pragmatism: 
planners have to understand developers’ commerciality, that being understood 
we say to them: this is the way we have worked this proposal out, how you can 
do it (our way and still make your return)so, why cannot we do it? 

 
Indeed for another, developers are not the ‘problem’, rather it is the lack of 
certainty provided to them by the planning system, hence the planners’ 
collective frustrations with their lack of resources to be able to quickly update 
ever-changing state government planning regulations, and so be clear and 
confident in their negotiations with developers. Thus a third said, if she had 
the power:  
Upfront delivery of infrastructure is needed in the newer developer 
contribution plans: hit developers when they first apply for planning permits. 
Lock in land areas for non-standard housing; ensure well-located land is not 
lost. Developers are OK with this if this gives them more certainty. 

 
If planners and developers agree on this why is it not standard practice? One 
imagines the answer, from government, is the higher initial cost of buying a 
house at the fringe. Financial ease of access to home ownership is an 
Australian sacred cow. 
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Concluding Comment 

Healey in 2009 wrote about the pragmatic tradition in 
planning. Pragmatists react against abstract theory, both 
logical positivism and Marxism. They want to get away from 
the dualism of ‘theory-practice’. By learning from their 
mistakes, they seek to make better judgements. Healey tells 
of how Forester has added an explicit political dimension to 
this evolving tradition: how practising planners must more 
effectively challenge the unsustainable/unfair/inefficient 
status quo, the’ normal’. To paraphrase Healey, the trick is 
how self-aware planners, in admittedly little ways, can most 
effectively change perceptions, understandings and modes of 
practice so that different outcomes are possible. 

Evidently some local government planners in Melbourne can 
and have. There is much to learn from them. 

 


