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Abstract

New Labour came to power claiming it would usher in an era of progressive politics
that would go beyond the old Left and New Right ideologies and deliver balanced
communities through a modernised local government. These communities would see a
move away from the dominance of economic policy with environmental and social

issues given parity.

The planning system has historically accepted a socially driven argument for capturing
some of the uplift in land value that results from the granting of planning permission,
for community benefits. Local planning authorities seeking social benefits for a
community normally secure these through planning obligations. However, obligations
can be used for a wide range of purposes and this thesis investigates whether New
Labour changed the emphasis of using obligations to be more socially cognisant,

compared to the previous Government.

This is measured by conducting an in-depth analysis of obligations signed at one local
authority over the period 1991 to 2003. This gives six years of obligations under the
Conservative Government to provide a contrast with the obligations signed under the
first six years of the New Labour Government. Every clause signed in every obligation
over this period has been classified to see whether the use of obligations has undergone
a paradigm shift under New Labour. The research at the authority came to an
interesting and surprising conclusion that a smaller percentage of obligations had a
social purpose under New Labour than the previous Conservative Government. The
research results were investigated by conducting interviews with senior officers at the
authority to consider why so little progress was made under New Labour. The thesis
concludes by suggesting why problems arose, considers whether they are likely to
transcend the case study authority, and suggests how changes are needed if social issues

are to be progressed.
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1 INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH

“If they acquire private property in land, houses or money, they will become
farmers and men of business instead of Guardians, and harsh tyrants instead
of partners in their dealings with their fellow citizens, with whom they will
live on terms of mutual hatred and suspicion; they will be more afraid of
internal revolt than external attack, and be heading fast for destruction that
will overwhelm themselves and the whole community” (Plato, from The
Republic, translated by Lee, 1987: 125).

Plato warned of the dangers of the governing class' owning property as he felt there was
a risk that not only would they abuse their position but they would be distracted from
the matters of state, instead becoming focused on their own business interests. Property
and politics were seen as a dangerous mix that would undermine community cohesion
from the earliest of days. However, history has shown that since the end of the ice age,
humans have transformed themselves from being primarily hunter-gathers to having a

desire for property that has proven irresistible (Cohen, 2001).

Cities have been central to civilisation for many centuries before the Greeks and
Romans® but the city was the agency through which the Graeco-Roman way of life was
disseminated and it was an urban building programme that Agricola used to help pacify
and civilise Britain (Owens, 1992). Within the context of this thesis, the Greek and
Roman view of urban development is of particular interest and it should be remembered
that the Greek polis® was originally seen as a community of citizens where the buildings
were of secondary importance. However, the physical interest increased as the cities
grew under the Hellenistic kings and their Roman successors as cities had to serve
political, economic, social, and religious functions. The orderly arrangement of these
elements was the task of the town planner, with planning records stretching from around
the fifth century BC. These early records demonstrate that doctors commented on the
health implications of town planning and Hippocrates showed how to align streets for
the occupants’ health. This was an early precursor of the foundations of the ‘modern’

planning system in Britain, over two thousand years later.

' The Guardians were to carry out the functions of both the government and the army
? The Phoenicians and Carthaginians were especially prolific city builders
3 A city state in ancient Greece
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The Classical town planning period under the Greeks therefore saw the city state as the
dominant political form with new towns created for political ends but with town
planners becoming increasingly aware of the social problems of expansion. However, it
was the Hellenistic period that saw cities become an end in themselves, by showing the
greatness and stability of the rulers through the monumentalisation of cities to reflect
the strategic and military role they now fulfilled (Owens, 1992). Cities became an
expression of the political ruler’s power to demonstrate their greatness, with town
planning increasingly employed to ensure the economic and military power of the city
was maximised. Town planning had become a tool of the political rulers of the day to

try to physically demonstrate how great their nation was.

Politics and planning have been intertwined ever since and the ability of planners to
address the concerns of citizens and ensure a community is developed in a way that
balances economic, social, and physical concerns will largely be dependent on the
desires of those in power. Planners would continue to struggle with this political
dependence to varying degrees and this would influence their professional desire to
create communities that provided what the people wanted, rather than what the

politicians thought they wanted.

This research seeks to examine the planning system at the end of the twentieth century
and into the new millennium to see the pressures it was under and whether communities
were now being developed that balanced economic, social, and environmental aims.
The signs were good with a strong economy, a public interested in the environment, and
a Labour Government back in power with a landslide majority that should enable social
issues to be high on the agenda. It was considered that research could be carried out by
examining the use of planning obligations in detail at one local authority where all three
desires would be found. This would give a good indication of whether the planning
system was managing to give equal weight to each of the issues or whether any

dominated.

Planning obligations were chosen as a suitable procedural tool where the aims could be
measured and a case study authority was found that on paper balanced economic desires
(it was in the economic powerhouse of the southeast), environmental concerns (it has

significant international and national areas of protection), and social concerns (with high
9



indices of deprivation). This would allow a modern day polis to be examined to see
how conflicting desires were being weighted and whether after all these years, the

planning system had managed to balance these aims.

1.1 Politics and planning before New Labour

Before the research can be set out in detail, it is important to have a brief understanding
of how the planning system had developed over the centuries and the issues that had
come to dominate before the Labour Government returned to power in 1997. It would
be naive to assume that they inherited either a country or a planning system that were
value free and that there were not circumstances that they would have to react to once in

power.

Therefore, it is intended to provide a concise and abridged history of the ‘modern’
planning system and the issues that the outgoing Conservative Government had left the
new Labour Government to contend with. This will also show how economic,
environmental, and social concerns changed in importance relative to each other, as it is
important to understand where social aims stood in relation to the others when Labour

came to power.
‘Modern’ town planning before 1960

The ‘modern’ planning system in Britain, like the very first planners, also had an
altruistic aim of trying to ensure development was well planned to address the concerns
about public health and lack of housing. Growing fears over public health eventually
led to the Public Health Act of 1875 which specified minimum housing standards in
terms of street width, dwelling design, and construction. However, the squalid
conditions inspired religious philanthropists, social reformers, political campaigners,
entrepreneurs, and great landowners to go beyond the minimum requirements of the law
and to develop model towns to improve the lives of their workers (Low, 1991). This
culminated with Ebenezer Howard’s tract in 1898, Tomorrow — A Peaceful Path to
Social Reform, a key writing setting out how to create the ideal town that catered for all
of the community’s needs and theorised the previous building experiments at Saltaire,

Bournville, and Port Sunlight.
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Howard was also interested in trying to address the lack of wider social change and he
saw land reform as critical to this process and wanted land to be owned by the people,
not in the hands of the privileged ruling elite; the same concern Plato had raised.
Howard believed that not only should the land be owned by the public but that it should
be administered in the interests of the whole community and he placed an emphasis on
the need for a strong local level of government to have a community spirit and be self-

sufficient (Thornley, 1977).

However, the first piece of legislation to focus specifically on planning did not
concentrate on these more ideological issues but instead looked at more practical
matters. The first planning legislation was The Housing, Town Planning, Etc. Act of
1909 and its title reflected the ongoing intertwined nature of planning and housing.
These two issues were considered together to address the public health problems and the
1909 Act was followed by The 1919 Housing and Town Planning Act. This emerging
planning system was a response to the problems generated by the unregulated urban-
industrial growth of the nineteenth century that had created slums and squalor. The new
housing layouts were intended to improve social conditions for the public or at least to

stabilise social relations (Cullingworth & Nadin, 2002; Ennis, 1997; Thornley, 1977).

The 1925 Town Planning Act separated housing from planning for the first time in
legislation, although by the time of the 1932 Act it was the Minister of Health who
oversaw the development of areas due to the health implications of housing layouts.
Planning focused very much on physical design issues with the Town Planning Institute
initially requiring a professional qualification in architecture, engineering, or surveying

for admission (Rydin, 2003).

The nineteen twenties and thirties had also seen a growing interest in environmental
issues, including a desire for better public access to the countryside, with the emergence
of National Parks, the Council for the Preservation of Rural England in 1926, the Rights
of Way Act, the Youth Hostels’ Association and the Ramblers’ Association. However,
this environmental impetus was subsequently lost for over a decade due to economic
concerns taking precedence after the 1929 Wall Street Crash and then the Second World
War. The 1943 Cabinet Committee on Reconstruction eventually saw environmental

issues return to the agenda (Cullingworth & Nadin, 2002; Rydin, 2003).
11



The nineteen forties could be seen as a golden era for planning as the country prepared
for the challenges of reconstruction after the Second World War and approached it with
the same rigour of planning a military operation with a series of reports (Cullingworth
& Nadin, 2002). There was new economic policy on industrial location with the
requirement for industrial development certificates and the publication of the influential
Barlow Report in 1940*, There was also legislation for environmental aims to protect
listed buildings, rural land, agricultural areas, national parks, wildlife conservation,
nature conservation, and the publication of the Scott Report in 1942°. Lastly, there was
a renewed focus on social issues with Alcock (2003) noting how the welfare state in
Britain emerged from the Beveridge Report of 1942° which sought to remove the ‘five

giant evils’ of the pre-war years: disease, idleness, ignorance, squalor, and want.

“As developed in the 1940s, the UK planning system was intended to realise
in spatial and physical terms the economic, social and environmental
objectives of the new society ushered in with the post-war Labour
government” (Healey, 1992: 421).

There are two other events of note in the forties. The first was the publication of the
Uthwatt Report in 19427, which was the first serious consideration of how to develop
land and retain the value for public benefit (this will be considered further later). The
second was the publication of the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, which
expanded the need for planning permission to cover nearly all development, and moved
planning beyond its regulatory function by requiring development plans to proactively
plan for the future. Consequently, planners in the forties and fifties saw themselves as
being fundamental to building the welfare states that would provide a decent quality of
life for people after the war. There was considerable focus on urban form and the ideas
of Patrick Abercrombie with hierarchies of city, district, and sub centres on radial routes
(Healey, 1997). In addition to the ongoing economic concerns, the fifties moved back
to planning’s roots of ensuring a good supply of housing to improve physical conditions

in the cities with the implementation of the much-heralded new towns programme.

4 Report of the Royal Commission on the Distribution of the Industrial Population
3 Report of the Committee on Land Utilisation in Rural Areas

¢ Social Insurance and Allied Services

7 Report of the Expert Committee on Compensation and Betterment

12



This era is also notable for the fact that the RTPI published a Report of the Committee
on the Qualifications of Planners in 1950® and it recommended a widening of entrants
to the profession to include economists, geographers, and sociologists (Rydin, 2003).
This moved the Institute beyond the physical focus it previously had and was an
important recognition by the profession that planning should legitimately be seeking to

interact with economic and social issues as well as physical concerns.
The 1960s & 1970s

The sixties started with the designation of the second phase of new towns (in light of
alarming population predictions) and with growing political tensions. The publication
of The Robson Report in 1966 stated that local government had effectively lost power to
central government, while The Maud Report of 1967 argued that what little power was
left in local government was in the hands of the professional officers and not the elected
local politicians (Leach & Percy-Smith, 2001). Power had effectively been centralised
while decision-making was seen as an objective technical exercise to be carried out by
the experts with the first major experiments in traffic management and computer
modelling. However, there was a growing realisation that urban decay was spreading,
poverty was increasing, and the public were increasingly worried about the effects of
slum clearance, high-density redevelopment, urban motorways, and racial unrest in their
communities (Cullingworth & Nadin, 2002). As the malaise spread, urban issues
increasingly dominated the political agenda with politicians becoming more interested

in planning to reach a technical solution (Leach & Percy-Smith, 2001).

The question was; what would happen when the elected politicians clashed with the
technical expertise of the professional officers? The background to the Urban
Programme (UP) of 1968 gives an answer and illustrates how the professionals were
largely to blame for the removal of social issues from the political agenda. Atkinson
(2000) argues that preparation for the UP had seen central government attempt to
develop a more coordinated approach to social issues that would have had a radical
impact.  Unfortunately, the British political elite had been persuaded by the
professionals that full employment and the welfare state had eradicated the social

problems that were characteristic of the inter-war period. The belief that poverty as a

® The Schuster Report
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mainstream problem had been defeated led to the view that social issues were only a
problem in certain geographical areas. These were where communities had failed to
take advantage of the opportunities afforded to them by full employment and the
welfare state. The solution was typical of the dominant planning discourse that had
existed since 1945 where problems were seen in physical terms with technical solutions
proposed. The Government targeted the ‘problem’ areas along with their ‘deviant’

populations to ensure they ‘modified’ their behaviour (Atkinson, 2000).

The result was little serious consideration of wider societal forces and the UP was
simply ‘tacked’ on to other policies with a relatively small budget and the opportunity
for a coherent urban policy that would tackle social problems was lost. The
professional experts, who thought they had a technical answer, had steered the
politicians in central government away from a solution that would have placed social
issues on the same level as economic and environmental concerns. Instead, they
focused on spatial issues with only an aside given to social problems. The local
politicians who may have questioned this by what they saw on the ground had lost the
ability to influence the discussion as the professionals had the ear of central government
(Atkinson, 2000).

Urban policy after 1968 was therefore characterised by a focus on these ‘deviant’
communities and one solution was to increase citizen involvement with the hope that if
people were involved more in their communities they could be ‘helped’ to help
themselves find a job or use the welfare state to escape poverty. This led to the growth
of projects which operated alongside the main part of urban policy in areas of ‘special
social need.” Community involvement improved to a degree but was limited due to
criticism that the process was top-down and run by the local authority and not by local
people. The authorities argued that it was not easy to identify who the local community
was, and when they did, it was often difficult to involve them in a meaningful way
(Atkinson, 2000). This was not a new problem as trying to balance more participation
with quicker decision-making had been a concern of the planning system for a decade
before the 1968 Town and Country Planning Act eventually introduced the requirement
for participation (Thornley, 1977).

14



The Skeffington Report was published in 1969° and sought to work out how the
requirements of the 1968 Act would be met but pointed out the educational benefits of
participation. During the debate before publication of the report, the Government
remained silent on its own opinion and even sought to keep the discussion vague, so as
not to influence the outcome of the Report. However, it in turn was vague and
contradictory and left the problem for the subsequent Circular 52/72 to resolve, which
in turn left the problem for local authorities to consider (Thornley, 1977). People knew
the planning system benefitted those who were best placed to ‘use’ the system for their
own ends; business interests, the articulate middle classes, and affluent owner-occupiers
living on the edge of cities but little changed (Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999). The
participation required by the 1968 Act was in reality more a publication exercise, rather

than genuine participation.

While there had been advances in the environmental agenda, particularly with the
creation of the Countryside Commission (Cullingworth & Nadin, 2002), the seventies
saw growing inner city problems. It was realised that planning was not actually capable
of delivering level growth across the country with areas of severe deprivation adjacent
to areas of massive development profit (Rydin, 2003). This led to research into the
implications of welfare economics on land use planning, although with little practical
purpose, as planners did not seem particularly interested (Evans, 2003). The seventies
saw the peak and subsequent collapse of the post-war economic boom as the property
explosion of the early seventies was swiftly followed by the oil price rises of 1973-74 as

the Keynesian demand-stimulation strategies ran out of steam (Healey, 1997).

Research by Peter Hall and colleagues into The Containment of Urban England in 1973
proved that a major objective of the post-war planning system had been to restrict urban
sprawl and development in the countryside and while this had successfully contained
development, the success was at a price (Taylor, 1999). The restriction of land
available for development led to inflation of land and property prices and the knock-on
effect was an increase in social inequalities as fewer people could afford to buy land or
property due to the increasing inflation and so post-war physical planning had been

socially regressive.

? People and Planning (Report of the Committee on Public Participation in Planning)
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The growing realisation that these problems were difficult to fix and that the planning
system had wide ranging influence (for good or bad) was inherent to the 1977 White
Paper'® which reflected on the experiences of the Urban Programme, the Educational
Priority Areas programme, the Community Development Projects, and the analysis
contained within the Inner Area Studies. It pointed out that progress had been made but
that the problems of urban areas were only beginning to be understood by planners,
politicians, and policy makers. The analysis is interesting as it recognises the interplay

of economic decline, physical decay, and adverse social conditions (Burton, 1997).
The New Right

Margaret Thatcher came to power with the Conservative Government in 1979 and
effectively ended aspirations of social progress as the 1978-79 winter of discontent
started to bite and the harsh economic realities gave rise to the political ideologies of
Reaganomics in the USA and Thatcherism in the UK. They undermined the collectivist
entitlements of citizenship by taking on the unions (the air traffic controllers in the USA
and the miners in the UK) and brought to an end full employment, which had given the
industrial class its bargaining power. They sought to raise aspirations on an individual
and competitive basis rather than on the previous collectivist basis (Low, 1991; Rustin,
2001a).

The term New Right is broad and covers public choice theory, liberalism, neo-
liberalism, and conservatism and during this period every aspect of land-use planning
was affected by New Right theory, although there was a gap between theory and
practise, as what was meant to happen did not always occur (Allmendinger, 2002). The
Thatcher Governments (1979-1990) and to a lesser extent the Major Governments
(1990-1997) were influenced by New Right ideas. These were based on an economic
and moral critique of the welfare state and state intervention with a resulting advocacy
in support of market mechanisms in all areas of public policy. However, two New
Right approaches resulted; firstly, the neo-liberal that stressed freedom, choice, and
individualism, while expressing doubts and anxieties about government action, and

favoured a minimal and enabling state. Secondly, the neo-conservative approach which

19 Policy for the Inner Cities
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emphasised the importance of hierarchy, authority, tradition and order, and advocated a
strong interventionist state (Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001a). These different
approaches would become highly visible within the planning system by the end of the

cra.

Thatcher came to power appearing to believe that local government was partly
responsible for producing the run-down Council estates that dominated the post-war
urban agenda. She was also aware that the seventies had culminated in a period of
growing public mistrust that the government was not acting in the best interests of
communities, as social problems had become prominent but with little visible action
(Thornley, 1991). However, she believed that a strong central state was needed to
ensure interest groups (including local authorities) did not frustrate the operation of the
market and the neo-liberal argument for a minimal state with greater freedom and
autonomy for local government was defeated by the neo-conservative argument for
greater state direction (Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001b). Privatisation and deregulation
were to free up market processes by removing the ‘blockages’ to supply-side activity,
with the resulting loss of focus on social and environmental issues seen as a necessary
cost of transition to a stronger economy (Healey, 1997). The ‘benefits culture’ was to
be replaced by the ‘enterprise culture’ with many regeneration programmes bypassing

the local authority as they sought to free up supply side conditions.

The Conservative Government was seeking to challenge the post-war consensus by
drawing on the work of Friedman and Hayek to argue that the market should always be
free to make decisions, as any decision it made would always be preferable to a political
decision. The state would occasionally have to ‘interfere’ in society but only the market
had the ability to objectively cope with the complexity of decision-making and
satisfactorily weigh up all costs and benefits (Hayek, 1944). The important point for
Hayek regarding the state was that the individual must be able to foresee the actions of
the state. Although economic planning will involve deliberate discrimination between
the needs of people, the rules applied by the state must be applied rigorously and
without exception, even if occasionally it seems unfair (Hayek, 1944). One such
example would be that the poor should accept they must live in bad housing and
unpleasant locations, as that is all they can afford, and there should be no attempt by the

Government to improve conditions beyond the minimum standard required to protect
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the rest of the population from disease. Any such attempt would be seen by Hayek as
interfering with the just distribution of resources, as decided by market forces (Low,
1991). Friedman and Hayek had both argued that terms such as ‘social justice’ were
meaningless with no justification for intervening in the market to try to achieve social
concerns and instead they advocated that market mechanisms should be used in all areas

of public policy (Thornley, 1991; Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001b).

