DO WE HAVE THE CAPACITY TO RESPOND TO THE CHANGING RULES?  IMPLEMENTING URBAN DESIGN IN NEW ZEALAND
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ABSTRACT 

There is growing recognition of the need to consider capacity building as an integral part of successful policy development and implementation.  This is particularly true for urban design, where the skills planning professionals need, the organizational support required, and the legislative context in which planners work, need to change if we are to progress with more sustainable urban design outcomes.

The rules of the game are changing for how we manage and develop our towns and cities.  Increasingly planners are being asked to respond to the challenge of and quest for sustainable urbanization.  Planners are well placed to become the innovators in this area, but will need to develop new capacities to take on this challenge.  Implementing sustainable urban design requires a truly multi-disciplinary approach, so what skills will planners need to develop to be key players in this area?

The purpose of this paper is to explore what the new rules are for how planners operate in the urban environment, and what needs to be done to build capacity to support these rules.  It draws on current research being done in New Zealand currently on understanding capacity issues, as well as highlighting home-grown and international best practice case studies.

1 Introduction 
Not only is there a growing recognition that our urban areas need to be more sustainable, there is also growing recognition of the need to consider capacity building as an integral part of achieving this outcome.  There is an increasing focus on using urban design as a key implementation tool but to support this there needs to be consideration of the skills planning professionals need, the organizational support required, and the legislative context in which planners work, if we are to progress with more sustainable urban outcomes.

Both the Ministry for the Environment and researchers, through the Foundation of Research, Science and Technology-funded Low Impact Urban Design and Development research project (a partnership between Landcare Research and the University of Auckland), are looking at ways of not only building capacity to support better urban outcomes but also understanding capacity building in a more holistic and integrated way.

This paper discusses why planners are so critical in implementing sustainable urban design, what the emerging rules are for how we achieve more sustainable urban outcomes, and proposes a more integrated model of capacity building.  We then focus our attention on how New Zealand is responding to the need for better urban design, followed by suggestions on what more needs to be done in order to fully support the implementation of sustainable urban outcomes in New Zealand.

2 Discussion 

2.1 The importance of planners
Creating sustainable towns and cities, and sustainable communities, requires the “coming together” of a number of professional skills, including those of architects, landscape architects, engineers, surveyors and planners of all kinds (transport, land-use, economic, strategic, open space etc).  While we can talk about the need for specialist urban designers, there are many professions working on the built environment, such as property developers, urban planners, landscape architects, surveyors, engineers etc, in the urban development process who need to have a strong appreciation and understanding of what makes a town/city/place work well.

Planning and planners can help bridge the gaps between the built environment professions and facilitate the development of sustainable towns and cities.  We have a very important contribution to make - we are at the heart of the processes that decide how and where development occurs.  And, unlike many other professions, planning requires a broad understanding of all aspects of urban development processes – from the designing the concept through to its implementation on the ground.  

Planners are usually the first port of call for developers considering new urban development proposals.  This requires an understanding of how all the aspects of a development fit together, and includes knowing about the surveying process, engineering requirements, landuse planning, urban design, legal requirements – the list is a long one.  This highlights how important planners are in achieving sustainable urbanisation, and how important having a variety of skills to call upon is.  Indeed, the quest for more sustainable towns and cities will not be achieved without planners.

There are regular newspaper articles, journal articles and reports
 criticizing the quality of new urban development and design in New Zealand cities – from sprawling Greenfield residential developments through to the design and quality of new apartments and higher density developments.  So how do we achieve better quality, more sustainable urban development? Aside from access to funding, political will and leadership, and the right institutional arrangements, having the necessary skills and capacity is fundamental. 

2.2 planning, but not as we know it – the emerging rules
We need new approaches to planning and managing the urban development.  According to Hague et al (2006), while the old, technical know-how of professions such as planning are important, the established routines and relationships need to be overhauled.  They then suggest that skills such as creativity, a capacity to challenge assumptions and grasp the big picture, and governance skills such as communication and negotiation may not be entirely new – but what is different is that today they are essential (Hague et al, 2006).  We believe that these ideas are just an important in New Zealand as they are in other countries.

Planning and management skills for the 21st century involve new ways of seeing, thinking, learning and acting.  They are often referred to as ‘generic’ skills, because they can be shared, transferred between, and learned from, all those with a stake in the sustainable development of settlements.

