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TRANSFORMATIVE PLANNING
PRACTICES

How and why cities change

Cities change in unpredictable ways. Efforts to steer them in one direction or another, by
property developers, business owners, residents, politicians, social movements, and the
city-building professions themselves, inevitably meet with resistan d become a
struggle. We might call this the struggle to define and shape t@;&‘hat struggle
takes place in city council chambers and newspapers; in banks oardrooms; in bars
and cafés; on the street and in schools. It is a struggle to shape and protect and improve
places, to expand or contract accepted notions of belonging, to advance new or defend
old notions of environmental care. All of these are issues that affect everyday life in
manifold ways, and therefore evoke powerful emotions, like greed, fear, anxiety, anger,
despair, hope, attachment, love. Consequently everyone has a stake in the city and how it
is changing, and many people have theories about who has the power to do what, and
just who are the real movers and shakers.

This book is concerned with the contribution of the city-building professions to the
transformation of cities, but it recognizes that these professions do not act alone, and
that they are most effective when they act in a transparently political way, in association
with residents, politicians, and mobilized communities, negotiating an (always tempor-
ary) consensus about the best ways of living together. This chapter explores the
possibilities and realities of transformative planning pre:c/tipes, asking what kinds of
knowledges and know-how make transformation possible.

I have chosen three stories around which to build an analysis of transformative plan-
ning for the mongrel cities of the 21st century. The first concerns a recent land-use
struggle between indigenous Australians and their white neighbours in an inner Sydney
suburb. The second tells of a community mobilization in partnership with a university
research effort in East St Louis, USA, that was successful in reversing structural and
political processes of abandonment. The third, very much a work in progress, is the
current attempt of the City of Birmingham to reinvent itself@s cosmopolis, acity in which
dynamic new sources of growth might be enjoyed across culturally diverse neighbour-
hoods in a more inclusionary approach to urban regeneration.

In telling these stories, my approach is not that of the comparative case study. There is
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very little that is comparable, structurally speaking, about these three situations. Rather I
have searched for new approaches, for breakthroughs in dealing with long-standing
problems of inequality and exclusion. And I have chosen examples that operate at differ-
ent urban scales and with different time frames. Each story brings something different to
my larger purpose: that of understanding why and how cities change, and who are the
key change agents. Above all, I seek to eschew simple answers, or unified theory. Some
believe that capital produces urban space and that (increasingly global) markets shape
urban destinies. Others have faith that social movements are a counterforce. Some see
expert knowledge and rational analysis as crucial. Still others see bureaucrats acting
through state agencies as enforcers of societal norms and agents of control over who does
what in cities, according to some larger forces that are able to impose class, patriarchal,
cultural and other forms of power. The city-building professions jostle each other for
pride of place as creators of cities, while inwardly agonizing that ‘they’ (whether land-
scape/architects, planners, engineers, urban designers) are really only cogs in some
machine that others are in control of. The planning enterprise, to the extent that it has
been normatively concerned with questions of social and environmental justice in rela-
tion to urban change, has been particularly self-critical of its role.

Planning theorists have argued that planning activity serves primarily to assist market

forces or, alternatively, that planning is in the vanguard of social change, and every
position in between. Urban researchers either start with a preferred theory and set out to
prove it through a carefully selected case study, or they start with a case study from which
they hope to build a general theory of planning and urban change. Both approaches are
fatally flawed. The former approach is plainly biased from the outset. The latter, the
attempt to see the whole world through one grain of sand — to build theory from one
local government case study, or one policy sector involved in one project, or even a study
of a national planning system — writes off what is arguably a crucial determinant of any
change, namely contextual specificity. Compiling case studies and generalizing from
them (to produce ‘best practices’, for example) does not overcome this problem, as the
more we attempt generalizations, the further we remove ourselves from the specific
historical, cultural, institutional, political and economic circumstances that shape place.
Similarly, the question that has preoccupied a number of planning theorists, ‘Is planning
activity system-maintaining or system-transforming?’ is a useless question when posed
in that general way. It is quite conceivable that actions intended as catalysts of transform-
ation, of urban regeneration, may have positive effects in some cities and negative effects
in others, because of the different mixture of local ingredients.