Therefore, the 1980s and early 1990s were characterised by the lure of an unrestrained
market-led property-fuelled regeneration that had sprung from the belief that there was a
need to overcome a shortfall of physical infrastructure to support global corporate
investors. This approach was supported by the removal of supply-side constraints to
investment in cities, including the minimisation of local government and public
participation. The solution was for blighted areas to build their way out of poverty and
to rely on some of the wealth created by the new development and investment to
‘trickle-down’ into the local community (Imrie & Raco, 2003b; Thornley, 1991).
Thatcher approached urban planning with an aim of introducing a ‘rule of law’ to
minimise local discretion, centralise control and thereby provide the market with more
certainty. The lobbying by the British Property Federation (BPF) and Royal Institute of
Chartered Surveyors (RICS) to replace the planning system with restrictive covenants
and nuisance laws is reflective of this attempt to simplify the planning process and the
eighties saw a significant degree of centralisation in planning (Allmendinger &
Tewdwr-Jones, 1997).

However, by the late 1980s there was much dissatisfaction about the exclusively
economic approach being followed. The House of Commons Public Accounts
Committee published a report in 1989 that criticised urban policy for its lack of social
content. Evidence was produced that showed ‘trickle-down’ economics was not
working, with the number of people living in poverty tripling between 1977 and the
1990s, along with growing geographical inequalities between the rich and poor (Adair
et al, 2003; Imrie & Raco, 2003b). Concern was also mounting that the Urban
Development Corporations (UDC) took no account of local needs and had little interest
in social issues with reports that they had received 61% of urban regeneration funding
by 1990 but that they spent no more than 5% of their funding on social issues

(Ginsburg, 1999). Nevertheless, there was little change in policy or practice with regard
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to public participation as community groups were still given a ‘presence’ rather than a

proper voice (Imrie & Raco, 2003b).

Economic concerns were still seen as the panacea of society’s problems, although the
environmental lobby had grown in strength as middle-England (the traditional
heartlands of the Conservative Party) rallied against the massive house building
programme that was considered to be destroying swathes of countryside. Conservative
MPs were under increasing pressure from their constituents and Margaret Thatcher went
from having little interest in the environment to suddenly declaring the party to be the
guardians and trustees of the earth. She had realised the significant increase in support
for the Green Party in the European elections of 1989 meant environmental issues could
be a vote winner (Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 1997). This resulted in the 1990
White Paper This Common Inheritance, which set out an environmental strategy
(Cullingworth & Nadin, 2002), while The Environmental Protection Act of 1990
bolstered the functions of local authorities as guardians of the environment. European
integration led to the ‘greening’ of planning and politics in Britain as the EU had a
strong environmental lobby and had moved beyond simply seeking market solutions to
problems (Rydin, 2003).

Overall, the Thatcher Governments pursued an identifiable New Right market-led
approach to regeneration, although by the end of her tenure as Prime Minister, there was
mounting evidence that the plethora of initiatives and bodies responsible for
regeneration was overly complex and bureaucratic (Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001b).
Thatcher had moved Britain towards a freer and more competitive open economy but
with a more repressive and authoritarian state. For example, planners were constantly
reminded they were a ‘burden on business’ (Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 1997).
However, the Audit Commission report Urban Regeneration and Economic
Development was published in 1989 and concluded that the nineties needed to address
the overly complex regeneration agenda and that local government should take a more
active role in policy formulation and instigation. This set the scene for John Major who

became Prime Minister in November 1990.

When Major came to power, policy inevitably continued as it was for the first few years

as many initiatives had a long lifespan that could not be quickly changed, but there was
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a move to make policy more coherent and to include local authorities and local
communities further (Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001b). After a decade of local
government being practically sidelined from the regeneration programme, it was again
seen as a key player, but now in partnership with the local community. There was an
increase in ‘bottom-up’ involvement but it should not be forgotten that the top still
controlled the process through the way it allocated resources via competitive funding
regimes. This in turn led to the creation of the ‘audit culture’ that tried to monitor how

the money was spent.

The New Right initially had little time for social aims but there had been a slow
recognition of social issues on problem estates towards the end of Thatcher’s reign,
although Major is still considered to have been more amenable to social issues than
Thatcher (Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001b). Commentators do not agree about the
difference between the approach of Thatcher and Major with Tiesdell & Allmendinger
(2001a) arguing there was a significant difference with Major seeking to compel people
to work together through the incentive of financial resources. They see this shift from
the ‘agency-type’ model to a ‘partnership-type’ model as less confrontational and not to
be dismissed but Rydin (2003) sees the Major Government as more of a change in style,
rather than content, with Major more pragmatic and consensual than Thatcher. There is
a further view that the Major government had a ‘hidden agenda’ that actually introduced
some pro-planning changes via the plan-led system, although this was mainly to allow
central government to dictate local policy through central policy guidance. However,
the primacy of the development plan returned significant power to the local authority
with the new s.54A under the Planning & Compensation Act (P&CA) 1991, which was
introduced in Major’s first parliamentary session as Prime Minister (Allmendinger &
Tewdwr-Jones, 1997).

There were contradictions within the Conservative Party as the influential house-
building lobby was eventually constrained by the ‘green’ lobby and this led to a dual
planning system with environmental issues paramount in areas of protection'' but with
the market dominant everywhere else (Thornley, 1991). Nevertheless, Thatcher did

change the purpose of planning to become more market driven with only a selective

1 Such as the National Park, AONB, Conservation Area, Green Belt etc.
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application of environmental concerns and practically no room for social issues. The
procedures also changed from community-based local democracy towards centralised

government supervision.

“Central control has the effect of reducing the ability of local authorities to
introduce their own criteria and allows central government to ensure that
market criteria dominate, as expressed in their increasing involvement in
planning gain. Again, the reduction of opportunities to participate is a
thread running through the period, associated with the desire to speed up
and streamline the system” (Thornley, 1991: 161).

The New Right had a profound impact on life within the United Kingdom and this
included the planning system which had been significantly altered to practically remove
social concerns as a legitimate consideration. The public was restless for a new

approach and New Labour stepped into this vacuum.

1.2 New Labour

Tony Blair, the soon to be Prime Minister, stated in the introduction to the 1997 Labour
Party manifesto that a new approach was needed in each policy area which was to differ
from the ‘the old left and the Conservative right’ (Powell, 1999: 13). This was seen by
many as the birth of a new political rationale that was different to the two traditional
ideologies of the Labour Party and the Conservative Party. This was a ‘third way’ that
heralded a new approach to politics and was befitting of a party that had branded itself
as New Labour and fit for governing in the modern era. This new approach had
emerged from the perceived collapse of Communism, the growing irritation with the
New Right and its rejection of social concerns, and the growing dominance of

globalisation that came to shape policies at the end of the millennium.

Blair wanted to be the peoples’ Prime Minister and he promised to give power back to
them and to ensure people could work in partnership with each other towards a
stakeholder democracy and economy. All people would have rights and responsibilities
that would collectively allow the country to prosper as it embraced the free market to
empower people. In Britain, Blair was personally the main proponent of the Third Way
and he tried to explain what it was with assistance from Anthony Giddens who gave

some intellectual credence to the idea. Giddens built on the ideas of Durkheim and
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placed community central to the New Labour message while Blair focused on a new

buzz phrase — social justice.

“The Third Way stands for a modernised social democracy, passionate in its
commitment to social justice and the goals of the centre-left, but flexible,
innovative and forward-looking in the means to achieve them... The Third
Way is not an attempt to split the difference between Right and Left. It is
about traditional values in a changed world. And it draws vitality from
uniting the two great streams of left-of-centre thought - democratic
socialism and liberalism” (Blair, 1998b: 1).

Ideas that would have been previously inconceivable were back on the agenda as
progressive politics regained strength with a Labour Government that had a massive
majority in the House of Commons that practically gave it carte blanche to do as it
pleased. They moved quickly to set up new initiatives that would bring social issues
back to the fore, such as the Social Exclusion Unit, and they spoke passionately of the

need for social justice and for social issues to prevail.

Blair had come to power with a vision that local authorities needed to reassert and
redefine their role as ‘community leaders’ by working in partnership with other groups
and to bring together the various local stakeholders (Blair, 1998; Leach & Percy-Smith,
2001). One of the areas where there was a need for this leadership was in the provision
of social infrastructure as there was a demand for better health services (especially
dentists), and more places, teachers, and facilities for schools that were in desperate
need. News headlines were full of stories where people could not find an NHS dentist
for hundreds of miles, hospitals were dirty and had waiting lists that ran into years, and
schools could not afford new books and had to ask parents to buy them (Blair, 2002b;
Coote, 2001; Crouch, 2003). The provision of social infrastructure had practically
collapsed under the New Right and so it would be a ‘quick win’ area and a popular

policy arena for the New Labour Government.

In 1998, New Labour published a White Paper'? that “sets out a strategy for the reform
and modernisation of local government in England. It is an agenda for change
stretching for ten years or more” (ODPM, 1998a: 4). The scope of reform and

modernisation was wide ranging but had very clear intentions with respect to the

12 Modern Local Government: In Touch with the People
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relationship between economic, social, and environmental issues and the age old
question of comparative importance. It is worth directly considering the purpose of this

White Paper in detail, as it is central to this research.

“People everywhere deserve and rightly expect a pleasant and safe
environment in which they can live and work... It is to give people this
quality of life that we have embarked upon an ambitious programme to
modernise Britain. We want to build a fairer more decent society
underpinned by stable economic growth, environmental sustainability, and
social justice for all... Central to this programme is our agenda to modernise
local government. Among all our public institutions councils have a special
status and authority as local, directly-elected bodies. They are uniquely
placed to provide vision and leadership to their local communities. They are
able to make things happen on the ground - where it really matters... But our
modernising agenda is seeking nothing less than a radical refocusing of
councils' traditional roles. A fundamental shift of culture throughout local
government is essential so that councils become outward looking and
responsive. Only in this way will local government fulfil its potential, and
councils everywhere contribute to their communities' well-being - that is
what people have a right to expect from local democratic institutions...
Within this framework we will want councils to have a duty to promote the
economic, social and environmental well-being of their areas” (ODPM,
1998a: 2-3).

Simply put, the modernisation programme was to improve the quality of life for people
by providing communities that balanced economic, social, and environmental desires
and local government was charged with making sure this happened, as they worked on
the front line. The role of local government was to fundamentally change and become
more receptive to finding out what was in the interests of the community and seeking to
provide for those needs by giving a vision and providing leadership. The White Paper

went on to clearly state the role of local government.

“So, in taking decisions affecting their area or its people, councils will have
to weigh up the likely effects of a decision against the three objectives —
economic, social and environmental — and if necessary strike a balance to
ensure that the overall well-being of their area is achieved” (ODPM, 1998a:
63).

This requirement only became law in the enactment of the Local Government Act 2000
(HMSO, 2000a: 2) but it sent a clear message that New Labour was placing the social
needs of communities on an equal power as economic and environmental desires.

However, it was clear that the New Labour Government was very different to the old
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Labour party and economic issues were much more central. Therefore, it is legitimate
to consider whether things would actually change on the ground, when the local Council
had tough choices to make when trying to balance the three aims. It is this question that

this research seeks to answer.

The scene was set: New Labour had come to power and thrown down the challenge to
local government to govern their people wisely and to ensure all decisions were made in
the best interests of the area, with specific consideration to be given to social concerns,

as well as to economic and environmental.

1.3 Measuring social aims within planning

Within local government, the local Council wears many hats and fulfils different
functions. One of these is to operate as the Local Planning Authority (LPA), drawing
together a development plan and then deciding planning applications primarily against
the policies contained within the plan. As a result, the planning system operates in an
almost unique environment as it plans where new communities should be located and
then develops them over time. This requires decisions to be made between competing
pressures (economic, social, and environmental) and people (the public, developers,
lobby groups, and politicians etc.). The Town & Country Planning Association (TCPA)
points out that the planning system has a central role in bringing all of these issues

together for discussion and decision.

“Market forces increasingly shape priorities for development, and planning
can help to ensure that any negative social, environmental or economic
impacts, or conflicts with the priorities agreed by communities at all levels
(local to national), can be minimised. Planning therefore needs to become
much more fully integrated into the culture of governance in a mixed
economy. It needs to provide a mechanism to enable a positive and
productive dialogue between community visions and the market economy,
between individual self interest and shared needs and demands, and between
short-term opportunistic market-led initiatives and longer-term processes”
(TCPA, 1999: 12).

Therefore, the Council operating as the LPA is a good setting to assess whether New
Labour coming to power has actually made any difference in practice to delivering
balanced communities where social aims are given equal weight to economic and

environmental considerations. The detailed question is to assess which part of the
24



planning system in particular best lends itself to allowing any changing emphasis to be

measured.

By the time New Labour came to power, public pressure for improving the social
conditions of communities was immense and the Conservative Government had allowed
the practice known as planning gain to carry on in an attempt to fund these community

resources.

“In essence, the planning system appears to have abandoned any pretensions
of acting as a method of redistributing resources to improve the quality of
life of the least privileged social and economic groups. At best the planning
system sought to extract some marginal benefits for local people through the
use of ‘planning gain’ whereby developers were able to ‘purchase’ consent
for developments which previously would have been rejected by providing
‘community facilities’ and/or putting in their own infrastructure (e.g. road
links)” (Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999: 232).

The process of planning gain was controversial at the time but was achieving social
infrastructure for local communities through the legal mechanism of granting planning
permission subject to a planning obligation requiring the negotiated social aims to be
provided in return for the permission. The process may have developed as a pragmatic
response to cash-strapped local authorities, but it was also supported by the legal
system. The 1990 Act (as amended) had set out the principle that decisions should be
made in accordance with the development plan, unless material considerations dictated

otherwise, and these material consideration have been defined very broadly.

“The broad scope of ‘material considerations’ is crucial to the evolution of
development obligations, as the justification for such obligations often turns
on the need to offset the impacts of development proposals. The more the
social and economic impacts of development can be classified as being
‘material considerations’, the wider the scope for negotiating development
obligations” (Healey et al., 1995: 87).

The practice of planning gain was arguably the main way that limited social aims were
being achieved for local communities through the planning system under the
Conservative Government up to 1997 and developers were concerned that even then

social aims were on the agenda too frequently.

“Some developers are worried that planning gain gives local authorities too
much scope to introduce social criteria as they increasingly use planning
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gain to circumvent the restrictions on the use of conditions” (Thornley,
1991: 154).

Whatever the practice and reasoning, it is clear that planning gain is an area that would
clearly illustrate any changing focus and potential increase in capturing social benefits
for communities. If any evidence was to be found in practice that New Labour had
changed the balance of aims, and social aims were now equal to economic and
environmental issues, then this should be found by examining the practice of using

planning obligations.

1.4 Aims of the research

This research is fundamentally concerned with considering whether the New Labour
Government returned the planning system to one where decisions made regarding local
communities were more balanced in terms of providing for their economic, social, and
environmental needs. This will be assessed by considering whether the three aims are
used equitably when planning for the needs of a local community, thereby returning
social aims back to a comparable footing. This would be in contrast to under the
previous Conservative Governments, as it was shown in section 1.1 that economic
issues dominated planning at that time, with social issues practically dismissed as
irrelevant to planning. The research will be carried out by examining one local
authority in detail to contrast the clauses contained within planning obligations for the
last six years of the Conservative Government (to set the benchmark) with those within

the first six years of the New Labour Government.

The central research question is has New Labour’s promise of creating balanced
communities that provide for the economic, social, and environmental needs of their
people been translated from theory into practice by the planning system? Has this
resulted in a paradigm shift in how planning gain is applied by showing an increase in
obligations that have a social aim, compared to under the Conservatives? The Oxford
Dictionary (2001) defines ‘paradigm shift’ as “a fundamental change in approach or
underlying assumptions” and therefore the bar is set high, with a demonstrable

difference in results or approach required to prove the point.
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It is accepted that some communities will need economic, social, or environmental aims
to be progressed to the exclusion of one or both of the others if they have particular
needs. Therefore, some consideration will be given to ensure that communities are
actually interested in achieving social aims; otherwise any lack in finding social aims
may not be conclusive in answering the key question. For example, one community
may have high unemployment and seek economic goals almost exclusively while
another may have considerable problems of deprivation and seek social aims to a
greater extent. Particular consideration will be given to the case study authority to
ensure it is an authority where social aims are capable of being given due consideration
and that the local authority has not deliberately chosen economic or environmental

needs to the exclusion of social aims.
Out of scope of the research

There are several underlying themes that run through this research in parallel to assist in
trying to answer the central research question and to understand the answers found. The
first is consideration of the thinking underpinning New Labour to better understand how
and why the New Labour Government actually said they wanted to return social issues
to an equal footing. This is necessary to place the claims in context to understand how
deeply held their views were and what angle the thinking was being approached from.
This requires consideration of the Third Way, as this is the only political rationale that
has been advanced for New Labour thinking. It will be contrasted with the New Right
that preceded it with particular focus on the implications for the planning system and

the local government context it works within.

The second theme is to consider the role of planning gain, and planning obligations in
particular, to understand how the planning system has sought to capture benefits for the
local community. This will look at the theoretical and historical practice, which
overlaps with the first theme in parts, to understand where planning obligations emerged
from and what they were meant to be used for by the time New Labour came to power.
This involves consideration of the problems associated with the use of obligations so a
good understanding can be gained about the limitations of obligations, to what extent
obligations can be used to achieve economic, social and environmental aims, and any

issues that need to be resolved if New Labour is to achieve the promised paradigm shift.
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These two themes will be central to the research but it should be clarified that while
other theories and issues will have significant influence on these two themes and on the
overall thesis, they are not being considered systematically and are out of scope of this
research as a direct issue. The main such issue is the whole debate around community
involvement in the planning system and the extent to which the community is genuinely
involved in defining what planning gain it actually wants. The extent that communities
should be involved in the planning system is a massive topic in its own right and
includes fundamental issues around how to identify the community and then how to
effectively involve the whole community, not just the vocal minority. This will
inevitably be referred to as the New Labour claims around economic, social, and
environmental aims were clearly linked to communities being empowered to make these

decisions but can only be considered in passing to make sure the research stays focused.

The other topic that people may think should feature more but will only be considered
in passing (i.e. when relevant to the main focus of research) is the role of affordable
housing as a social planning aim. So much has been written about affordable housing it
would dominate the research to the exclusion of other social planning issues if
considered in detail. Therefore, community involvement in the planning system and
affordable housing are considered out-of-scope of this research, except where passing

comment is needed when considering the main focus of research.