Caren Levy (as quoted in Hague et al, 2006) suggests that the common themes emerging from practice are:

· Being intent-focused, allowing individuals within an organization to marshall and leverage their energy, to focus attention, to resist detraction and to concentrate for as long as it takes to achieve a goal

· Diagnosing key relationships, enabling planners to recognize where opportunities and constraints lie and how these relate to structures of power

· Organizational strengthening, including building capacity and strengthening alliances that can help convince those holding political power to surrender some of their stake and take a chance on alternative sources of knowledge

· Leadership, but to be effective it depends on dialogue and advocacy, which require listening, eliciting answers that express deeper interests, getting information from diverse sources, identifying interests and negotiating responses

· ‘Thinking in time’ and ‘thinking in space’, or considering when and where action can be taken and under what restraints in order to reinforce strategic action

· Adopting a learning perspective that expands the capacities of individuals and organizations involved in the planning process.  Actors must both be learners and knowers.  For planners, this means continuous testing, monitoring, learning and sharing of lesions learned.

· Innovation and creativity, not as luxuries but as essentials.  Difficult situations cannot be turned around by old routines.  Taking risks and having confidence in people is less dangerous that assuming that there is no need or scope to change the ways that things have always been done.

· Good management of projects, people, finance, time and property as a fundamental platform for effective delivery of professional services.  These skills are important every day and throughout a career.  They are not just a matter for senior staff or administrators.

· Precedent setting as the core of all the above ideas and innovations, demonstrating the effectiveness of new ways of doing things.

The challenges we face in getting our urban areas to be more sustainable can only be achieved if the planning profession, as a key player in the urban development and design process, embraces and builds capacity.  The range of practices, processes and skills suggested above provide food for thought for the planning profession as we consider our response to the changing rules.

2.3 understanding capacity building as a holistic and integrated approach to implementation

The new rules discussed above require us to think more broadly about the concept of capacity building.  Capacity building is not a new concept.  However some would suggest that capacity building is often too limited in its approach, only equipping individuals with knowledge and skills to operationalise sustainability (human resource development).  We need to start thinking more holistically about what capacity building is.  

Wakely (1997) and Brown (2004) propose that capacity building incorporates not only human resource development but organizational development and institutional development.  Organisational development focuses on the process of building intra-organisational capacity in order to overcome the silo mentality that is considered a barrier to implementing initiatives that require cross-organisational support and input.  Organisational development also includes inter-organisational capacity building that is about different organizations being able to work together on issues that require a collaborative, coordinated and integrated approach.  Institutional development focuses on the legislative and regulatory changes that are required to support and promote both human resource development and organizational development.

The themes identified in Section 2.2 translate well into this view of capacity building.  The themes not only suggested new skills, but also new organizational processes and practices, and an institutional context that supported and strengthened both the human resource capacity development and the organizational (intra- and inter-) capacity development.

The idea of capacity building as a more holistic and integrated approach to implementation is starting to be explored in New Zealand with specific reference to sustainable development.  Heslop (2006) prepared a paper for review of progress with sustainable development being conducted by The Office for the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment in 2006.  The idea of urban design delivering sustainable urban outcomes requires a similar approach to that needed to progress sustainable development.  No one organization can deliver sustainable development, or more specifically sustainable urban areas, so we need to determine how to build capacity for the challenge that is now upon us.  

2.4 how are we responding to the capacity issue 

The New Zealand Urban Design Protocol (the Protocol), launched in March 2003 by the Ministry for the Environment, seeks to make our cities healthy, safe and attractive places where business, social and cultural life can flourish.  As part of this, it calls for a significant step up in the quality of urban design in New Zealand, and a change in the way we think about our towns and cities.  This change in thinking applies to all of us.  

Significantly, the Protocol reinforces the importance of local government capacity in achieving an increase in the uptake and delivery of quality urban design.  Often it is the multitude of day-to-day decisions made by local authorities that have the greatest impact on the way our towns and cities look, feel and function.

To help gain a better understanding of the capacity for local government for delivering quality urban design outcomes, and to help quantify the “step up” required, in June 2006 the Ministry for the Environment did a survey of local government capacity.  This work forms a first step in benchmarking urban design skills and capacity in New Zealand.  The key purpose of the survey was to better understand the level and extent of urban design skills, experience and knowledge in and across local government authorities.  

All councils
 across New Zealand were asked to participate in the survey to help ensure an accurate picture of all the issues was obtained – from the large metropolitan areas, through to the smaller, more rural districts.  In addition to skill levels, another aim was to determine whether urban design is an issue for councils, and if not, why not – as this also influences capacity.  The Protocol highlights that ‘urban design’
 is relevant to the spectrum of local authorities and is not just an issue for cities and metropolitan areas.  