In the process of understanding how planning activity might become, and when it
actually is, transformative, then, I start from an openly normative position: I seek
examples of planning working for greater social and environmental justice, and support-
ing culturally pluralist ways of living together. That is my definition of transformative
(and I acknowledge that it will always be contested). But my goal is not a general theory
of ‘radical’ planning or of urban change. It is a better understanding of the range of
factors and players that are important: from leadership to discourse to ideas to institu-
tions to governance practices to social mobilizations, to name just a few. As practitioners
move from neighbourhood to metropolitan to regional arenas, and experience a range of
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REDFERN, SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA®
FROM FEAR TO HOPE>
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group, white residents calling themselves Redfern Resid
supported the Aboriginal group and the larger issue of
the area.

After being embarrassed by resident protests,
social planning consultant, Dr Wendy Sarkissian,
would result in recommendations for a Master P]

consultant’s initial scoping of the situation suggested to her that there was such hostility
between the three identifiable groups of residents that any attempt at a general meeting
to start the process would either meet with boycott from one or more groups, or end up
in violence. Her strategy therefore was to organize a series of meetings. For the first few
months, separate meetings were held with each of the three ‘camps’. These included
small meetings in people’s living rooms, larger meetings in more public settings, meet-
ings with children, and meetings with members of the Aboriginal community using a
Black architect as mediator. Eventually, after three months of dialogic preparation, a
‘speak-out’ was organized in which each group agreed to participate, This latter was the

most risky part of the whole process in that it was the most likely to get out of hand. The

point of participation in this event was for people to say what they felt, to speak their

feelings, no matter how toxic, or painful, it might be for others to hear. The hope,

implicit in such an event, is that as well as speaking the unspeakable — that is performing
a sort of cathartic function for all those carrying anger or fear or betrayal inside them-

selves — the words will also be heard, in their full emotion, by those whose ears and hearts
have previously been closed.

At the time that the speak-

ents for Reconciliation (RRR),
ongoing Aboriginal presence in

the Council backtracked and hired a
to conduct a consultation process that
an for the 2200 square meter site.” The

out was held, three months into the process, there had
deliberately been no discussion (and certainly no drawings) of alternative uses of the site.

The consultant’s intention was to encourage the ‘real issues’ at stake to be aired, prior to
any site-specific discussions. The ‘real issues’ ranged from sheer resentment on the part
of conservative whites at the Aboriginal presence in ‘their’ neighbourhood, to concerns
with personal safety and children’s well-being related to the presence of drug-dealing
and drug-taking. On the part of indigenous people, there was anger and sadness at 200
years of domination by ‘white fellas’ who even now had little understanding of their
history and culture. At one point in the speak-out, the consultant herself was verbally
attacked by a tearful Aboriginal woman storyteller, who demanded to know how the
consultant thought she could shift 200 years of racist history in a few months, with a few
meetings. There is no satisfactory answer to such a profound question, only the honest
answer in this case, which was the attempt to create the space, in one place, at one point
in time, where perceptions might shift, where public learning might occur, and some
larger transformation take place.
And such a shift did in fact take place. Interestingly, before the speak-out, the consult-
ant had been criticized by those white residents sympathetic to the indigenous desires for
the site, for her overly ‘therapeutic’ approach, for too much talk about feelings. But
clearly what had been happening during this initial period of meetings and listening was
the creation of a safe space in which parties could meet and speak without fear of being
dismissed, attacked, or humiliated. The speak-out would not have been possible without
this preparatory work, which simultaneously involved the building of trust in the
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consultant and her team. The speak-out itself also had to be designed as a safe space, and

this was achieved in part by formalizing and ceremonializing the activities.”
It was only after the speak-out (and the painstaking communicative preparation for it)
that Sarkissian was able to move the process on, to enable joint group discussions and