It should also be pointed out that the research will consider all of the information when
concluding whether there was a paradigm shift and, irrespective of the result, some
attention will be given to how social issues could be given more focus. This is because
it is considered important to apply the knowledge gained from the research to make
recommendations on how to progress the topic (Denscombe, 2010). This will be
considered in passing throughout the research but will be drawn together for express

recommendations in chapter eight.

1.5 Information requirements

It is important to set out at the start that I approached the research from a critical realist
perspective, seeing the theories identified in the literature review as tentative

propositions rather than complete explanations (Denscombe, 2010). My ontological
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assumptions are that social reality does not exist in a guaranteed and simple cause-effect
relationship but that what can be seen on the surface must be interpreted and examined
so theories can be created about what is going on beneath the surface. This means that
some of the issues identified in the literature review were perhaps engaged with in more
detail than others as I felt they perhaps were reflective of wider pressures at play. The
theories identified needed to be tested and consideration needed to be given to the
research methods as they will inevitably have in-built assumptions. Objectivity is
needed to be sure that the facts are interpreted properly and theories produced from the

facts.

Moving to practical issues, there is always some difficulty around access to information
within planning as many local authorities do not have accurate historical information.
The second problem area for research within the planning arena is that while planning
has a high profile within local communities, the media and literature has not historically
tended to focus directly on the planning system. Instead, they have been more
interested in the broader but more esoteric issues revolving around ‘urban problems,’
property, and regeneration. These broader policy issues are sometimes intertwined with
the planning system, but often they are of little direct relevance, which makes it difficult
to assess the impact on the planning system itself. For example, Imrie & Raco (2003b)
identify a list of one hundred and fifty one policy programmes that have ‘some
relevance to urban policy’ but there are only four under the sub-heading of ‘land and
planning’ and it isn’t clear why they are considered more relevant than some of the
issues that are excluded from the list. The literature review will therefore have to look

quite broadly first at planning issues before focusing in on the details.

The third area of difficulty regarding information within planning revolves around the
whole area of social issues and the extent to which we can actually define which social
issues are directly related to the planning system. The significance of this area to the
research has necessitated significant consideration to be given to it in chapter three as

social planning is not a well developed concept.

~ While detailed explanations regarding the choice of case study authority and more
detailed explanations regarding the research have been considered in detail in chapter

six, there needs to be some understanding regarding the timeframes considered within
29



the research period from the outset. As has been stated, this research is interested in the
changes promised by New Labour when they were in opposition and especially with the
claims set out in the 1998 White Paper shortly after they came to power. Consideration
was given to what length of time the research database should span with the starting
position being the longer the better as trends could be followed that way. It was around
2003 that I was looking to carry out my fieldwork and this lent itself to constructing a
database of obligations under the first six years of the New Labour government (1997-
2003).

One of the concerns was that any incoming government would take time to change
practices as policy is formulated in opposition but only in broad terms and so it often
takes some time for policy to be finalised, to pass through Parliament, and to become
legislation that will actually change things. It was pointed out earlier (section 1.2) that
the White Paper was only enacted in 2000 and so it is not unreasonable to accept change
up until this stage would be limited. As a result, there was some logic in deciding to
divide the database under New Labour into two three-year segments so comparisons

could be made before and after legislation had taken effect.

The research was to compare whether New Labour had changed things and so a
comparison was needed to benchmark against and it seemed astute to also compare six
years of obligations under the previous Conservative government. This would allow a
database to be constructed that tracked the use of obligations from 1991, shortly after
the 1990 Act brought s.106 obligations into creation, through to 2003; a significant

period to compare trends.

It was considered that it was important to not just state the findings of the research but
to try to better understand the case study authority and the reasons behind the findings
and so interviews were carried out with officers that worked at the case study authority.
This could have proven difficult as I worked at the authority at the time of the
interviews and managed some of the staff I interviewed (and in turn was managed by
two of those I interviewed) but while this issue will be considered in detail later, it is
considered that the interviews were honest and very useful. My positionality as an
‘insider’ both within local government and specifically working for the case study

authority on two different occasions while this research was being conducted is
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important to clarify. This is to ensure there are no allegations of potential bias and
perceived lack of objectivity, which researchers must avoid (Crang, 2002, 2003;
Denscombe, 2010; Gold, 2002; Herod, 1999; Rosé, 1997). This is considered in more

detail in chapter six.

1.6 Structure of the thesis

The title of this research is “Planning Gain and Progressive Politics: New Labour as a
Paradigm Shift” and the structure of the thesis is based around this framework question.
Chapters 2 & 3 set out the analysis within the literature review around the ‘progressive
politics’ part of the title. Chapters 4 and 5 then set out the issues around the ‘planning
gain’ part before chapters 6-8 go on to answer the question of whether New Labour
applied their progressive politics to the planning gain system to introduce a paradigm

shift or not.

Therefore, after this introductory chapter, chapters 2 & 3 seek to clarify what
progressive politics are (with particular reference to the planning system) and what New
Labour promised to deliver in terms of furthering social aims at the heart of new
communities. To place this in context, chapter 2 considers what social planning issues
actually are as it is important to be clear from the start of this research what changes
could realistically be made that would be measurable within the planning system. This
will show that there are broader social policy issues that the planning system can only
have minimal impact on and instead the focus within this thesis is only on the practical

implementation of some social policy areas.

Chapter 3 sets out the case that New Labour made about how it was going to usher in a
new era of enlightened politics that would deliver balanced communities. To place the
thinking of New Labour in context, there is a need to contrast their vision within the
preceding one under the New Right. Consequently, chapter 3 starts by looking at where
the New Right, under John Major, had left the planning system before moving on to
amplify how New Labour claimed it would build a progressive society. This would be
one that espoused the ideas of the Third Way and would deliver an enlightened and
modern planning system that in turn would develop more stable communities. This

chapter covers a broad area but the focus throughout is to establish the New Labour
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principles that more socially responsive communities would result than under the
Conservatives. The chapter examines the claims by focusing on the contrast with the
New Right by setting out the background to the Third Way and how social aims would
be progressed in a modern society. This gives the theoretical understanding behind the
New Labour thinking for how balanced communities would be created. However, as
this thesis is interested in answering the question from a planning gain perspective, the
framework within which planning gain operates needs to be explored to show how the
implications of changes that New Labour was proposing would affect them. These
areas include the ideas around local government modernisation and a plethora of other
reviews that were conducted as planning gain operates inextricably within this broader
context. The Third Way, changes to local government, and any implications for the
planning system all need to be understood before the research question can be
considered in detail as all of these areas could have influenced the planning gain system

under New Labour.

Chapter 3 also takes New Labour’s claims about how it was going to build a progressive
society and critically examines these claims and the growing literature that challenges
their assertions as empty rhetoric. It is important to this research that the arguments
emanating from Third Way thinking are both understood and critically examined as
they were fundamental to New Labour thinking for developing more socially cognisant
communities. The political rationale behind any political party and how deep it has
been established will come to have considerable influence on what can actually be
achieved in practice. Therefore, understanding whether the ideas behind the Third Way
were genuinely a new political rationale that was embedded in New Labour thinking
would be critical to understanding the case study results. Once the arguments and
counter-claims have been made in this chapter, then the case study analysis and
interviews presented later will have more depth and appreciation of the issues at play.
Consideration will specifically be given to the New Labour thinking in contrast to the
New Right to establish the depth of difference between the approaches. There will also
be some reflection on the framework that planning gain was operating within by looking
at the arguments around the local government modernisation programme and any

implications for pushing a progressive social agenda.
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Chapter 4 then moves to examine the broader topic of planning gain and the historic
approach of capturing land value through betterment, before going on to consider the
more ‘modern’ practice of using planning obligations and considering the differences.
As this research is particularly interested in the role of obligations, this chapter
considers the framework for obligations by looking at relevant case law and government
guidance, assesses why obligations have increased in number, and seeks to clarify the

rationale behind the use of obligations and what they should be used for.

Chapter 5 builds on the framework for obligations set out in the preceding chapter by
considering the actual use of obligations in practice by assessing previous research
findings and contemplates the areas of particular difficulty for obligations. This gives
an understanding of problems that have historically been a concern in the use of
obligations. This will be important when considering the research database, how
obligations are used at the case study authority, and what it is realistic to expect
obligations to achieve. It concludes by bringing the research up-to-date with the
proposed Planning-gain Supplement and the latest ideas around the Community

Infrastructure Levy.

Chapter 6 sets out the methodology for the research by explaining why the case study
authority was chosen, how the research database was created, what it contains, and what
the interviews will consider. This also examines my positionality in terms of my
relationship with the case study authority and those I interviewed. Chapter 7 contains
the analysis of the database with some broader findings of interest within the wider
research field considered before more detailed analysis of the use of obligations within
the case study authority. This chapter also contains an attempt to understand the
quantitative findings by reporting some primary qualitative research through interviews
carried out with officers working at the case study authority. This was to see if they
could provide some further understanding of the results and raise any issues not

apparent from the statistics.

The final chapter is the conclusions and it primarily seeks to answer the question of
whether New Labour did introduce a paradigm shift to the system of planning gain by
better balancing economic, social, and environmental aims. Some consideration is then

given to why little progress was made by focussing on the three key themes that had
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stood out throughout the literature review and the interviews as likely areas to slow
progress. There is then a short reflection, based on all that has preceded, considering
whether obligations should still be used to seek social aims in the planning system and

if a paradigm shift is ever likely to be possible.
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2 SOCIAL PLANNING

This thesis started by setting out how the planning system had begun with a desire to
build cities that were healthy, with housing and public health fundamental pillars of
early planning. The purpose of ancient town planning has been defined as the laying
out of towns with due care for health, commercial efficiency, and beauty of buildings;
which is basically the same three aims that the planning system has sought to achieve
ever since (Cherry, 1969). These are now what are known as the social, economic, and
environmental goals that the planning system aspires to. However, it has also been
argued that the ‘founding fathers’ of the planning system were driven by their social
concerns but sought to address these through a physically deterministic approach for the
first half of the twentieth century (Davoudi, 2000; Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999). This
tension between a philosophical desire to achieve social benefits and its delivery
through physical means has epitomised the struggle over the purpose of the planning

system ever since.

This chapter will start by looking at the social aims the planning system was seeking to
achieve before going on to look at the problems that resulted from trying to translate the
theory into practice. Therefore, the first section will amplify the statements made at the
start of the thesis about how planning was developed to make society a better place.

The second section will set out how the planning system ultimately lost focus in
achieving this. The third section clarifies how the attempt by planners to deliver social
change through physical and environmental policies led to this loss of social interest as
theory and practice became further divorced. The fourth section sets out how this loss
of focus was allowed to take place as social issues lack the same lobbying power as
economic and environmental issues. This resulted in the planning system becoming
diverted to focus on these concerns ahead of social ones. The last section clarifies that
although the planning system still has a role to play in achieving social aims, this is in
quite a specific and confined way. This section also gives the framework for exploring
what type of social issues the planning system can realistically achieve. It also sets out
the key social planning issues that needed to be considered as the research is progressed.
This chapter will provide a broad understanding of social planning issues but the
definitive list that will be used to assess change at the case study authority are presented

in chapter 6.
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2.1 Social roots of the planning system

The planning system has had three distinct types of influence that have sought to
develop an urban utopia; the first was the ethico-religious vision to establish a God-
centred system; the second was the political utopia as idealised by Plato and Aristotle;
and the third was the intellectual utopia of literary treatises, such as by More (Cherry,
1969). These ideological ideas have tended to focus on the theory of what a good city
should comprise of. This focuses more on how the city should function efficiently and
fairly, as well as what it should look like. This constant switching between the theory
of a good city in principle and the practice of achieving a city that was good to live in
has been a difficult mix for those responsible for planning cities, as history has shown
that most are better at one or the other. In more recent times, this has been illustrated by
the change between the social reform movement and the ideas of the German
Rationalisation which developed the science of managing the physical aspects of cities
more efficiently (Webber, 1969).

“Town builders who were also social reformers were thus for the most part
environmental determinists. They believed that their physical creations

would lead directly to a vast improvement in the quality of life for the
inhabitants” (Cherry, 1969: 50).

It was the philanthropists of the late nineteenth and early twenticth century that
combined their social ideals with their substantial finances to achieve this mix and led
to the garden city movement. They had been determined to improve the quality of life
for city inhabitants due to fears resulting from late nineteenth century industrialisation
and urbanisation and the associated problems with public health, housing, and fear of
social unrest (Davoudi, 2000). The fact that the British planning system had strong
social reformist roots meant that it was different from many European neighbours who
developed from a more economic or architectural perspective (Cowan & MacDonald,
1980).

The philosophic support for modern social town planning was developed by Lewis
Mumford in his Culture of Cities, published in 1938, and his subsequent influential
wartime essay, The Social Foundations of Post-War Building, published in 1943 by the
Town and Country Planning Association (Foley, 1960). Mumford and Patrick Geddes

both argued the city functioned as an organ of social transmission and should represent
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in microcosm, the world at large (Sarkissian, 1976). These ideas were influential in
developing more rounded neighbourhoods by planners and were seized upon after
World War II to develop communal life with socially balanced neighbourhoods. In
particular, there was a focus on ensuring self-contained small or middle-sized
communities of houses with gardens that were socially balanced (Foley, 1960). This
focus on social mix, usually delivered through affordable housing in more recent years,
is one area of social planning that has continued. Social reform within the field of
housing resurfaced in the anti-slum crusades and pushed urban planners to take up the
moral challenge of their profession with urban overcrowding seen as aggravating a host
of social and physical evils (von Hoffman, 2009). Therefore, tackling the health and
social ills that were due to overcrowding was a driving force within planning in the
ancient planning days, it re-emerged at the start of the twentieth century, and again in
the nineteen seventies. It has remained on the agenda ever since to a greater or lesser

extent.

Looking beyond social housing, the planning profession had also tried to branch out
from ‘pure’ planning and to apply its understanding of societal systems to areas of
demand where people were trying to predict future changes and to engineer social
change (Webber, 1969). Michael Foucault argued in the late nineteen seventies that
changing ideas about the urban environment were critical to the emergence of the social
sciences and social change during the early nineteenth century (Driver, 1988).
However, the idea that planning could shape the growing field of social policy and have
a significant influence did not last long and the planning system has often had only
passing interest in social policy beyond physical issues and provision of affordable

housing.

It is also worth noting that some of the interest shown by planners when they engaged
with social issues in the late twentieth century was due to the concerns of the sixties
slum clearances and destruction of neighbourhoods. They were keen to learn from these
previous mistakes and the provision of affordable housing was a practical way to try to
rebuild mixed communities (von Hoffman, 2009). The outcry from the public about the
destruction done to their communities was a salutary lesson for the planning system in
using theories about how to create a community while ignoring the fact there already

was one. Social issues often reinforce the consequences of economic change and
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together they create an uneven distribution of prosperity and marginalise some groups
(Parkinson, 1996). The planning system had misunderstood the link between social and
economic issues and the fact that disadvantaged communities often had strong social
links due to their economic struggles. Splitting existing communities by building new
roads and new houses to try to attract in the better-off to create a mixed community was
never going to work as the affluent usually did not assimilate with the existing

communities.

The planning system is meant to be a flexible regulatory regime through which the
tensions between economic and social issues can be managed while environmental
quality is conserved and enhanced (Healey & Shaw, 1994). However, as we have seen,
managing the tension between the economic and social has often proven elusive for
planners, although this is not a new problem. Even the social reformers who developed
the garden city movement struggled to translate theory into practice as they sought to
prevent the separation of different classes of people. However, as the houses were

usually sold privately, there was often little actual progress (von Hoffman, 2009).

Returning to the point made at the start of this section, it was stated that the planning
system had social ideals but in practice had focused on physical environmental changes.
It has been argued that the planning system has particularly struggled to reconcile these
two aims since the Industrial Revolution (it developed a clear manufacturing and
engineering focus that Great Britain was founded on) and so the engineering approach
has dominated since (Webber, 1969). This resulted in an operational style that is
focused on engineering and physical changes but with a rationale that is based on social
ideology. This schizophrenic problem has underlain much of what the planning system
has struggled with ever since as social theory is difficult to translate into physical
reality. The social reform of overcrowding by the physical expression of improved

housing and new towns was one of the few areas of success (Cherry, 1969).

There has been a renewed interest in some areas of social issues in the past two decades,
particularly as the consequences and causes of global environmental change have been
argued to be both social and economic in character, thereby requiring more social
science research if sustainable economic development is to be achieved (Newby, 1990).

However, it is important to now look at the reasons why social issues and aims were not
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realised within the planning system, despite both the initial interest and re-emergence in
the sixties and seventies. Only if we understand why so little was actually achieved can

we understand whether New Labour would be able to achieve a paradigm shift.

2.2 Loss of interest of social aims within planning

While the planning system in Britain was founded on social ideals, this tradition is
being replaced with a professional, prescriptive, negative form of planning where social
issues are no longer the purpose of planning but simply another factor to be considered
(Cowan & MacDonald, 1980). Indeed, it has been stated that planning has failed to
ever properly engage with social issues (Eisenschitz, 2008). However, it can be argued
that it was not just the planning system that lost interest in social aims but that this was
part of a broader loss of interest in social issues. Since the three decades after the
Second World War, there was a strong view that central and local government were
responsible for delivering welfare and championing greater equality and social justice,
with the voluntary and private sectors only residual to this (Ellison & Pierson, 2003a).
After this period, the subsequent loss of this role led to a reduction in interest in social
policy within most of local government, which was the main context that planners
worked in at the time. Indeed, Eisenschitz (2008) argues that planning will always
struggle to promote social reform as the planning system is delivered by a rational
profession working within a framework laid down by central government and this is not

conducive to social progress.

Another problem has been that while the planning system has potential for furthering
social aims in communities, it has often struggled to be clear about what social issues
are that are legitimately within the planning remit and even when it is clear what they
are, there are problems around #ow to achieve them. It has been argued that part of the
problem stems from the fact that social policy analysts have shown little interest in the
city as a concept and sociologists lost interest in the seventies after abortive attempts to
revive community studies (Edwards, 1995). The resulting lack of literature on urban
policy written by social policy analysts reflects the underdevelopment of the social
elements of urban regeneration policies and reinforces the emphasis on physical and
commercial development (Ginsburg, 1999). Some have argued that apart from some

spatial concentrations, there is little intrinsically urban about most social policies with
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ideas that there is a clear link between social policy and the city dismissed as ‘tenuous’
(Edwards, 1995).

The lack of understanding of social issues within the planning system has been
reinforced by some of the planning academia and the profession itself with many of the
influential books within the profession giving little space to social concerns and
sometimes even playing down the social aspects of development (Thomas, 1999).

Thomas argues that the RTPI itself has shifted emphasis to include a consciousness of
social and environmental impacts but that this has been with a qualified enthusiasm. He
reports that research carried out in 1975 showed that social issues were marginal
discussion points in branch meetings between 1947 and 1971. The more recent survey
in 1997 by the RTPI to assess what issues members wanted to learn about in continuing
professional development shows an increase in demand for planning law and

development control but still very little interest in social concerns.