At the close off date for completing the survey, 55 councils (out of a total of 85) had completed the survey, and perhaps more importantly, a diverse range of councils had responded
.  The results of the survey highlight that there are real issues in terms of this sector having the necessary skills and capacity to be able to deliver on the Protocol’s vision.  Whilst there are many councils taking a leadership role in this area, there are also many for which urban design does not rate as a priority issue.

The results suggest that in order to get a greater uptake of the understanding and importance of good urban design, a change in mind-set is required.  In general, local government needs to be more convinced of, and understand the value and relevance of urban design, at both a strategic level and an operational level.  A greater understanding of how urban design contributes to economic vitality and social well-being is required.

The results also highlight that in terms of capacity, there are very few trained ‘urban design’ specialists in councils, and as a result, most people providing urban design advice are from other professions e.g. planners, landscape architects, surveyors etc.  This is not necessarily a problem, but it does raise questions in terms of the skills and training these staff members have received and whether the are comfortable providing this advice.  Also, the level of investment in urban design up-skilling and capacity development by councils is patchy at best.  Overall, the numbers of staff in councils who are encouraged to have an understanding of urban design is small, and this is reflected in an even smaller number providing urban design advice.

The greatest level of urban design knowledge and expertise lies in private consultancies
, and most councils make good use of this resource
.  However, this poses issues in terms of the level of in-house knowledge and expertise within councils, the quality of advice that can be provided across the counter or over the phone when queries arise, and the general level of awareness and understanding of staff of urban design issues and their importance to achieving quality developments.

One of the things highlighted by the survey is that if there is no specific in-house urban design expertise, planners are often the ones providing urban design advice.  The advice provided in these situations therefore comes down to the amount of training the person has received in gaining their planning qualification and has learnt on the job.  Many planners in New Zealand receive no or very little design training during their planning qualification studies, and training received on the job depends largely on how important an issue urban design is for the council.  

There is clearly a lot more that needs to be done in order for the planning profession to take the lead and become the innovators in how we design and develop our urban areas.

2.5 what more needs to be done for planners to make planners the innovators

Clearly, planners have to be multi-skilled in order to lead the transformation of our towns and cities into sustainable communities.  Planning is not just about the physical aspects of towns and cities, but also very much about the social, environmental and economic aspects of development and how these aspects interrelate.  The issue is not necessarily about planners becoming urban designers – but it is about planners understanding the important, and central, role they play in creating more sustainable towns and cities and how they can influence better outcomes.

In the United Kingdom, the report of the Urban Design Skills Working Group (2001) on the skills required to deliver an urban renaissance highlighted several principles that need to be reawakened in planning and design processes.  While the legislative context in the United Kingdom is different to that in New Zealand, the principles are worthy of discussion in the New Zealand context.  The principles include:

· Planning for people!

· Understanding local character

· Involving local people in decision-making processes

· Reinvigorating civic pride

· Encouraging innovation and creativity

What skills will planners need to develop in order to be key players in implementing sustainable urban design?  

The list is not a definitive one, but important generic skills include:

· Understanding the urban development process and how all the components fit together

· Understanding the role and importance of all the built environment professions/disciplines in urban development processes

· Having good facilitation skills and negotiation skills

· Being able to take a broad perspective

· And some drawing/design skills won’t go amiss either!

All these ideas are supported by the view of Caren Levy that was discussed in Section 2.2.  There appears to be no disagreement about what is needed, so now we need to focus on what can be done to build capacity.

We must increase the skills base available to design and produce better places.  In a paper written for the Planning Quarterly, Ernst Zollner (2003) highlighted that physical urban development (aka urban design) training must be reintroduced back into planning courses, and that there must be opportunities for planners to be able to specialise in urban design.  

Councils must do more to invest in their internal skill development and capability building – i.e. investing in staff development.  There are many options that could be explored including internal training courses, encouraging staff mentoring and knowledge transfer, sending staff on training courses, seminars and conferences, providing them with time to read and surf the web to expand their knowledge, and encouraging active professional body membership.
  To encourage this investment, the value of designing and producing better towns and cities needs to be more widely promoted, and couched in terms that are relevant to all types of councils.  We must also bridge the divide between the different built environment professions, and as highlighted by this paper, planners are uniquely placed to help facilitate this.

Central government also has an important role to play as a capacity builder.  As part of its urban design work programme, the Ministry for the Environment is developing its capacity building initiatives.  This includes such things as:

· Reviewing Protocol’s current supporting information and resources e.g. 

· the Urban Design Toolkit

· the Value of Urban Design research report

· the Urban Design Case Studies

· the Urban Design Champions Network

· urban design CPD training opportunities

· Looking at what additional supporting resources are needed e.g. 