The result of the lack of interest in social issues within the planning system and the
inability by anyone to be able to bring them coherently to the policy agenda has resulted
in social issues being reduced to almost only of theoretical interest. More recently there
has also been a growing interest in issues around inequality, race, and gender within the
planning system but overall social theory is particularly influential in only four areas of
indigenous planning theory: critical theory, rational choice theory, Foucault’s
archaeology and genealogy theory, and structuration theory (Allmendinger, 2002).

These are all issues of academic interest but of little relevance to the planning
practitioner working in the hectic planning system and therefore the debates struggle to
transfer from theory into practice. It is probably also true that many of these debates are
engaged with more by planning policy teams considering the future of the development
plan area than within development control. This suggests that there are problems on
several levels of translating theory about social issues into practical examples that the

planning system can act on.

“Town planning has lacked a full and sophisticated understanding of the
social implications of improving the physical environment. This is so
around the world, and is by no means a distinctive British problem. What
seems so serious to an American observer is the seeming lack of awareness
in Britain that here is an intellectual problem of significant proportions and
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that any fully developed rationale supporting town planning awaits
successful assaults on this problem” (Foley, 1960: 228).

It appears that the main reason for the loss of interest in social issues within the
planning system was the simple fact that economic pressures came to dominate. This
change in focus happened at Government level and then influenced the planning system.
Even the Labour party came to accept the importance of economic issues with the
Commission on Social Justice calling for a ‘middle way’ where economic and social
policy were combined as two sides of the same coin (Powell, 2000). These ideas,
started under John Smith, were continued by New Labour who accepted that
employment was its own reward and the best way to enhance social inclusion. This led
to a loss of interest in social policies as social aims were to be progressed through
employment, with the welfare state to get people back to work, rather than providing
social protection from unemployment and other socio-economic problems (Ellison &
Pierson, 2003a; Peters, 2003).

The rise in importance of economic issues was due to a general acceptance that the
market is the dynamic wealth-creating mechanism, while the state is static and
undermines market discipline and efficient exchange, so the state is seen as “at best a
necessary evil, at worst inherently parasitic on the market” (Evans & Cerny, 2003).

Social programmes now exist to underpin the market and create competitiveness, rather
than to compensate for the social problems caused by the market (Peters, 2003). This
has fundamentally changed the role and purpose of social issues so they are no longer

seen as an end in themselves by many people and therefore have less focus and interest.

The dominance of economic issues resulted as capitalism had become more ruthless
with its primary focus on maximising shareholder value and the rise of this ‘harder’
capitalism, termed ‘turbo-capitalism’ (Luttwak, 1999). The term was used to convey
how capitalism had become ‘out of control’ and was no longer responsive to traditional
attempts to restrict its excesses. Social problems were important to communities as they
felt powerless against global pressures, experts no longer agreed on anything as research
was increasingly ambiguous and disputed, and people trusted those in authority even

less than before (Giddens, 1998b). However, the market showed little interest in these
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social concerns and instead Governments focused on dealing with the concerns of the

market rather than the concerns of the public.

This focus on economic issues by national Governments led to the postwar planning
system seeing economic issues dominate environmental concerns but also saw
environmental conservationism and economic issues in turn sideline social concerns
(Healey & Shaw, 1994). From the nineteen-fifties onwards, the planning system
changed from having social concerns to slowly capitulating to a process of facilitating
private sector development and by the late nineties it has been complicit in intensifying
the growth of poverty, social polarisation, and inequality (Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999).
The property-led urban regeneration approach simply focused on investors making
money with the hope that jobs would ‘trickle down’ to those in need (Atkinson, 2003;
Healey, 1992).

The charge that the planning system itself was complicit in social aims being given less
consideration is a particularly serious one in terms of this research but has been strongly
made by several commentators with little evidence of anyone springing to its defence.
Peter Hall is one of the more eminent planners but is said to have dismissed the ‘golden
age of welfare’ after the Second World War as twenty five years of planning that simply
managed to keep most of the poor, poor (stated by Peter Hall in Eisenschitz, 2008).
Planners had set themselves up as the experts on protecting the public interest and social
issues but then excluded the public from these debates so the slum clearance
programmes dispersed communities with little public input. It was this failure by
planners to promote social issues and by the planning system to allow public
involvement that led to pressure for change and the birth of advocacy planning, which
was promoted as a new type of social planning (Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999). The view

was that if the public were more involved then more social progress would be made.

Perhaps of greatest disappointment is the fact that the problems of the planning system
engaging with social issues had been predicted but still little preventative action was
taken to improve things. It had been argued that the influence of planning would grow
over the second half of the twentieth century and that as a result the planning system
would increasingly help some groups within society but hurt others and that those that

would be hurt would be the least able to help themselves (Webber, 1969). Despite this,
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planners failed to grasp the problems this would bring and to progress social issues and

the concerns of the poorest communities.

While part of the reason for indifference towards social problems is due to the
disproportionately strong emphasis within urban planning on physical and commercial
development, there is also an argument that the planning system is largely ‘unable’ and
‘ill-equipped’ to meet social needs as it focuses on physical issues such as land-use
rather than land-users (Greed, 1999b). Successive Conservative governments focused
on land-use aspects at the expense of wider social factors while the profession was more

interested in technical aspects of the job (Higgins & Allmendinger, 1999).

However, there have been mixed improvements as even some of the more ‘modern’
areas of social policy that the planning system could have engaged with, it has failed to
grasp. For example, there has been surprisingly little discussion about social exclusion
within the planning field (Turok et al, 1999). It has been argued that much of this
failure has been due to the fact that while New Labour talked about issues like social
justice and returned social issues to national debate, any planning dimension to this was
ignored because the planning system was initially seen as regulatory (Allmendinger &
Tewdwr-Jones, 2000). However, as will be seen later, there has been some progress in

social issues in parts of the planning system.

This section started by showing that the reason for the loss of interest in social issues
was due to a host of other secondary influences and that the primary reason was the
dominance of economic concerns. However, there is one other reason that needs to be
specifically looked at which has been alluded to in passing and the next section will

consider it in detail.

2.3 Planning more interested in physical environmental issues

Planners often focus on the technical outcomes and define themselves narrowly in
physical terms rather than engage with the social purposes behind the policies and what
a policy is aiming to achieve (Eisenschitz, 2008; Foley, 1960). This means that while
the radical social side of planning is focused on ideology and the potential to change

things, the reality is a very practical and focused planning system that is regulatory and
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simply tries to reconcile conflicts of interest (Davoudi, 2000). This leads to a
schizophrenic approach to planning where the academics talk of social revolution and
new communities, while most practitioners are simply trying to reduce any harm from

granting planning permission.

This is not a recent phenomena and it was pointed out thirty years ago how the
haphazard development of the planning system had led many planners to believe their
job is simply a technical exercise to create the least harmful and more efficient use of
land (Cowan & MacDonald, 1980). Part of the reason for this is that planning measures
success by looking at the inputs (i.e. number of houses built, miles of roads constructed,
size of parks landscaped etc.) rather than assessing the outputs of how well-off the
people are who live in the houses or that use the roads or parks (Webber, 1969). This
problem is exacerbated by the fact that planners are judged primarily by their
professional peers who award success by pay-rises and promotions for hitting input
targets rather than by measuring success from the public. More recent focus under New
Labour has further exacerbated this problem as they measured planning authorities by
the speed of making decisions on planning applications rather than on any quality of the

decision.

This focus has resulted in housing reformers, who pushed the need for planners to deal
with slums, largely being ignored as the planners instead focused on physical issues of
poor transport and regeneration and ignored the social problems (Taylor, 1999; von
Hoffman, 2009). This approach by the planning system of reducing big political and
economic challenges into spatial issues that are given technical solutions means
environmental determinism is used to try to achieve social change by physical means

but with little social success (Eisenschitz, 2008).

The reason the planning system ended up in this position is because town planning in
western Europe has in practice revolved around the builder and architect’s search for the
ideal city, more than on the theoretical social concerns (Cherry, 1969). This is seen in
the functional design of the bastides of England and France, the formal design of the
Renaissance towns, and the high urban living of Georgian and Regency architecture.

This architectural approach gave way to the more functional building approach since
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1945, with the physical reconstruction of cities by replacing slums with vibrant new city

centres and road networks, up until more recent times (Atkinson, 2003).

The regeneration agenda is one area that could have developed social policy but instead
it has also focused on physical issues, such as land reclamation, road building, and
environmental improvements with only tentative social aspects relating to poverty
(Ginsburg, 1999). New Labour has prioritised regeneration but there has been little
joined-up thinking with social and economic regeneration having little integration
(Atkinson, 2003). The planning system became focused on improving the physical
environment and while caught up in these debates has managed to convince itself that
this is merely physical and is not connected to the complexities of social planning
(Foley, 1960). For example, if the focus is on preventing sprawl by protecting a green
belt then that can be viewed in a physical way but if the reason for the approach is that it
is considered more compact communities have greater social interaction and sense of
community, this is a social argument that underlies the physical one. The focus by

planners tends to be on the first issue.

“...town planning has tried to hedge as between physical planning and
social planning, has developed something of an ideological basis for doing
this, and has thus never more fully faced up to its responsibility for
catalysing social goals and fully analysing what physical environmental
improvements most realistically facilitated these social goals” (Foley, 1960:
228).

It was this lack of understanding of social issues by planners that was at the heart of
Jane Jacobs’s famous attack on town planning in her book The Death and Life of Great
American Cities, published in 1961 (von Hoffman, 2009; Taylor, 1999). She attacked
the principles that had guided the planning system of segregating land uses, population
dispersal, destroying old buildings and she gave a voice to the public disillusionment at
the social insensitivity of the massive housing redevelopments and urban motorways
that cut through cities and local communities. Jacobs particularly criticised the fact that
urban planners missed the point that communities were more than physical entities and
she has been credited with launching the term ‘social capital’ (Roseland, 2000).

However, it has taken almost another four decades for this term and social issues to
return seriously to the planning agenda and many of her criticisms remain. Others have

sought to remind planners that there are spatial dimensions of social exclusion that are
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still often neglected and that the hardship and isolation faced by people and places in

Britain is a serious challenge for the planning system (Turok et al., 1999).

It is ironic that some landscape architects argued that only when planning was used to
achieve social and economic ends would it produce genuinely beautiful cities but
instead the physical has become an end in itself (von Hoffman, 2009). There is a need
to retain this focus on physical environmental change but also to engage with the social
concerns that are expressed in communities. If there is to be genuine progress on
environmental issues then the social sciences need to be progressed further as the
environmental debate has been conducted in a value-laden way that lacks the rigour of
the social sciences (Newby, 1990). There is much that the social sciences can teach
planning and much that the planning system can do to address the social concerns of
society. However, before we move to consider what is realistic to be achieved, the last
area that needs to be considered to explain why the planning system has lost interest in

social aims is that social aims lack considerable lobbying power.

2.4 Social issues lack lobbying power

The environmental lobby has traditionally relied on the farming industry to use its
contacts with the government due to the number of MPs with farming links and rural
constituencies. However, the farming lobby has declined in power since the seventies
and attention has now moved to a broader environmental lobby that has grown in
influence as membership grew since the seventies with a corresponding increase in

power as financial resources increased from membership fee receipts (Rydin, 2003).

Therefore, there are influential powers ensuring that environmental issues remain
central to the role of the planning system. It will be shown later (see section 3.3) that
economic issues have even more influential groups acting on its behalf with big
business entirely focused on economic issues in practice (in reality only paying lip
service to environmental and social issues). However, social issues do not have
anything like the same organised lobby groups with campaigners often calling for one-
off changes but lacking the large pressure groups that have influence with those in
power. The likely candidates, such as the NHS and social services are traditionally seen

by the Government as the problem rather than able to provide the solution. It is

46



disheartening to reflect on the almost antagonistic approach to the NHS (and the public
sector in general) in comparison with the New Labour Government’s insipid courting of

business groups.

This lack of lobbying for social issues is just as problematic on the wider scale. Despite
the fact that society is undergoing major economic and social changes which are
creating a world that is more unequal, insecure, individualised, and fragmented, there
has been surprisingly little comparative focus on social issues by the EU. Insofar as the
EU has any type of social policy to try to deal with these huge issues, it is almost

entirely in terms of supporting the European economy (Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999).

“Indeed, under the terms of the Treaties of Rome and Masstricht promoting
social cohesion can only be legally justified if it is undertaken as a means to
promoting economic cohesion” (Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999: 228).

This focus on achieving social aims through pursuing economic goals is an old problem
that stems from the American ideal of self-sufficiency, which usually relies on getting a
job, and in turn social issues have struggled to capture the interest of many researchers
(Levin-Waldman, 2005). This has come to affect the planning system so that social
issues have received little more than passing interest within the planning profession
with the result that those with most influence have spent the past 150 years pushing the
argument for ‘salvation by bricks’ and trying to physically build our way to more

successful communities (Greed, 1999b).

The added problem for the planning system is that it is not ‘neutral’ but benefits groups
that are dominant in society and any proposals to include overtly social issues within the
planning system have been repeatedly rejected by the Government as being beyond
planning as the strong pro-development lobby groups have held sway. They have the
finance and knowledge to challenge planning decisions and influence strategic planning
to ensure that economic aims do not slip down the agenda. They also have powerful
umbrella organisations to represent and support them such as the House Builders
Federation (HBF) and the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) and ready supporters
in both of the main political parties (Greed, 1999b).
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While social issues may lack the influential lobbies and interest that economic, and to a
lesser extent environmental issues, enjoy, they do have some influence, particularly in
more recent years. However, even within social policy itself, it has been found that in
Britain the quality of research into welfare is very poor, with little long-term analysis
and most of the research that does exist is reliant on the Government, rather than
independent bodies (Evans & Cerny, 2003). Social policy in Britain has instead focused
on defining what is acceptable behaviour and distinguishing between the genuine
unemployed and the scrounger, the real asylum-seeker and the economic migrant, the
respectable poor and the disreputable etc. (MacGregor, 2003). This focus has turned

social issues into a very divisive and negative issue, particularly by the British Press.

It is ironic that British planners had originally worried about the Americanisation of
British town planning as they saw American planning as “less mature in its social
policy” and they were concerned that British planning may become more neutral (Foley,
1960). However, the subsequent adoption by the British planning system of a technical
approach to planning led to the view that planning professionals should interact with the
technical problems but that social policy should be left to the elected officials. This
resulted in a more neutral approach to social issues within the planning system than

arguably happened in the American system.

Many social scientists argued that the purpose of social science was to remove politics
and ideology from the policy process so that it only focused on methodology and not
political ideology (Levin-Waldman, 2005). However, this arguably has reduced the
influence of social policy as it attempts to be value free and to simply follow a research
backed approach. This objective approach has had an impact on the planning profession
with claims that this reluctance to engage with concerns means that the planning system
has become complicit in steering debates away from social issues. This is illustrated by
the fact that when planning applications are considered it is usually the environmental
impacts that are assessed while many of the significant issues of social reform are
avoided by the planners and dismissed as political issues and therefore beyond them
(Eisenschitz, 2008). Social issues have been further held back by the planning system
as the public have used planning tools to not only try to reduce the amount of affordable

housing in their areas but have even tried to prevent anmy housing in existing
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neighbourhoods, thereby pushing development further away to urban extensions (von
Hoffman, 2009).

The sad conclusion is that the social professions have served themselves better than
their clients with most social policy supporting the middle classes and the rich more
than the poor with middle class professionals often unable to empathise and understand
the poorer classes they profess to help (Webber, 1969). While the planning system has
had very important practical implications for everyday social problems, the discipline-
specific training and professional identity often hold back opportunities to achieve

anything innovative (Woolcock, 2004).

2.5 Some clarification of social planning issues

It has been shown that the planning system lost much of its interest in social issues and
that progress of social planning has therefore been frustratingly slow over the years.
However, it has also been shown that there have been some areas of growth
(particularly affordable housing and creating mixed communities) but it is important to
now set out in more detail other areas where there has been progress. It is also essential
to this thesis that social planning issues are clarified as all that follows depends on this
understanding, although it will be shown that it is not an issue with definitive clarity.
Nevertheless, some typology of what social planning issues are is needed if progress of

social issues under New Labour is to be quantified at the case study authority.

Taylor (1999) made a useful starting point by stating that planning uses the term ‘social’
in three different ways. The first is to describe the kind of action that planning entails
i.e. social action, and is seen in the actions of the state. The second is to describe the
object of planning or what planning deals with and is arguable as planning does impact
sociaﬂy on people but not to the extent of education or medical services, as planning is
primarily a physical process. The third is to refer to the purpose of planning to deliver
social aims and one of the New Labour Government’s purposes for planning is to
improve people’s lives and so the purposes of planning can be social even if the ends
used to achieve this are primarily physical. In examining the extent of social issues
within the planning system, therefore, it is important to always consider the reason

behind the policy.
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This can be illustrated by the point that the term ‘environment’ can be considered in
different contexts and can even refer to aesthetically opposite ends of the spectrum from
the built environment to the countryside (Healey & Shaw, 1994). The term itself can be
used in different ways as the environment can be considered as a functional resource
(gravel, sand, agriculture, forestry etc.), as a recreational resource (as a ‘backcloth’ for
economic and social enjoyment), as an aesthetic resource (providing an attractive
landscape setting to contrast with urban form), or as a natural resource (for wildlife to
live in). In planning terms, the different approaches create different planning responses,
depending on how the term is being used and it is considered that the term ‘social’
within the planning framework is just as variable and can mean many different things

depending on the purpose and context.

Greed (1999b) argues that social town planning refers to any policy proposal that seeks
to meet the needs of any minority interest or community group or any attempt to take
into account the needs of the diversity of people who live in society and so this also
involves consideration of the purpose behind the action. Alcock (2003) likewise argues
that local authorities can fund voluntary organisations through revenue streams as well
as capital grants and the revenue stream is not always straightforward but can be
through provision in kind, such as free use of premises, access to Council staff or
facilities etc. Therefore, the resources can take different forms but it is the purpose of

why the provisions are being made that is important i.e. for community benefit.

Putting these ideas together, it can be argued that in terms of defining social aims within
the planning system, it is best to consider these broadly to include aims that are
primarily for the community benefit of people rather than principally for the
environment or the economy. It is recognised that there is considerable overlap as many
environmental and economic aims are also beneficial to people. However, a distinction
can be made from the motives and is similar to the third approach towards social used

by Taylor above.

Within this context, it is also important to realise that the planning system is confined in
the breadth of its impact on social issues as it now only has a passing influence on social

policy and the wider social policy issues. It was shown in section 2.1 that planning had
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briefly had an opportunity to shape the wider social policy debate but did not grasp it. It
has been argued that the planning system has (at least) three roles that are
complementary but also competitive and this balance changes over time (Foley, 1960).
The roles are to reconcile the competing claims for the use of limited land, to provide a
good physical environment to promote a healthy and civilised lifestyle, and to provide
the physical basis for better community life as part of a broader social programme. It is
argued that this third role has the potential for planning to operate in parallel to public
health or social service activities with a strong social role. However, as no theory has
evolved that bridges the three ideological roles, the third role has failed to fully develop,
and planning lacks a sophisticated understanding of the social implications of improving
the physical environment. As a result, it is important to be clear that the planning
system interacts with social issues but only in a very narrow and constrained way and
has little impact on mainline social policy issues. It will be shown later (see chapters 4
& 5) that planning obligations have been used to fund the delivery of many varied social
policies, and while this is important, it must be remembered throughout that this is a
small part of delivering huge social policy areas. For example, money may be taken to
contribute towards a new classroom but this is only a fraction of the cost of running the
school. It will also be shown later that as the planning system has very vague aims and
objectives, these can quite easily be shaped and amended to allow the system to be
changed without primary legislation (Allmendinger, 2001; Healey & Shaw, 1994) and

so it is arguable to what extent even these social gains are legitimate.

“...social policy is taken to include both the discipline of social policy, with
its concern with study, teaching, analysis and interpretation, and the practice
of social policy—the political process of policy making and
implementation” (Beresford, 2001: 495).

The discipline of social policy and the mainstream social policy areas are therefore
broadly beyond the reach of the planning system with only a small involvement in
ensuring these broader social issues are considered when communities are developed.
This is more in an enabling role of ensuring the right agencies are involved than
planning for them directly and this thesis is not investigating social issues from this
perception but simply focusing on the ability of the planning system to deliver social

benefits directly.
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The practice of implementing social policies can have direct influence and the topic of
social exclusion is one that it was hoped planning could interact with, despite the fact
that the meaning of social exclusion remains elusive (Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999; Turok
et al., 1999). Social exclusion refers to both the processes of social exclusion and the
consequent situations as it is manifest within the broad fields of housing, education,
health, access to services etc. and is not just about income (Davoudi & Atkinson, 1999).
Therefore, there is a broader aspect that remains relevant and while the planning system
may not cause social exclusion, it can “reinforce and exacerbate” the problems and so
does have a role in promoting social stability, balance, and cohesion (Turok et al.,
1999). Exclusion can be for reasons other than money, such as few educational
opportunities, poor public transport to access facilities, or practices that deprive certain
groups (i.e. women). The planning system could help to address these to an extent if it
chose to, especially through the planning gain process of making sure that the needs of
communities are catered for in new development by providing appropriate facilities, as

just discussed.

There is an important point to consider at this stage though and that is how can the
planning system actually deliver practical social change on the ground? This point is
considered further later (see sections 3.5 & 6.1) but it is important to have a brief
understanding at this stage also. It has just been mentioned that the planning system has
very limited input into wider social policy changes but that it could interact with these
issues more if it wanted to. It is also clear that if successful communities are to be built
then the planning system needs to work better with the broader social policy agenda and

the agencies that deliver it, to ensure a more coordinated approach.

“At one level this perspective supports the importance of a ‘joined-up’
approach to urban problems, but it also recognizes the need for mainstream
policies (such as social security, health, education, employment and
economic policy) to play the major role. The implications of this
recognition are far-reaching and imply the need for all policies to be
assessed in terms of their direct and indirect impact on urban areas”
(Atkinson, 2003:168).

The problem is that the planning system is split into two arms. The policy side usually
considers the wider context and how to create successful communities in the future,

while the development control side is focused on determining applications for existing
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communities. The policy side has considerably more potential to interact with these
broader social issues and to develop policies that have a social purpose through their
policy documents and place shaping agenda. The development control system has
limited ability currently to engage with these broader social issues as they are required
to consider planning applications in accordance with the development plan (unless
material considerations suggest otherwise). Very few development plans have these
broader social policies in them, due to the dominance of economic and environmental
concerns over the past few decades (as explained earlier in this chapter), and so it will
take time to change. Unfortunately, the speed of producing new development plan
documents takes an inordinately long time (close to a decade) and so any closer
interaction between broader social policies and the planning system will take some time

to manifest itself.

That is not to say that social issues are not being progressed or that more cannot be done
in the more immediate future. The difference is that the broader social policy issues
will have to wait to a large extent and the planning system will be only part of this
bigger picture, but the smaller and more local social issues can be considered within the
development control system. This will be explained in much more detail later (see
chapters 4 & 5) but it needs to be clarified that the focus of this thesis is around these
smaller local social achievements than the broader social policy issues. The next
section (and later chapters) will clarify some of the issues that can be considered and
show that the reality is that the main ability to achieve these types of smaller, more

local, social benefits is through the planning gain system.
Towards a definition of social planning issues

We still need to endeavour to produce a list of issues that can be considered as social
and a good place to start is to assess what issues other academics or policy makers have
considered as social issues. It has already been stated that this research is not interested
in investigating the ability of the planning system to deliver or develop social goals in
the broader social policy field. Instead, the focus is on the ability of the planning
system to facilitate the delivery of some existing social goals, often primarily by
financing their delivery in the development of new communities through the payment of

financial contributions or provision of a service via the planning gain system.
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Edwards (1995) argues that any such description of social policies in Britain that could
be achieved would include delivery of some aspects of health, education, income-
support, housing, and personal social services. Inner city policies are considered a
minor addition and others, such as planning, transport, and environmental policies will
have social components. Byford et al. (2003) report that social welfare was defined for
research purposes by the London School of Economics and the Institute of Psychiatry as
encompassing social care, early intervention schemes, housing, urban regeneration,
community development, work with families, and welfare to work. Alcock (2003) uses
the chapter headings of social security, education, health, housing, social services, and
employment as the titles for chapters under welfare services. Turok et al. (1999)
identify six of the key phenomena that lead to social exclusion and believes that the
planning system could attempt to tackle most of these. These are unemployment, low
income, low educational attainment (lack of skills), bad health, poor housing, and high

crime.

ATLAS (the Advisory Team for Large Applications) has recently created a ‘social
infrastructure matrix’ (ATLAS, undated) which identifies different elements of social
infrastructure so development proposals can be assessed against this planning need.

However, it is interesting that they cover health care (including primary, secondary, &
social care), education (from pre-school up to secondary), childcare (nursery & créche),
emergency services (police, ambulance, & fire), leisure, recreation, and open space
(outdoor play areas of various sorts, sports pitches, and recreation facilities), as well as
general community uses (such as community hall, libraries, cultural infrastructure, and
religious infrastructure). While it is accepted that the planning system does not have to
fund all of these completely, it is argued that there is a role for planning to ensure they

are supplied, and so the fact it is such a broad list is relevant.

The British Property Federation (BPF) have also adopted a very wide interpretation of
social infrastructure, which is surprising as they lobby on behalf of property companies,

who would normally be wanting to reduce the amount required.

“Social infrastructure, therefore, can be said to include:

* health and social care: primary care, health centres, doctors/GP surgeries,
hospitals and tertiary care
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* education: nursery/pre-school, primary, secondary, further and higher
education, adult training

* leisure and pleasure: parks, allotments, open space, play areas, sports
centres

» commercial infrastructure such as shops, cinemas, pubs and cafes

 emergency services: police, fire, ambulance

* other community and cultural infrastructure: libraries, community
halls, youth clubs, arts projects, community development.

However, social infrastructure is not just about physical infrastructure. It
can also embrace the provision of training and employment opportunities
both in the construction phase and in the businesses and services created by
the development” (BPF, 2010: 7).

The more official position of the Government is listed in Circulars and it is interesting
to note that Circular 1/97 lists community facilities (in passing) as “reasonable amounts
of small areas of open space, social, educational, recreational or sporting facilities...”
(paragraph B10) but did not attempt to define social issues. Circular 05/05 had little to

say on the subject in terms of either community or social issues.

It can only be concluded that the literature review found no definitive list of social
issues within planning and the use of any list will be subject to considerable debate.
Nevertheless, social issues clearly revolve around the ‘likely’ areas that most people
would recognise, such as education, employment, health, housing, social services, and
crime. At this stage, all that can be agreed in theoretical terms is that it is the primary
reason behind the obligation that must be considered and assessed as to whether the
purpose is for economic, social, or environmental purposes and that considerable

overlap is likely. This point will be considered in more detail in chapter 6.
Conclusions

This chapter has set out how the planning system was founded back in the ancient days
on ideals that revolved around social concerns, particularly related to public health.

There was a return to social ideals in the period following the Second World War and
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again since Margaret Thatcher’s reign as Prime Minister ended. However, it has been
argued that not as much has been achieved in practice as should have resulted but it was

noted that there was some progress in certain areas.

Listing exactly what social planning issues are is difficult as the planning system is
preoccupied with the physical expression of economic and environmental issues but
while there is a very broad potential for the planning system to interact with social
issues, the reality is a little more conservative. It is also important to realise that most of
the broader interpretations of what can be achieved have been made since the research
period ended. The context of thinking relevant at the time will be clarified in later
chapters. However, this chapter should have explained the issues that the planning
system can interact with and show that there is considerable potential for both central
and local government to develop social issues that the planning system can progress and
the challenge is down to the decision makers. It should also be clear that this research is
interested in the practical aspects of delivering planning benefits that have a social aim,

rather than the broader ability to influence social policy and the more strategic issues.

56



3 NEW LABOUR AND PROGRESSIVE POLITICS

“There was deep national impatience with our party... Labour did not win
the election for themselves: they won because we started as losers. There
was a feeling that the Conservatives had been in power too long, and that it
was time to move on... But in one respect Labour did indeed create their
victory. The party managed not to seem frightening any more. For the first
time in two decades many voters felt it was safe to abandon the
Conservatives” (Major, 2000: 692-693).

The former Prime Minister, John Major, who lost to the incoming Tony Blair, accepted
that while the Conservative Party had practically self-destructed and made themselves
unelectable, the Labour Party still had a job to do to convince people that after years in
opposition, they could form a Government and be trusted to rule. This chapter will
amplify the statements articulated by New Labour in section 1.2 that they would create
balanced communities where economic, social, and environmental concerns were all to
be given equal consideration. This will be done by presenting both the positive
promises of New Labour and also the concerns that were raised by those who dismissed

New Labour as lacking a progressive agenda.

It is important to be clear about what exactly New Labour promised, specifically in
relation to town planning, and how they intended to usher in a progressive politics that
would ensure balanced communities were created where social aims would be given the
same consideration as economic and environmental. It is also essential to understand if
these promises were accepted as legitimate and achievable or were they likely to be
empty rhetoric, as the research should look for evidence to inform the debate while
considering the case study authority. It is particularly relevant to consider whether these
areas of concern would affect the ability of social issues to be progressed when

developing communities.

The first section looks at where the Conservatives had left the planning system and how
they were using it to try to achieve their aims. This sets the background to contrast the
promises of New Labour and their electoral return from the political wilderness and the
influences that were prominent within the Party at that time. It is important to
understand the nineties had very different pressures and influences to consider and these

must be remembered and understood to place New Labour’s thinking in context.
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In addition to the exciting ‘new’ label for the Labour Party, there was also a ‘new’
political rationale that was to provide a framework to understand these complicated
times. It was called the Third Way and would articulate the vision for a country that
was now ‘cool’ and ‘on the up’ with the British Prime Minister central to spreading the
vision. Therefore, the second and third sections will set out the claims of the Third Way
and the criticisms of it respectively. The Third Way was presented by New Labour as a
coherent political rationale that would provide the framework for ideas that would
actively achieve more policies with a social purpose. It was New Labour’s big idea but
whether it would stand up to scrutiny as a modern left-of-centre strategy was debatable
and this discussion needs to be understood as it will clarify whether progress was likely

to result and define issues that the research can investigate further.

Attention will then move in section four to examine a key Third Way aim of relevance
to this research; the local government modernisation agenda and the impact this had on
achieving social aims. Local government is a key agency in delivering the balanced
communities that New Labour talked about and so any changes in their role or aims
would inevitably have some effect on the ability or desire to deliver social aims. As my
research focuses on a local government case study, it is particularly pertinent. This
section will not examine the role of public participation per se but will consider whether
communities were empowered to develop themselves or not, as that was a key aim of

the modernisation agenda and had a significant impact on the planning system.

The fifth and sixth sections set out the influence of New Labour on the planning system
and the direction their policies were arguably taking it, including the impact of the
modernisation agenda and the Barker Review. Section five primarily examines the
direction of travel under New Labour and section six more critically examines the

concerns that were arising from this.

3.1 The Influence of the New Right on the planning system

There are two quite distinct strands within the New Right which are quite dissimilar in
approach and can lead to mixed messages. The first is a combination of a market-

orientated competitive state (liberalism) and the second is based on a more authoritarian
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state (conservatism) (Allmendinger, 2002; Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001b) and these
strands need to be borne in mind when considering the broader Conservative Party and

its thinking.

The liberal New Right developed from the work of Smith, Burke, Mill, and especially
Milton Friedman and Friedrich von Hayek who rejected central planning'® as dangerous
and inefficient as it interfered in the market and reduced personal liberty. This strand of
the New Right stressed freedom, choice and individualism while expressing doubts and
anxieties about government action, so it favoured a minimal and enabling state (Tiesdell
& Allmendinger, 2001b). Hayek in particular felt that society was too complex for
planners to work out and that the market uses the knowledge of all within society to
make decisions. However, he accepted the role of town planning as a practical measure
to correct an imperfect land market and only rejected the role of planning when it
sought to displace the market altogether (Allmendinger, 2002). The Government was to
ensure the market is kept in working order by applying the ‘rule of law’ which all
companies have to obey, but individual firms should then be left alone to get on with
production (Giddens, 1994; Low, 1991). The view often stated that Hayek was anti-
town planning is not correct, although he did criticise the 1947 Act for including a

betterment tax (Allmendinger, 2002; Low, 1991).

The conservative New Right was less influential than the liberal strand but it was
important in modifying the liberal market instincts. It was also more abstract than the
economic based liberal theory, focused more on a mindset that preferred the familiar to
the unknown, the tried to the untested, fact to mystery etc. Those within the
conservative New Right disliked the fact that liberalism requires inequality and poverty
and therefore undermines stability and authority. Conservatism focuses on the authority
of the state and has contempt for any undermining forces, such as the welfare state
which is seen as decreasing self-reliance and responsibility (Allmendinger, 2002). It
was broadly neutral in its attitude towards capitalism, defending it on utilitarian grounds
of efficiency, but also advocating a strong interventionist state (Tiesdell &

Allmendinger, 2001b).

13 This was primarily about central planning of society by the state rather than specifically meaning town
planning
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The purpose of planning under the New Right

The New Right generally tried to bypass the planning system by redirecting power away
from planning and towards the use of land tribunals to decide on noise, pollution, etc.
and with private covenants replacing conditional planning permission. Other proposals
considered moving towards land zoning and away from public participation to place a
greater reliance on the market. These ideas culminated with the Simplified Planning
Zone (SPZ), introduced in the 1986 Planning and Housing Act, which was intended to
significantly reduce the influence of planning within these areas. It is ironic that it was
subsequently the business community who objected to them as they were unhappy that
they would not be able to comment on other developers’ proposals and preferred the

flexibility of the existing planning system (Allmendinger, 2002).

The philosophical argument against the planning system was that planners have to try to
simplify very complex issues before making a decision and in reality only the market
can ultimately make this sort of decision as any pursuit of rational planning destroys
innovation as a result. The real question for the New Right was to what extent planning
should be involved in being part of the framework that the state has a duty to enforce
and how it should deal with any resulting externalities. There was almost a consensus
view at the start of Thatcher’s reign that the legal framework should be sufficient to deal
with these problems. The result would be a planning system that would be protectionist
in certain areas (AONB) and buildings (those listed) but apart from that, it would just
provide information to developers and ensure the necessary infrastructure to facilitate
development was in place. Planning lacked any clear overall purpose and was stuck
talking about meaningless phrases like neighbourhood and social equality as it had no

power to achieve anything (Thornley, 1991).

As the purpose of planning had changed to a market driven agenda, it is not surprising
that other changes followed that sought to remove perceived delays or distractions to the
business of letting developers getting on with building. The main casualty was the
public, who the Government advised (through Circular 2/87) were to be ignored unless
they had valid concerns that could be supported by substantial evidence. It is difficult
to provide evidence in advance of development of the negative effects and so the public

were little match for developers. However, the Thatcher Government was not taking
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any risks and decided to virtually by-pass the planning system in many areas altogether
through the use of architectural competitions, Special Development Orders, and Urban
Development Corporations (UDCs) which had little public involvement or concern for

social issues.

The New Right had carried out an onslaught on the planning system and practically

reduced it to an economic tool subservient to the market.

“As a result of these changes it is argued that the scope and purpose of
planning has undergone a major shift since 1979. During the post-war
period planning was fulfilling three different purposes, though often in a
confused or veiled fashion. These purposes covered the promotion of
economic efficiency, the protection of the environment and the fulfilment of
community needs. Since 1979 the first of these has become paramount, the
second important only in specified geographical areas and the third is no
longer seen as the remit of planning” (Thornley, 1991: 219).

The early and mid-1980s had seen social issues virtually sidelined with the focus on
market-led development to generate wealth and the hope that economic prosperity
would ‘trickle down’ to improve social conditions. The planning system was seen as a
means to an end to achieving economic aims above all else with environmental
concerns only allowed to hold sway in small geographical areas. However, by the end
of the 1980s pressure was growing to properly balance economic, social, and

environmental considerations and there was a ray of light that things may improve.

“The challenge for planning in the 1990s is to ‘adapt’ not only to new
substantive agendas about the environment and how to manage it, but to
address new ways of thinking about the relation of state and market and
state and citizen, in the field of land use and environmental change”
(Healey, 1992: 412).

Positive planning under the New Right

It would be wrong to write-off the New Right as a period that only concentrated on
economic issues as there is evidence that towards the middle and end of the eighties
there was a perceptible change. For example, it has been shown that between 1983-

1985 economic considerations dominated articles in The Planner™ but by 1988 onwards

'* The professional magazine for Members of the Royal Town Planning Institute
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the ‘green tide’ had grown in prominence (Higgins & Allmendinger, 1999). This was
mainly due to growing pressures from Europe, which was pushing environmental issues
further up the political agenda and required more regulation of the free market
(Tewdwr-Jones, 1998). As a result, the planning system was used to restrict out-of-
centre retail locations, to decide where new housing estates should be located, and
characterised a move away from the unrestricted private sector and from the free market

as autonomous to a more consensual style of planning (Rydin, 2003).

In addition, despite the attempts of the Government to remove social issues from the
planning agenda and to make planning focus on uses, rather than users, planning did
target some social aims with ‘special-needs’ housing for elderly and single people,
disabled access, better urban design for female safety, child-care provision, access to
public transport, among other issues (Healey, 1992). However, there is no denying that

this was tweaking at the edges rather than anything more fundamental.

One area that saw considerable change during this period was the status of the local plan
which was nothing short of a complete policy u-turn from looking to abolish them to
then requiring mandatory district-wide local plans for all authorities and proceeding to
promote a plan-led system (Higgins & Allmendinger, 1999). The new plan-led
approach meant decisions about where new development should go were taken by the
local authority, thereby giving local people a greater say. However, it has been argued
(Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 2000) that this ‘local choice’ was not primarily to
allow local authorities more autonomy but was a more cynical central government move
to allow it to distance itself from the anti-development voters and let the local authority

take the criticism for new development.