· identifying current urban design and urban design related training courses

· developing more visual types of resources (photos, drawings demonstrating concepts and examples) 

· developing more urban design case studies, including examples of good urban design processes

· facilitating better information coordination and information sharing

· providing increased/enhanced access to urban design expertise e.g. through urban design panels or registers of urban design practitioners

· developing national urban design awards

· Talking to training providers and professional institutes about training needs and opportunities for adding more courses, or amending the format and/or content of courses, etc.

These initiatives are great examples of what needs to be done, and to ensure they are effective in changing practice there needs to be enthusiastic people driving the process.  These people need to have a lot of the ‘soft’ skills that have been identified as important.  In addition, too often the methods we choose to build capacity are passive – such as information provision.  We need to find much more active ways to build capacity. 

However, the Ministry cannot achieve all of this alone – the Protocol emphasizes the importance of collaboration and partnerships for achieving good outcomes.  Many of these initiatives will therefore require partnerships with other agencies and organizations.  

And, the challenge is to look at more innovative and creative capacity building initiatives.  For example, urban design panels, more accessible urban design advice, and demonstration projects.  An innovative capacity building initiative developed by the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) in the United Kingdom is an enabling service
.  This service provides free advice to public sector organizations that are commissioning new buildings, masterplans, urban frameworks or green space strategies.  CABE’s Urban design summer school is another
.  Other interesting international examples include the Detroit Collaborative Design Centre
, and the recently published Greater Vancouver Green Guide that showcases ‘real life’ projects in urban sustainability
.

These ideas are not exhaustive but they do demonstrate that in New Zealand we are starting to explore capacity building issues much more broadly than just human resource capacity – that is, equipping individuals with skills.  This is great start but we are going to need to do much more if we are to take the ideas of sustainable development and see them used to transform our urban areas into much more sustainable places.  The challenge we are issuing to the planning profession is that they should be taking the lead and being the innovators and integrators needed to make a real difference in our urban areas in New Zealand.

3 Conclusions 

We face tough challenges ahead as we, the planning profession, re-focus our attention and skills on strengthening our capacity to support more sustainable urban outcomes.  The planning profession is a critical part of this challenge, but we will need to embrace a diverse range of practices, processes and skills for the outcomes we want and need for our urban areas.  Some of these might not be new to us – this might just need to be re-discovered.  Some will require us to upskill – particularly where these skills have not been taught to planners as part of their tertiary education or continuing professional development.  And some will require us to take the lead and really show the other professions that planners are up to the challenge and want to be leading the charge.  

Collaboration and integration between and within organizations and professions is perhaps the most difficult part of the challenge but if the planning profession can build capacity in the areas suggested in this paper, then we are heading in the right direction.  
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� Includes the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment’s report The Cities and their people: New Zealand’s Urban Environments (1998); feedback received during consultation on the development of the New Zealand Urban Design Protocol; comments made during the Urbanism Downunder conference 2005


� All city, district, regional and unitary councils were contacted.


� The New Zealand Urban Design Protocol (2003) defines urban design as being ‘concerned with the design of the buildings, places, spaces and networks that make up our towns and cities, and the ways people use them.  It ranges in scale from a metropolitan region, city or town down to a street, public space or even a single building. Urban design is concerned not just with appearances and built form, but with the environmental, economic, social and cultural consequences of design. It is an approach that draws together many different sectors and professions, and it includes both the process of decision-making as well as the outcomes of design’ (p7).


� All council types (metropolitan, provincial, rural and regional councils) from across New Zealand were represented.


� The most commonly used consultants used to provide urban design advice are urban designers, landscape architects, urban planners and architects.


� 43 out of 55 councils used consultants to provide urban design advice within the last 12 months, and 23 of these had used consultants at least twice, or more frequently, during this same period.


� Many councils are actively addressing capacity issues through greater investment in staff and councillor training, e.g. Hamilton City Council.


� see � HYPERLINK "http://www.cabe.org.uk/default.aspx?contentitemid=65" ��http://www.cabe.org.uk/default.aspx?contentitemid=65� 


� see� HYPERLINK "http://www.cabe.org.uk/default.aspx?contentitemid=198" �� http://www.udss.org.uk/ � 


� see � HYPERLINK "http://www.arch.udmercy.edu/dcdc.htm" ��http://www.arch.udmercy.edu/dcdc.htm� 


� see � HYPERLINK "http://www.gvrd.bc.ca/greenguide/" ��http://www.gvrd.bc.ca/greenguide/� 