There were other u-turns under the New Right as they also had to accept they should not
try to remove all externalities from the planning system and issues such as design,
which had been declared beyond the planning system, were returned to try to restrain
the largesse of architects. This recognition that the market was not always right and that
planning and the public did have a positive role to play was a significant step for a New

Right Government.
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The rising importance of environmental issues, the realisation that the market did have
to be controlled to some extent, and the increasing involvement of the public in the
planning system, all came together in a significant way. The 1989 European elections
saw the Green Party win fifteen percent of the vote and the realisation that ‘the
environment’ could win votes meant it rose back up the political agenda. The ‘green’
issue was really pushed by public concern about environmental damage, which in turn
affected consumer demand and corporate image, so during the nineties there was an
almost universal adoption among major firms of environmental programmes as no firm
could afford to be seen to be ignoring environmental factors in its decision making
(Jacobs, 2001b).

The principle of environmental taxation was first accepted by the Conservative
Government with the introduction of the landfill tax and the petrol duty escalator and
there was a growing realisation that if taxes are hypothecated, they are more likely to be
popular, rather than just seen as a stealth tax (Jacobs, 2001b). An important point is that
these factors came together to show that the public could influence the operation of the
free market and require restrictions to be placed on how developers worked and to push

environmental issues up the agenda.

The late nineties were characterised by massive new development and particularly
regeneration schemes where the public became increasingly disillusioned with a
planning system that permitted developers to bulldoze whole estates to make way for
new development with scant regard for existing local communities (Monbiot, 2001).
For the planning system, the situation could not have been much worse, as it had
become complicit in ensuring developers walked away with huge profits at the expense
of local communities, who had growing social needs. At best, all the local authority
could do was to take some minor financial benefit towards community gain but it paled
into insignificance compared to the developer’s profits. Meanwhile, there was growing
concern that the infrastructure simply could not cope with the rising demand for school
places, doctors, dentists, road capacity etc. The public were getting frustrated at the
lack of progress on social issues and there was a mood for change that the Labour Party

sought to deliver.
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3.2 The return of progressive politics by a Third Way

Not long after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Giddens (1994) published a book called
Beyond Left and Right: the Future of Radical Politics that sought to tackle the
dominance of neoconservative thought and to set out a coherent approach that would
convince people the traditional left and right of politics was no longer meaningful. The
sub-text to this was that policies that had ‘traditionally’ been considered the domain of
the right could now be captured by the left, thereby allowing the Labour Party to gain
the key centre ground votes needed for electoral success. The critique set out by
Giddens was that neoconservative thought had an inherent contradiction at its very core
as the free market seeks to change things, being no respecter of tradition or history; on
the other hand, neoconservatives want to protect structures from change. Therefore,
neoconservatives want the market to be free to act but they also want to restrain it from

changing tradition.

In the same year as Giddens book was published, Blair took over the leadership of the
Labour Party and sought to continue the modemisation of the Party begun under the
leadership of Kinnock and the recently deceased Smith. He took to the ideas of
Giddens and set out to develop his own approach to policy that would regain the historic
and progressive side of socialism but build on the growing irritation with the
Conservatives. Blair (1996) explained how socialism’s values and principles are
definable for all time and included an economy based on partnership that makes the
market dynamic and works in the public interest to provide opportunities for all. This
partnership was to be between government and industry, employer and employee, and
the public and private sector. Alongside this new partnership approach was a
commitment to reject the desire of governments to centralise; New Labour would return
power to the people and rebuild local democracy as a means to creating strong and

balanced communities.

He continued by arguing that the Tories had centralised power and Britain had become
one of the most centralised governments of any large state in the Western world. Blair
suggested the country should adopt a stakeholder democracy as well as a stakeholder
economy, stating that no society can progress unless all of its people prosper and the

community works for the good of every individual and every individual works for the
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good of the community. This was to be a new social order, a genuine modern civic
society based on merit, commitment and inclusion. The rationale to underpin the new

ideas was termed the Third Way.

“Third way politics, as I conceive of it, is not an attempt to occupy a middle
ground between top-down socialism and free-market philosophy. It is
concerned with restructuring social democratic doctrines to respond to the
twin revolutions of globalization and the knowledge economy” (Giddens,
2000b: 163).

It is always difficult to decide who should define terms in wide usage as different
people have different interpretations and opinions and the Third Way has been very
controversial. It is also true that the Third Way goes under different names across the
globe, including New Democrat in America, New Labour in Great Britain, and the New
Middle in Germany (From, 1999). However, within the context of this research, there is
support for the view that it was Giddens, arguably the best known proponent of
analysing and applying the theories of modernity to British politics, who formulated the
theoretical notion of the Third Way and is seen as Blair’s Third Way guru (Driver &
Martell, 1999; Jacobs, 2001b; Merkel, 2001). These two people have probably been
more influential in deciding what the Third Way has been in relation to the development
of a political rationale for New Labour policy, although they did have significant
differences. For example, Blair is said to be more passive and adaptive to globalisation
than Giddens (Driver & Martell, 1999).

When New Labour came to power, they immediately made the development of social
policies a key aim with a considerable number of announcements. These included the
reform of the welfare state, money for schools and hospitals, expansion of child-care, a
White Paper on the NHS, a Green Paper on welfare reform and another one on public
health to name a few in the first year alone (Powell, 2000). Blair (1998b) had stated
that the Third Way stood for a modernised social democracy that was committed to
social justice but was flexible about how to achieve this and so these new policies
would be pursued in a pragmatic way. Social justice was founded on the equal worth of
all people and the aim of the Labour Party was to spread wealth, power, and opportunity
(Blair, 1998b).
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The Prime Minister went on to state that Labour’s five key pledges were education,
welfare to work, reducing crime, reducing NHS waiting lists, and a sound economy,
with secondary targets of tackling social exclusion, improving public health,
implementing Local Agenda 21, and modernising public transport. He also argued that
communities need to deal with cross-cutting problems like youth justice, drug abuse,
and social exclusion (Blair, 1998a). New Labour clearly saw social issues as on a par
with economic and arguably ahead of environmental concerns with a clear purpose that

espoused social aims.

The Government gave extra money to education, health, crime prevention, transport,
housing, and social exclusion and so the finances had a clear social focus as well (HM
Treasury, 1998). Blair also wrote a Fabian Pamphlet (Blair, 1998b) and stated that the
underlying assumption of the Third Way was that the left of centre had to be
transformed but stated the commitments to “social justice and to ideas of social
community” held fast. Economic and environmental issues were given attention in the
Pamphlet but social concerns were just as high on the agenda with youth justice,
supporting families, education, and health all featured, along with a desire to distribute
the benefits of progress. There was no doubt that the Government saw social issues as

prominently as economic and environmental challenges.

Giddens (1998b) published his book The Third Way: The Renewal of Social Democracy
and in it he tried to place Tony Blair’s break with old Labour as similar to what had
happened in nearly all Continental social democratic parties and therefore not unusual.
He also argued that the origins of socialism were based on a philosophical and ethical
idea that sought to oppose individualism and that the critique of capitalism only came
later. This was an attempt to ‘allow’ New Labour to jettison its traditional opposition to
capitalism but to still consider itself a socialist party. He looked back to the start of the
century to try to anchor the Third Way, stating the phrase originated at the turn of the
nineteenth century, originally used by right-wing groups in the 1920s, but was then used

by social democrats on mainland Europe.

It is explained that the new mixed economy of the Third Way looks for synergy
between public and private sectors with “a balance between the economic and the non-

economic in the life of the society” (Giddens, 1998b: 100). He proposed positive
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welfare as a solution and stated that it was no longer simply an economic concern but
that social assistance may be more helpful i.e. counselling instead of economic support.
This investment in human capital instead of economic tools and the focus on the ‘social
investment state’ instead of the welfare state was a positive step that placed social issues
high on the agenda. Giddens went on to explain that the Third Way motto becomes ‘no
rights without responsibilities’ with the state having a right to protect its citizens, but

they in turn have responsibilities to the state and each other.

The Third Way had a conflict between allowing individuals to act for themselves while
reducing state interference but at the same time ensuring the state acted to protect these
rights of individuals. The slogan ‘no rights without responsibilities’ was the attempt to
marry the two ideas but with hindsight there was probably more tension between the
two ideas than was first realised. Giddens brought out two books that set out to define
the Third Way and to try to create this grand narrative and it is important to look at

these in more detail as they encapsulate many of the problems within the Third Way.
Phase Two

In 2002, Giddens published Where Now for New Labour?, which appeared from the
introduction to have been partly written in an attempt to defend Tony Blair, who had
started to talk about the ‘third way, phase two’ but had effectively been dismissed by
most social commentators. Giddens identified part of the problem as being a
disinclination of the left to take the Third Way seriously and set about trying to place it
within a wider European social democratic context by explaining that all social
democratic governments have had to make compromises and trade-offs. He felt that
those on the left should recognise this and be realistic, rather than sticking rigidly to

historical ideological positions.

However, he recognised that the term, the Third Way, may be causing difficulties for
people and instead preferred the phrases the ‘new social democracy’ or the ‘new centre-
left’ and so he moved away from the term itself. He argued that the New Labour project
needed to completely rethink leftist doctrines (in light of globalization, the knowledge
economy, rising individualism and ‘postmaterialist’ concerns) and to concentrate on the

conditions necessary for electoral success.
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The biggest concern regarding the Third Way at this stage, with reference to this
research, is a lack of clarity regarding what it stood for and how much it revered social
issues as the focus was more on processes than policies. The Third Way (now called
the ‘new social democracy’) had a framework set out but it was so broad it simply
became like sound-bites with little substance, so ‘reform of the state’ becomes a focus
to ensure that it is not ‘toco unwieldy, bureaucratic, driven by producer interests, or
operate with soft budget constraints’ (Giddens, 2002: 15). What purpose the state is to
achieve is not clear and whether it is to have an economic, social and/or environmental

purpose is not clarified.

The following year, Giddens (2003a) had another book published; The Progressive
Manifesto which the back cover said was written to develop a new agenda for the
centre-left and to move beyond the formulae of the 1990s. He admits in the book that
the Third Way had many weaknesses when it was devised but promised that things had
progressed, only to perpetuate the problem by clarifying what it was not and failing to

state what it was.

Giddens (2003b) argues that the recent electoral setbacks by the left were not because
the Third Way failed but because it was not embraced strongly enough. He did admit
that the Third Way was too focused on what it stood against but needed to focus on
fresh ideas that almost amount to a fourth way, but where he prefers the term
neoprogressivism. This new approach should be a strong public sphere, a thriving
market economy, a plural and inclusive society, and a cosmopolitan wider world
founded on principles of international law. The two ‘new’ concepts to achieve this are
the ‘embedded market’ and the ‘ensuring state’, which are meant to combine to provide
‘publicisation’ which will defend the core importance of the public sphere. Quite what
this means in practice is not explained and again the focus is all on procedures of how to

govern with little interaction of why to govern — what sort of society is wanted?

The Third Way had a belief that a strong economy and a strong society are mutually
reinforcing and sought to mix traditional principles with new ideas and policies, thereby
trying to resolve the ideological tension between socialism and liberalism (Latham,
2001). This approach was not unique to Britain with the global Third Way philosophy

calling for equal opportunity for all and special privilege for none. There was also a
68



public ethic of mutual responsibility, a core value of community, and a global outlook
that fosters private sector economic growth with an empowering government that equips
citizens with the tools they need to prosper (From, 1999). These core principles of
combining a strong economy and community with a government that supports and

enables rather than commands and organises were fundamental to the Third Way.

However, the Third Way evolved and one of the themes it came to adopt was social
capital, which was developed during the nineties by mainly North American social
scientists and revolved around the idea of mutually respecting relationships that will
enable a group to pursue shared goals more effectively than on their own. It is
measured in terms of the volume and intensity of cooperative social relationships within
a community rather than focusing on the individual (Midgley, 2001). Szreter (2001)
states that Putnam is the leading expert on social capital and that his research has shown
that it is the ‘horizontal’ contacts of association between equals, rather than the
‘vertical’ networks (that illustrate inequalities of authority) that produce true social

capital and lend itself perfectly to the New Labour language of partnership.

It should be clear that the Third Way had a lot to say that could have been relevant to
building local communities where economic, social, and environmental aims were even-
handedly considered when decisions were made. Unfortunately, as the focus was often
on the procedures of how to make decisions rather than clearly trying to articulate a
vision for the country, the comments were often in passing. The ideas around working
in partnership, building communities that respected rights and accepted they had
responsibilities, social capital and so on all illustrated that there was a strong focus on
social concerns but it was more often implicitly made. There had been clear statements
soon after coming to power around the purpose of New Labour where the key topics

had a strong social aim but these appear to have been diluted over time.

Moving now to examine the local government modernisation agenda, it will be seen
again that the social focus is there but once more it is not as explicit as it could be.
Therefore, some topics will have to be considered in passing that are not central to this
research but they help to ‘paint a picture’ of the issues New Labour was seeking to

achieve.
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“As part of its attempt to forge a new politics, Labour has drawn on, and
amplified, a range of discourses that had been submerged or marginalised
during the Thatcher and Major administrations. The languages of
democracy, citizenship, society, community, social inclusion, partnership,
public participation, central to new Labour’s discursive repertoire, can be

understood as an attempt to reinstall ‘the social’ in public and social policy”
(Newman, 2001: 6).

3.3 Critique of The Third Way

It is important to realise that there are strong arguments on both sides of the debate
around the impact of New Labour as a modern left-of-centre party and it is impossible
to engage with all the debates and sub-arguments. However, within the broader context
of this research, it is imperative that the main theoretical criticisms are understood at
this stage and then the issues of more relevance to this research can be probed further
later. It is only when the perceived problems with the promises that New Labour made
are understood that it can be clear what should be looked for at the case study authority
to see if there is evidence for either side. We need to understand the aims of New
Labour and the alleged problems to see if there are clues why social aims either were, or

were not, being progressed at the case study authority.

It has been noted that in order to make space for the Third Way as a radical new idea
that is different to the old left and right, there has been some re-writing of history that
has misrepresented the traditional positions (Driver & Martell, 2002; Powell, 2000).
Giddens has particularly been identified as guilty of presenting the New Right in an
extreme form to make the Third Way appear more rational by comparison and of
caricaturising any alternative models that differ from the Anglo-American one so he can

more easily dismiss them (Allen, 2001; Newman, 2001; Prowse, 2000).

The idea of a Third Way was clearly attractive to Labour modernisers as it reinforced
the ‘newness’ of New Labour and offered voters a bright new hope at the end of a torrid
time under the Conservatives. However, it was just the latest in a string of attempts by
politicians during the twentieth century to try to appear to break the political mould.
Not only did it rely on the exaggerated interpretation of the Old Left and the New Right
but it also was very vulnerable to the criticism that it was always defined with reference

to what it was not, which is rather negative (Driver & Martell, 1999).
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The Third Way was also not new, as many other centre-left parties before Blair were
pursuing similar policies with processes such as globalisation leading to the same sort of
logical adaptations globally (Driver & Martell, 2002). While Bill Clinton was arguably
the first real ‘populariser’ of the idea and policies of the Third Way, the 1980s and
1990s saw the PSOE in Spain, the PvdA in the Netherlands, and the SAP in Sweden all
reinvent themselves along similar lines. By the mid-1990s Eurobe’s social democrats
had generally accepted the market economy while the independence of the central bank
from government had been implemented in Germany for decades (Driver & Martell,
2002).

In the early days, the Third Way in Britain had a cult figure that promised all things to
all people to get elected. While this brought the votes and gave ideas like the Third
Way a very British feeling, this desire to win the business vote in particular and to say
whatever it took to upset no-one was the beginning of the end for the Third Way. It
suffered from a misunderstanding of the role of the state, believing it had a duty towards
big business to create and sustain market institutions by reforming the state but leaving
the markets alone (Allen, 2001; Skidelsky, 2002). This misunderstanding was central to
all that the Third Way did and was ultimately responsible for the loss of focus on social

1ssues that resulted.
Big business

When New Labour came to power it was caught up in trying to please ‘all of the people
all of the time’ with the result that little radical change resulted. Blair’s personal lack of
ideological commitment and reliance on the practical rather than the theoretical was part
of the problem (Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001a). Giddens (2002) had to acknowledge
that Labour consciously changed little of the Conservative policy in the first two years
in power to assure corporate Britain that they could handle the economy. While this
reassured big business, it exposed New Labour as fundamentally lacking a clear vision

that differed from the previous government — a serious charge for any political party.

Unfortunately, the result of using years before the election and two years after it wooing
the private sector and convincing them New Labour was their friend, they ended up

believing what big business said and came to accept privatisation and the neo-liberal
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macroeconomic arguments (Lloyd, 1999). Soon the ideas of the New Right could be
heard in faint disguise from New Labour strategists and no longer seemed anathema
(Alcock, 2003). The irony of this change in approach has been pointed out so that while
many on the left embraced market values with a naive and wide-eyed admiration, neo-
liberal economists like Jeffrey Sachs were voicing concerns about market failings
(Allen, 2001). New Labour had caught the big business bug and fallen under the spell.

The SEU document Bringing Britain Together: A National Strategy for Neighbourhood
Renewal was held as a central plank to the New Labour focus on promoting social aims.
However, it has been argued that it lacks an overall ideology, shifting between
promoting social justice and then echoing Thatcher’s unwillingness to intervene in the
distributional outcomes of the market (Atkinson, 2000). New Labour appeared to agree
with Thatcher that the market should regulate and limit the actions of government as the
market was seen as the most effective and efficient means of allocating resources and
facilitating freedom and choice (Atkinson, 2000). This underlying support for big
business and the market was often in conflict with the social aims that New Labour was

stating it was seeking to achieve.

A decisive moment in the evolution of the Third Way was the rejection of Will Hutton’s
proposed Germanic stakeholder capitalism, which New Labour had courted briefly, but
rejected for the more exciting and risky liberal American ideal that proposed fewer
burdens on companies (Skidelsky, 2002). Many of the policy ideas that followed
emerged from this market orientated approach with the result that it has been argued
that for New Labour, employment became its own reward, as it enhances social
inclusion and creates a trained and disciplined citizenry able to respond to the changing
demands of the labour market (Ellison & Pierson, 2003a). They also developed public
policy according to the maxims of market liberals with privatisation ruling supreme and
the Third Way seen as no more than a rhetorical device for making market liberal

policies palatable to the Left (Prowse, 2000).

These ideas would have been unthinkable for any previous Labour Government and the
courting of the business sector was seen as repugnant to many ‘traditional’ Labour Party
supporters. The fact that by 2000, Britain had more accountants than in the rest of the

European Union put together (companies wanted accountants on their board to manage
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the share price) illustrates what Britain had become (Cohen, 2003). Suspicion about

Tony Blair grew and his infatuation with big business led to claims that he was

“...the most prominent among today’s nominally left-wing party leaders in
revealing his disdain for the poor and other losers, his desire to sup at the
table of financial success, and his contempt for the broad masses of working
people with small houses, big mortgages and ugly little cars” (Luttwak,
1999: 195).

New Labour wanted to show that it did not mess up the economy, it did not tax and
spend anymore, it did not attack business interests, it was not soft on crime, and so on
(Wright, 2001) but there was no clear focus on what it did do. The first part of this
section has shown how in practice, New Labour was not dissimilar to the Conservatives
and the main focus of their drive was on economic issues, to the detriment of social and
environmental concerns. Some consideration now needs to be given to just how deeply
held New Labour’s social policies and convictions were to see if the lack of practical
evidence espousing social aims is somehow connected to a lack of commitment to the

issue by New Labour.
Style over substance

“...the central question is whether the third way represents a new dimension
for social democratic politics in the post-cold war era or merely a defily
crafted slogan designed to make the capitulation to a conservative agenda
intellectually and morally respectable” (Faux, 1999: 67-68).

The Institute of Economic Affairs was set up in 1955 and was the first of several right-
wing think-tanks to provide Thatcher with an intellectual framework for her mission. It
has been argued that these neo-liberal ideas passed so deeply into the consciousness of
the British political classes that socialism was pushed further underground than in any
other country (Lloyd, 1999). Therefore, the fear of being seen as overtly socialist was
still seen as risky by many on the left and could explain the fear New Labour had.
However, at the time there were at least four different countries following a social
democratic route within Europe and Blair’s New Labour had enormous resources and

few constraints in implementing policy due to its massive electoral majority (Merkel,
2001).
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The criticism of the Third Way in the early days mainly focused around the point that it
was a marketing slogan, rather than anything new of any substance and amounted to
‘shallow rhetoric’ lacking ideological conviction (Marquand, 2004). New Labour was
quickly labelled as being focused on ‘spin’ and trying to repackage bad news as good.
As a result, questions were soon asked whether the Third Way was anything more than
‘spin’ to cover the fact that it had abandoned traditional Labour policies in an attempt to
reassure middle-England voters that it had a plan and noble aims (Ryan, 1999).
Likewise, it was suggested that it was taken and used as New Labour’s ideological
position before anyone had actually worked out what it was and what it stood for, so it
became “a brand in search of a product” (Rustin, 2001b: 73). The fact that Giddens
(2000a) had conceded in an interview that the Third Way was ‘just a label’ for what the

philosophy might involve, added weight to the concerns.

Many of the ideas it drew upon had been ‘borrowed’ and reworked into new discourses
with a re-packaging of the public sphere in the light of ‘communities’ and ‘citizens’

rather than the Thatcher image of the consumer (Newman, 2001).

“The language of partnership was also adopted in place of the language of
competition to re-label contractual or outsourcing arrangements between the
public and private sectors. These constructions, together with those of
‘community’, ‘responsibility’ and ‘inclusion’, formed part of the ideological
glue through which disparate elements of the Third Way were seemingly
held together” (Newman, 2001: 166).

The allegation that the Third Way lacked an accessible and popular narrative that ‘tells a
story’ to the public about how life will be and what the limits of neo-liberalism will be
grew (Allen, 2001). Any previous Government that had sought radical changes in
direction, such as the governments of 1906, 1945 and 1979, had a philosophical
cohesion that the Third Way could not match (Seldon, 2001b). Attlee had Beveridge
and Keynes informing his policy while Thatcher built on the ideas of Friedman and
Hayek but Blair had no-one of this stature underlining his policies, occasionally calling
on Giddens to support him but he seemed to struggle to develop the thinking. As a
result, Blair ended up frustrated and resorted to complaining about the ‘forces of

conservatism’ that impeded the radical change he allegedly desired (Seldon, 2001b).
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In an attempt to reinvigorate New Labour thinking, Giddens (2002) published Where
Now for New Labour? but it had little impact with trite statements, such as the state
should be efficient and work for the public - who would disagree? The book lacked any
comprehensive ideological position and Giddens even refers to one of Blair’s main
advisers as admitting that when he was elected leader he had no coherent set of political
ideas and ‘appropriated’ ideas and policies from the New Democrats — hardly a ringing

endorsement of a sitting Prime Minister or likely to give substance to the Third Way.

Giddens (2003a) next book, The Progressive Manifesto again added little to the debate
in reality, agreeing that it needed to move the Third Way forward and to develop from
the weak position it was in, but he then returned to arguing what the Third Way was not
about, rather than stating what it stood for. New concepts were proposed around the
‘embedded market,” the ‘ensuring state,” and ‘publicisation’ but there was no clear
message about where the Third Way was heading, just concepts and ideas made in

passing.

The loss of radical idealism, the backbone of the Party historically, led to disenchanted
politics as New Labour politicians became too embarrassed to talk about socialism or
how to transform the social order; the goal now was the better administration of society
(Jacobs, 2001a; 2002). The other concern was that the philosophical ambiguity, which
was important to not offend anyone and lose votes, came at a high price as the breadth
was in conflict with depth and the lack of ideological clarity meant although many were

on board, they had little conviction.

“It is the loss of ideology which creates the sense of alienation. It is the
abandonment of the party’s historic commitments to equality and to radical
social change... Membership figures tell a tale: down by 130,000, nearly one
third, in five years... it is a dull sense that there is no longer much point.
When Labour wanted to change society, it was at heart, a campaign: it
needed members. But if it just wants to manage things better, why bother?”
(Jacobs, 2002).

Party membership fell as people lost interest. They were not clear what they were
trying to achieve and people want to know they are fighting for a valuable aim and
outcome (Kay, 2003). With no clear vision of what this outcome is, how can progress

towards it be measured? A strong ideological narrative is essential as it sets out what
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the government is trying to do, even when problems arise, so people can visualise the
better future to come. Thatcher mastered this as she was judged by what she stood for
as much as what she achieved throughout the eighties (Jacobs, 2001a; 2002). If centre-
left parties are to survive, they must define themselves positively by clarifying what

they stand for, not what they stand against (Schuppert, 2003).

It is not enough to just list some values and say ‘this is what we stand for’ as values
often have to be traded against each other and Blair came unstuck in trying to combine
what turned out to be contrary principles with no way deciding which should take
precedence when they competed (Driver & Martell, 2002). The reality is that although
it sounds good to say you can have social justice and economic efficiency, for example,
in reality one side often has to be supported at the expense of the other. Also, to argue
that all that matters is ‘what works’ and the means to achieving this are irrelevant is
naive; the means of achieving something contains values, as different policies create
different kinds of society i.e. using the public sector or private sector is not value free

and requires a choice between non-market values and profit (Jacobs, 2001a).

The scale of the problem with the Third Way and New Labour is best summed up by a
quote from Stephen Byers MP, who was a key Blairite and therefore not one quick to

criticise the Government. He said that the Government

“...needs to recognise that a constant stream of useful but relatively minor
initiatives are no substitute for a well-thought-out programme that is deeply
rooted in Labour’s values and principles. It needs an approach that has the
objective of transforming society as opposed to simply being a competent
administration... increasingly the electorate sees Labour as being on the
right. The task now must be to move it leftwards... We can no longer define
ourselves by what we are against — that is the politics of opposition.
Instead, we should articulate a clear vision of what we believe a Labour
government should be for” (Byers, 2003: 23).

The Third Way as an ideology fell apart when it came under scrutiny and by the end of
this research it was hardly mentioned anymore and had been practically dismissed as
vacuous even by the turn of the millennium (Allen, 2001; Faux, 1999; Newman, 2001;
Plant, 2001; Prowse, 2000; Rustin, 2001b). Many concluded that it had been little more
than a modification of Thatcherism to make it more palatable to the left but that its true

identity was it “seems happier on the side of the private sector and at war with public
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service ethos and public sector workers” (New Statesman, 2003). Another simply
stated New Labour was Thatcher’s “stepchild” who had grown up to take Thatcherism
more seriously than even the Thatcherites but with a bolted-on social dimension
(Skidelsky, 2002). Others argued that New Labour actually stole much of the
Conservative’s policy ground and threw in the towel to Thatcherite neo-liberalism
within the first four years in power, with little difference from eighteen years of radical

Conservative Government (Driver & Martell, 2002; Norman, 2006).

“Despite Blair’s conviction, the rhetoric of New Labour is almost
indistinguishable from that of the Conservatives on public spending and the
role of the private sector in welfare” (Burchardt & Hills, 1999: 48).

The dual problem of New Labour becoming influenced by big business and lacking a
clear narrative suggests that when difficult decisions are needed or when economic,
social, and environmental issues are in competition, then the economic would prevail.
The literature review suggests that there was evidence that this did happen and that
social issues did not progress as well as might have been expected under New Labour.
Ellison & Pierson (2003a) carried out a comprehensive review of social policy and
concluded that the overall verdict was at best mixed. While there had been progress in
some areas (which should not be dismissed) the overall finding was there was no sign of
a ‘new social politics’ (Ellison & Pierson, 2003a). The fundamental problem they
identified was that New Labour regarded social policy as a means to achieving
economic stability rather than an end in itself. This resulted in New Labour
transforming Britain from a welfare state into ‘a competition state’ where issues such as
unemployment were to be dealt with through the marketplace and not by government

intervention (Evans & Cerny, 2003).

It is accepted that Tony Blair’s time as Prime Minister means that every modern
political party now has to espouse social policies, at least in theory (Toynbee, 2006). It
is also true that social exclusion did not figure in the official discourse of the British
Government before and these are significant steps forward. For example, the
Conservatives, under David Cameron, are now calling for a ‘compassionate
conservatism’ that points out social ties are weakening, resulting in unprecedented
social problems (Norman & Ganesh, 2006). It is hard to imagine previous Conservative

parties considering such ideas so strongly.
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New Labour did make many changes that had a social aspect and did break many of the
taboos of talking about social issues but there is strength in the argument that this was
not part of any coherent ideological strategy that put social issues on a comparable

footing with economic and environmental concerns.

“The great themes of our age — the rise of inequality, the over-riding priority
of business and the decline of the public realm — have not been intellectually
and politically challenged, nor has any popular narrative been developed
that might do the job. Conservatism’s grip may be weakening at the
margins, but it remains ascendant” (Hutton, 2002b: 274-275).

3.4 Modernising local government

The White Paper Modern Local Government — In Touch with the People of 1998 set the
modernisation process into motion and paved the way for all that was to follow with the
Local Government Act of 1999 introducing Best Value and the Local Government Act
of 2000 introducing the governance changes and increased community involvement
(Cirrell, 2003). To ensure that the process did not lose impetus the Cabinet Office took
on much of the policy work and published a report on Modernising Government in 1999
(Cabinet Office, 1999).

The first wave of ideas focused on New Public Management theory where best practice
from business was to be applied to public services, with flatter hierarchies, local
responsibility for budgets, assessing outcomes rather than processes, and seeing the
citizen as a consumer (Giddens, 2003b; Schuppert, 2003; Smith, 2000). This moved on
to the ‘enabling state’ of empowering citizens and this in turn moved on to the ‘ensuring
state’ which focuses on taking responsibility for the delivery of policy outcomes, for
coordinating services and guaranteeing standards of delivery, even when many of these
services are beyond its control. The ensuring state has been explained by Giddens
(2003b) as ‘regulated self-regulation’ where the state lets go of power but regulates the
conditions under which local autonomy is exercised, thus allowing people freedom to
use their initiative and leaving them alone when it is going well, but checking up when

things go wrong.
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New Labour was also seeking to tackle the bureaucracy that was holding up
regeneration and to identify the barriers that were frustrating progress. The Social
Exclusion Unit (SEU) produced Bringing Britain Together: A National Strategy for
Neighbourhood Renewal in 1998 (SEU, 1998) to develop a new approach to urban
regeneration that would build upon the Single Regeneration Budget. The SEU was
partly charged with trying to deal with what had become known as ‘wicked issues,” a
term first used in 1997 to refer to policy problems that had proven to be persistent and
not amenable to simple solutions, such as urban regeneration, social exclusion,

sustainable development etc.

“All of these critiques of traditional approaches to policy making in relation
to cross-cutting issues reiterate common themes: lack of an integrated
approach both within and across organisations and across different levels of
government; failure to learn the lessons of what works; lack of community
involvement in policy making; failure to think through possible side-effects
of policy interventions; and short termism” (Leach & Percy-Smith, 2001:
194).

The SEU (1998) report contained a foreword by Tony Blair that set out how the ‘worst
estates’ were falling further behind and a targeted programme would focus on
improvement. The problems were seen as having a significant social aspect with
programmes such as Sure Start, Education and Health Action Zones set up to target
specific areas. It was recognised that problems were complex and resulted from major
economic and social changes with traditional jobs and social structures collapsing. The
target was to create a ‘virtuous circle of regeneration’ that would focus on
improvements to economic and social problems which in turn would create attractive
communities to live in. Economic, social, and environmental issues would all be
tackled to lift these communities out of deprivation with programmes specifically to
target social issues, such as poor education, high teenage pregnancy rates, drug

problems, and high levels of crime.

It has been argued (Atkinson, 2000) that Bringing Britain Together by the SEU was
only meant to be the first step in a wider process of trying to develop a more coherent
and effective urban policy. It was different from previous attempts due to the range of
issues covered, its apparent determination to link urban policy into a range of

mainstream social and economic policies, and the way it attempted to engage local
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communities by focusing on opportunities for local people rather than physical renewal.
It also tried to tackle the causes of problems rather than the symptoms. It has been
stated that as a result, urban policy had started to resemble an anti-poverty strategy with
SRB guidance under New Labour stressing the importance of policy coherence between
economic objectives and social policy initiatives (Lawless & Robinson, 2000). The
modernisation programme was to make sure these complex problems and cross-sectoral
solutions were developed and that change would actually take place. The approach was
to use new structures that went beyond the local authority and where the focus was on
making quicker decisions and tackling problems from a community perspective and by

involving them.

New Labour continued the push towards self autonomy for local communities in its first
few years of Government with the Urban White Paper (ODPM, 2000) promising Local
Strategic Partnerships (LSP). These would be set up to bring together the local
authority, service providers (schools, police, health and social services), local
businesses, community groups and the voluntary sector to produce a Community
Strategy (CS)" to set out a long-term vision for the area. There was a legal requirement
to produce the CS but considerable latitude for local authorities to decide how the
connected well-being power could be used to achieve the improvements identified in the
CS and the power was wide-ranging and offered an ability to tackle social problems
(ODPM, 2001b). However, the fear within local government that this was actually an
attempt to bypass them should not be glossed over as it was recognised that local
government has few friends but influential enemies, including some in Whitehall
(Elcock, 2000).

As with the Third Way, there were some clear over-arching statements about the
purpose of the modemisation agenda being for achieving social aims, but most of the
detailed attention was on procedures of sow to make decisions rather than on providing
guidance on how to translate the bigger picture concerns into local issues with a social
aspect. However, the fact that there was a focus on ‘wicked issues’ (which tended to
have strong social challenges) meant that social aims were still high on the New Labour

agenda and social issues infused New Labour speech. Attention will now turn to the

'* This is now known as the Sustainable Community Strategy
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problems with the modernisation agenda and the focus on using the private sector to
deliver public services, the target culture, and whether the community was genuinely

involved in making policy.
Problems with the modernisation programme

The Conservatives set out in 1988, through the pamphlet by Nicholas Ridley The Local
Right: Enabling not Providing, how local government should withdraw from ‘service
provision’ and Michael Heseltine tried to encourage local authorities to take on this
enabling role (Rydin, 1998). Therefore, many of Blair’s ideas for local government
were copied from Heseltine and this naturally worried many within the Labour Party
right from the start (Newman, 2001; Travers, 2001). While Blair and his policy unit set
out to drive the modernisation process, the more ‘traditional’ Labour ministers were less
keen on these radical ideas and a conflict arose between devolving power and having

centrally-driven targets (Swann, 2000).

“Downing Street and the Treasury were strongly in favour of changing the
culture of local councils and councillors, whereas the Department of the
Environment, Transport and the Regions (local government’s sponsoring
department) was more modest in its aspirations. Many Labour supporters in
local authorities and constituency parties were amongst modernisation’s
most bitter opponents” (Travers, 2001: 122).

Despite this serious crack within the modernisation agenda from the start, the
Government pressed ahead with reform regardless and argued that more people from the
private sector were needed to make the civil service fit for the new millennium (Cabinet
Office, 1999). Blair felt the public sector was simply inefficient and he swerved
towards ‘marketising’ public services and bringing in the more expensive private sector,
which was not originally part of the New Labour approach (Toynbee, 2006).
Meanwhile, he openly questioned whether the private sector really should be expected
to pay towards things like training, environmental concerns, social costs that damage
enterprise, and towards infrastructure (Blair, 2003). The private sector seemed to have
wide ranging ‘rights’ to make money but few ‘responsibilities’ and the denigration of

the public sector and deification of the private sector was remorseless.

“Some of the inadequacies of Britain’s public services are more to do with
inertia, poor management, overmanning and bureaucratic sloth than lack of
resources. Given the rapid pace of innovation in business, and the advance
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of technology, a great deal of change is necessary for the state sector to
catch up” (Giddens, 2002: 56).

“Moreover, firms working in the commercial sector are likely on average to
be better managed than state agencies — not merely because they are
commercial, but because they have been exposed to competition. In a
market, unlike in the sphere of the state, poorly managed companies will be
driven out of business” (Giddens, 2002: 61).

The approach towards the two sectors was clear cut and while the Private Finance
Initiative (PFI)'® had been introduced under the 1992 Finance Act by the Conservatives,
New Labour quickly adopted it as a means to involve the private sector in public
services. In fact, they moved from a position of saying the NHS could ‘consider’ the
role of private finance to saying that it was ‘PFI or bust’ (Monbiot, 2000: 63). Other
public sector functions were passed over to the private sector despite growing concern
that the figures did not stack up. For example, the campaign group, Transport 2000,
illustrated that privately financed roads are around two and a half times more expensive
than state built roads (Monbiot, 2000). Others have concluded there just is no evidence
that public-private partnerships are actually efficient (Keating, 1998: 170). These
concerns about using the private sector to deliver public services grew over the years
and evidence soon started to emerge that a significant percentage of the huge amounts
of money the Government was investing in transforming public services was simply
ending up paying for private sector consultants (Cohen, 2006; Toynbee & Walker
2005).

Even before the rescue of the private sector banks in 2008/09 (Kirkup, 2008), Roy
Hattersley, then a Labour MP, was pointing out the growing collapse of private
companies in the provision of public sector services and the subsequent ‘bail out’ of
private sector profits by the taxpayer (Hattersley, 2002b). He showed how in just one
month private sector companies failed in their contracts involving schools, the NHS, the
criminal record bureau, the Ashfield Young Offenders Institution, and the National Air
Traffic Service. Cohen (2003) added the failings at the Immigration service, the Child
Support Agency, the Passport Office, the National Insurance Office, London

16 See Domberger & Jensen, 1997; Grout, 1997; Monbiot, 2000, 2002; Shaoul, 2002; Torres & Pina, 2001
for a further discussion on the PFI
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Underground, Railtrack, and the Millennium Dome to the list. The private sector was

clearly struggling to deliver public services efficiently.

The Government’s own Public Administration Select Committee issued a report stating
that public services were also different to private sector companies and had intrinsic
assumptions about equity, access, and accountability that the private sector lacked
(House of Commons, 2002b). Subsequent research backed this up with evidence of a
continuing public sector ethos (Allmendinger et al., 2003b). The growing realisation
within New Labour that the private sector was not the panacea to the problems of
delivering services was too late to stop increasing cynicism and frustration within the

public sector (Barlow et al., 2002).
The target culture

The second fundamental problem with the modernisation agenda, with reference to this
research, was the impact of the target culture that resulted from the focus on making
quicker decisions. Targets were set by Central Government and local public services
were then monitored on whether they were achieving the targets but this approach was
resented in local councils as yet another technocratic, top-down, incursion into local
democracy (Fenwick et al., 2003). The targets and audits were ‘trust-corroding’ and
showed the same disdain for public service professionals as Thatcher (Marquand, 2004).
The need to provide detailed service performance plans with dozens of targets and key
indicators became a bureaucratic nightmare and Public Service Agreements were added
in 2000 with a further control on spending. New Labour retained the Audit
Commission and Ofsted, which had been set up under the Conservatives, but expanded
their roles and added the Best Value Inspectors. Blair took the challenge personally and
constantly complained of the slow rate of progress and threatened to send in the ‘hit

squads’ to failing authorities (Newman, 2001).

All of this was despite one of the Government’s own Policy Action Teams noting that
while targets can be a powerful incentive for local authorities, they can also end up
hindering action, and care needs to be taken when producing targets (DETR, 2000).
The heavy audit culture slowed down the pace of change with central micro-

management breeding an atmosphere of distrust which leads to risk aversion and
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encourages uniformity in programme design, thereby inhibiting innovation and any

distinctive contribution from local community groups (Demos, 2003; Newman, 2001).

New Labour gained a reputation as talking about devolving power and resources to the
local level but in practice they became one of the most heavily centralised governments
with little movement away from their centralising tendency (Butler, 2001; Golding,
2006). Even Giddens (2002) criticised New Labour for sticking to old habits by
dictating what councils and agencies may or may not do. It appeared that New Labour
simply did not trust local authorities or other public sector bodies to manage themselves

and instead imposed constant targets and checks that twisted results.

However, despite the pressures on them, local authorities still managed to work with
their local communities and much of the progress in communities was due to local
authority commitment as it was generally accepted as the community leader by local
stakeholders (Harding, 1998; Rydin & Pennington, 2000; Sullivan, 2008). The local
authority culture was consistently seen as key to influencing stakeholder engagement
with a ‘can-do’ attitude amongst officers (although Members were not seen as good
advocates of community leadership) (Sullivan, 2008). Therefore, the Government
sponsored research found the public sector ethos was alive and well (the caveat that the
findings of the report do not necessarily reflect the views of the Government is
somewhat ironic). Other Government sponsored reports found that there has been a
steady increase in public trust in local government between 2001 and 2007 and they
were more trusted than central government and ‘politicians’ in general (Cardiff

Business School & INLOGOV, 2008).
Did New Labour empower local communities?

The evidence from the literature review suggests that New Labour did not genuinely
empower communities to be involved in determining their own future. Soon after
coming to power they ended up telling the public to trust their policies as they were
based on‘objective science. However, the public were sceptical about ‘objective’ truth
and many never accepted the ‘evidence’ presented regarding the BSE crisis, GM food
debate, and the MMR vaccine, which rocked public confidence in ‘objective’ science
(Newman, 2001). New Labour also contributed towards the climate of public cynicism

by overstating what they were achieving with the constant ‘spin’ synonymous with
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Alastair Campbell and the Iraq War (Toynbee & Walker, 2005). The Government were
not seen as providing objective information but as twisting information to suit their aims
and the cynicism resulted in the lowest election turnout since universal suffrage
(Toynbee & Walker, 2005). The fuel protests and subsequent Government use of the
police against the public to enforce their view on the public left a deep scar on the idea

that the Government genuinely wanted to work with the public (Newman, 2001).

“There is much talk of giving power to the people, moving power away
from the centre, empowering and consulting the people; but its instinct is to
centralise... At the heart of the New Labour machine, democracy is
regarded as inefficient and outcomes are considered better served through
the iron will of the people” (Giddy, 2001: 67-68).

There was also a direct link between the target culture (considered in the previous point)
and this problem. The focus had been on speeding up public services and quicker
decision making but this will inevitably result in less community consultation as
involving a large number of people will almost inevitably slow the decision-making
process if it is undertaken properly. There is only space here to consider the point in
passing and it is best served with reference to the planning system itself (see Atkinson,
2003; Jones, 2003; Newman, 2001; ODPM, 1998b; Rydin & Pennington, 2000; Willis
& Wilsdon, 2003 for further discussion on this issue).

New Labour went from stating, while in opposition, that they would introduce an
automatic right of appeal for third parties where there was a departure from the local
plan to quickly dropping the idea and even reducing the number of ‘called-in’
applications that departed from local plans (Monbiot, 2000). Speed was at the price of
involving the public and New Labour went further by trying to impose their ideas for
development without proper public debate. The editorial in Planning (Morris, 2007a)
highlighted the anger that the coalition of lobbyists and interest groups against the
Planning White Paper had generated and pointed out that the public were fed up with
being consulted and then ignored by a dictatorial Government. This culminated in the
shambolic consultation on nuclear energy, where the Government had to carry out the
consultation again after a judge found the process had been misleading and flawed
(Morris, 2007a).
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The allegations from Greenpeace (reported in Planning, 2007b) that Gordon Brown,
after becoming Prime Minister, said in the Commons that the Government had made the
decision to continue with nuclear power before the consultation process had finished,
suggested the new Prime Minister has the same distain for listening to the public as the
previous one. Only months later, the public was promised a consultation on a third
runway at Heathrow before any decision would be taken but both the Transport
Secretary and Gordon Brown were supporting the expansion of Heathrow before any
consultation had even started (Morris, 2007c). Lastly, the High Court decided in 2008
that a judicial review of the whole eco-towns process should be considered on the
grounds that proper and full consultation had not taken place and that the promotion of
eco-towns outside the plan-led system was simply to avoid proper scrutiny, which takes
time (BARD, 2009; LGA, 2008).

The target culture was used to direct local government to follow the ideas pushed by
central Government and it has just been shown how the centre also did not value the
opinion of the public but wanted to impose their views on them. This had an impact on
the progress of the “Well Being power,” with the Government’s own research (ODPM,
2005b) into how the power was being used with reference to the wider modernisation
agenda being somewhat dismissive of progress. It concluded that much of the lack of
progress was due to Central Government mistrusting local government and confusion
within Central Government about the purpose of the power itself. The trio of
independent reports commissioned to assess different aspects of the local government
modernisation agenda also found evidence of problems with the Central Government
approach (Cardiff Business School & INLOGOV, 2008; Martin, 2008; Sullivan, 2008).
The barriers to improvement listed a catalogue of central government negative
influences: initiative overload, constantly changing policies, too much central
prescription and regulation, insufficient joined-up thinking within central government,
and ring fencing on how resources were spent. New Labour had set out to bypass local
government in their desire for efficient and quick decision making processes that would
genuinely involve communities but instead the evidence found that while local
government was making progress, Central Government was responsible for many of the

problems.
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The public were also growing increasingly suspicious of private sector companies
running public services (ESRC, 2008) and over sixty percent of those asked agreed that
large companies do not really care about the long-term environmental and social impact
of their actions (Giddens, 2007). This leads to the question of why New Labour
promised to work with the public and to empower them but their actions were to ignore
them and to try to bypass local government and use a private sector that appeared ill-
equipped to provide public services and not trusted by the public? It appears there are
several answers that reflect some of the problems found earlier and associated with the
Third Way and therefore suggest they were underlying problems with New Labour
itself.

“Here New Labour has made an important if hesitant beginning...But still it
lacks confidence, allowing itself to worry about the condemnation of the
financial markets, the Conservative party and business rather than
vigorously arguing for what it knows the public wants” (Hutton, 2002b:
455-456).

The argument that New Labour was worried about being seen by big business to be
interested in the concerns of the public (which tend to not focus on the economy
exclusively) is very relevant. New Labour did drive many positive changes forward but
a significant part of the problem was that they were almost embarrassed to point out the
social progress they were making. There was a fear that big business would sneer at the
ideas as irrelevant and argue they were being achieved at the cost of deflecting attention

away from what mattered — the economy.

While the modernisation agenda did bring improvements to the public sector, the money
did not stretch far enough, there are serious capacity issues with understaffing and lack
of recruits, target fatigue with a myriad of conflicting targets, and all while trying to
cope with increasing workloads (Butler, 2001). Blair’s focus on the modernisation
agenda and forcing change on local government has been a failed attempt to solve a
problem that did not really exist. Local government did have many problems that
needed to be resolved and there is no doubt that more efficient work was required (as in
most large businesses) but the distrust of the public sector and the constant threats
proved very costly to relations and the modernisation agenda arguably held back

genuine improvements.
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3.5 Evolution of the planning system under New Labour

The Deputy Prime Minister set out a vision for the future where new communities
would be built on the principles of sustainable development, which in turn would

require balanced communities that met all their citizens’ needs.

“The Government has begun a historic programme to build a modern and
fair Britain, a strong economy and a healthy environment to pass on to our
children. This means creating an economy that is innovative and efficient,
with a highly skilled and well-rewarded workforce, with firms that can
compete against the best in the world. It means sustainable economic
growth that does not come at the expense of our environment, whether that
is the places where we live and work, or where our children play or go to
school, or the natural environment which we all value and enjoy. And we
believe in social justice a society where everyone has the chance to play
their full part. Where a decent quality of life - health and housing, work and
leisure - is there for us all, in every part of the country” (DETR, 1998;
foreword).

It was stated that this approach of balancing economic, social, and environmental aims
went right back to the heart of their election campaign and that the three did not have to

be at the expense of each other but were in equilibrium.

“The Government's Election Manifesto stressed the importance of policies
which combine environmental, economic and social objectives. Achieving
all these objectives at the same time is what sustainable development is
about. It brings together policies such as those to support businesses and job
opportunities, to improve education and training, to improve the health of
our people, and to safeguard the environment” (DETR, 1998; para. 2).

One of the four key aims of sustainable development was the need for social progress
and a feature of building sustainable communities was to promote social cohesion
(DETR, 1998). New Labour also continued to push the well-being power and stated
that it was introduced to “improve communities’ quality of life” and suggested that
issues such as tackling social exclusion, reducing health inequalities, promoting
neighbourhood renewal and improving environmental quality were likely to be suitable
(ODPM, 2001b). Again, social issues were high on the agenda for new communities
and the power was clearly identified as being targeted at the promotion or improvement

of the economic, social, or environmental well-being of the area (ODPM, 2001b).
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The planning system itself was to be overhauled with the focus to be on creating
balanced communities with regional planning guidance (RPG) to be more important but

also with a broader focus.

“RPG will now include a wider range of policies than in the past. The aim is
to produce a more comprehensive and integrated "spatial" strategy designed
to balance demands for development with the need to protect the
environment and achieve social and economic objectives” (ODPM, 1999:
para. 28).

This was a clear requirement for all three aims to be considered in spatial terms and
decisions within the planning system were given the same aim of being required to be in
balance with each other and where all three were central when decisions were made.

There can be no doubt that social aims were important.

“We should never forget that decisions on matters like planning, or
transport, or housing are ultimately about the quality of life of communities
and individuals. Past mistakes happened when decision-makers lost sight of
that... Planning has a key role to play in achieving a more sustainable
pattern of development. It seeks to integrate economic, environmental and
social factors in decisions about where to put homes, jobs, shops and leisure
facilities... But more still needs to be done at all levels of the planning
system as people's thinking about sustainable development moves on,
especially to reflect the increased emphasis on combating social exclusion
(DETR, 1998; para. 33, 35 & 36).

The production of the CS brought together these two important issues of making sure
the community was actively involved in producing the strategy (it would shape the
future activity of local organisations to meet community needs and aspirations) while
also requiring the CS to promote the economic, social, and environmental well-being of
the area (ODPM, 2001c). The CS was required to integrate the three areas and not to
look at them in isolation, thereby taking a more holistic approach to problems. It is also
important to note that while local authorities were given the power to promote the
economic, social, and environmental well-being of their area they ‘must have regard’ to
the strategy when using this power (HMSO, 2000a). Therefore, New Labour had
clearly set out the need for communities to be involved in determining their own
destinies, albeit in partnership, and to balance their economic, social, and environmental
needs. The CS would also raise the profile of the planning system as the CS and

development plan were to be complementary with the development plan to be seen as a
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means to take forward the physical development in the area necessary to meet the aims
of the CS (ODPM, 2001c). New Labour was seeking to create communities that could
work with others to build a community that proactively considered economic, social,
and environmental issues up-front and where the planning system would be a key means

to achieving this end.

There was a growing concern within Government that the planning system needed to
modernise to match the proposed changes in local authorities, and this led to the Green
Paper Planning: Delivering a Fundamental Change, published in December 2001
(DTLR, 2001) along with a consultation paper. The Green Paper set out a vision of a
planning system that was to be a positive and proactive tool, rather than a negative
brake on development, and as such was to fully engage people in shaping the future of
their community. The whole community was to be able to have a say — individuals,
organisations and businesses, with environmental and community concerns respected by
a system that could accommodate change rather than just resist and stifle it (DTLR,
2001). It was also noted that the planning system had previously been ‘consultative’ but
did not actually engage communities as the local plan process was seen as protracted, so
only those with considerable finances and stamina would endure. The Green Paper
stated LSPs were to work with the local authority to ensure effective mechanisms for
community involvement. The Local Development Framework (LDF) would then be
required to contain a Statement of Community Involvement (SCI) setting out how the
community would be involved in reviewing the LDF and having their say on

‘significant’ planning applications.

Of more direct relevance to this research, the Government noted that the use of planning
obligations had grown considerably in recent years, that there were strong differences of
opinion on how they should be used, and that a consultation paper would be provided in
due course (ODPM, 1999). This moved on by the time of the Green Paper, which stated
there was a “strong case for allowing local communities to share in the benefits of
development and growth” using obligations, although a separate document was to be
published (DTLR, 2001: 5.28).

The planning system under New Labour had a clear mandate to ensure social concerns

were considered when decisions were made. This was further clarified when the
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Government started in late 2004 to replace the Planning Policy Guidance Notes (PPGs)
with Planning Policy Statements (PPSs) which were subtitled:

“Planning shapes the places where people live and work and the country we
live in. It plays a key role in supporting the Government’s wider economic,
social and environmental objectives and for sustainable communities.”

The 2004 version of PPS12 went on to state that the LDF:

“...should contain within its documents, an integrated set of policies which
are based on a clear understanding of the economic, social and
environmental needs of the area and any constraints on meeting those
needs.” (ODPM, 2004a: para. 2.1)

Therefore, New Labour gave the planning system a clear purpose to create sustainable
communities where economic, social, and environmental objectives were all to be
considered when decisions were taken. However, it is surprising that it took New
Labour so long to get to grips with the planning system and to replace previous
Conservative PPGs, not least PPG1 which was only replaced in January 2005, despite it
setting out the principles for the planning system; almost eight years after they had

come to power.

The Government produced a dizzying number of consultations, guidance notes, and
papers about the planning system during the research period and they are impossible to
summarise here but there is little direct suggestion within any of them about how local
authorities were to achieve social aims through the planning system. The overarching
vision of sustainable communities that balanced decisions in the interests of economic,
social, and environmental concerns was clear but there was little to clarify how that
translated into daily decisions in the planning system. However, the policy framework
was in place so that local authorities could develop policies that had a social aim. In
particular, the concept of the ‘social investment state’ had advanced ideas such as
providing child minding for single parents so they could go to work and counselling for
those in difficulty rather than just giving economic benefits (Giddens, 1998b).
Therefore, negotiations on planning applications could consider the provision of more
nurseries and medical centres on large developments to provide for the community in

these ways, although there was no direct PPS stating this.
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There was also potential for the planning system to influence other social issues. For
example, there was concern about a new phenomenon known as ‘food poverty’ that the
planning system had inadvertently created where out-of-town shopping centres led to
the closure of many local shops, especially small food stores (Jacobs, 2001b). This
meant that people living on deprived housing estates, who often had no car to access the
shopping centre, would only have a small convenience store to do their shopping in but
it would be less likely to have fresh fruit and vegetables and would be more expensive.
This was exacerbated by increasing the amount of other facilities that were only
realistically accessible by car, such as community facilities, cinemas, leisure centres,
hospitals, and employment opportunities etc. with the rise of multiplexes and industrial
estates on the edge of town centres. This also took place in parallel to significant
declines in bus services with unprofitable routes closing while fares have risen. Again,
these are issues with clear spatial dimensions that the planning system could, in some
cases, influence but there was little in the way of changes to government policy at the

time to require changes.

“...social elements... have never been a major element in urban regeneration
policy. Nevertheless, under popular pressure they have certainly crept onto
the agenda at various junctures, only to slip off again once the pressure has
been absorbed or accommodated in a particular instance... The new Labour
government has once again raised hopes that a more social approach to
urban regeneration can be developed” (Ginsburg, 1999: 56-57).

In closing, it should also be noted that New Labour did make a significant number of
quick changes, particularly to the procedures for planning. These included the setting
up of the Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR) as a
‘super-ministry’ to co-ordinate planning and the wider urban agenda, the Regional
Development Agencies (RDAs), strategic authority, and the Mayor for London. It must
be recognised there were also come changes in approach to planning policy with the
modernisation agenda, refocusing of attention on brownfield land, issuing some
regional planning guidance, and they founded the Urban Task Force (UTF) (see
Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 2000).

A Summary of New Labour’s aims

New Labour had come to power on the crest of a euphoric wave of public support for a

new approach to politics where social issues would be firmly on the agenda and the
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public would be central to all that the new government did. This was an exciting idea
that promised a Third Way, with a Prime Minister who was courted around the world at
the helm promising to deliver a new social order where everyone would work for the
good of their local community. The focus would be to ensure that the economic, social,
and environmental concerns were all considered when decisions were made. The power
of the market would be harnessed to deliver social benefits to the community within a

suitable environmental setting.

The Third Way had a clear focus on delivering a fairer society with better places to live
and a desire to improve social conditions with improved schools and hospitals, a fairer
welfare state, reducing crime, tackling social exclusion, promoting social justice and
building citizens who accepted they had responsibilities as well as rights. All their
statements and high level aims oozed with concern for improving the social conditions
of life for citizens, at least on a power with economic and environmental issues, if not

higher.

Communities were to be involved in producing new Community Strategies and these
would be required to promote economic, social, and environmental issues so a ‘virtuous
circle of regeneration’ would develop. Within the planning system itself, the statements
were far reaching with demands that economic, social, and environmental issues were to
be balanced if sustainable development was to be achieved. The spatial strategy, the
LDF, and the CS were to focus on giving a physical interpretation of how these three
demands were to be considered holistically to improve the quality of life for
communities. The CS would raise the profile of planning, while planning obligations
would be allowed to be used to ensure communities shared in the benefits of growth.
Meanwhile, each new PPS carried a strap line about how the planning system was
important to achieving the Government’s economic, social, and environmental

objectives.
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