to forge a set of principles for deciding the future use/s of the site, and
esent to the Council. One of the

ermination not to force closure

negotiations,
finally to a set of meetings to draw up guidelines to pr
operating principles guiding the consultant was the det
before there was the possibility of a genuine agreement rather than a mere ‘deal’, an
unsatisfactory compromise. That agreement finally came, not without pain, after nine
months of talk, and a budget of about $50,000. The outcome, ten guidelines for a
Masterplan, was a breakthrough of sorts, in that the conservative white residents backed
off from their opposition to any Aboriginal use of the site and agreed to some training
facilities. This neighbourhood story of the micro-sociology of a land-use dispute may
seem like small potatoes in the grand scheme of things, but its outcome actually signifies
a remarkable shift in the willingness of one group of residents to co-exist with another.
In that sense it was transformative, in unraveling previous notions of the unthinkable.

COMMENTARY: THERAPEUTIC PLANNING

There’s a lot missing from this story as T've told it. I haven’t filled in the institutional
details of the local council planning process or explained the local political culture. I
chose to focus on the transformative role of one practitioner because that seems to be the
critical ingredient, in this story, in bringing about change. But before I go deeper into her
work here (which I will argue is not unique), it is salutary to note that what made it
possible for Sarkissian to be called in was the social mobilization by progressive sections
of the local community. They had a different view of what their neighbourhood could
be, and they chose to challenge the local council. That council, in turn, was more respon-
sive than one might normally expect in Australian local government, perhaps because
any conflict involving indigenous peoples was likely to draw national attention.

This kind of planning work, involving dialogue and negotiation across the gulf of
cultural difference, requires its practitioners to be fluent in a range of ways of knowing
and communicating: from storytelling to listening to interpreting visual and body lan-
guage. It would seem to be a model that is very relevant to the new complexities of
nation-building and community development in multicultural societies. It is an excellent
model in situations where direct, fact-to-face meetings are unthinkable or unmanageable
due to prior histories of conflict and/or marginalization. In such cases, the use of narra-
tive, of people telling their own stories about how they perceive the situation, becomes a
potential consensus-building tool for unearthing issues unapproachable in a solely
rational manner. ]

For most complex and highly charged public policy issues, sound expert analysis plays
an important role in shaping the possibilities for agreement. So, too, do well-planned,
well-executed, face-to-face negotiations. But when the parties involved have been at odds

TRANSFORMATIVE PLANNING PRACTICES 6
163

for generatio i
o rgg inalizaﬁr;i 051; :z:;ifrom disparate cultural traditions, or where there is a history of
i g ‘;ndhOd, I‘lfh?;ﬁre than1 the usual tool-kit of negotiation and mediatio}; is
e complements but also transcends the highly rational
just discussed, that ‘somethilrjl‘grl zgizl’t:;: ?1?: s?oid deVdEPEd e
e : ! O} eak-out, which provided an i
pOSSirl;lge“;te};hl-giltsoru); l1Irl1 héghly personal, narrative, and emotional ways. The?:C::;O(:de
0 i Of,stor gte]r;ma, fo;r example, f)r n"lusic, or other more symbolic or non-
Mirsiimi-ighss yOOd ng an communicating deeply felt emotions. Indigenous
e bUSi;ess 2 %gthe reason, .preocclupled with the unacknowledged and therefore
their stories. But all partiels)aii[\'r;;vfdp?rll—t::lzlr?;l'y ing?ortant il e
. ut : ing disputes hav i
i??;llr;ﬁ ;e;:ir;:lttl;::; oIfqthe 1n.1portance of the telling ancl; hearing zfastztr?g ’i i——
. - Narratives about the past can be vital in navi
cross-cultural disputes. 1

n the process
gating long-standing,

% } ; 5
more democratic and culturally inclusive planning not only draws on many diffe
iffer-

e]lt W y (0] W a d t1 1]. ty able 10 I
dys f kI’lO lllg n ac ﬂg, bl.lt aISO haS tO de Velop a 531151]) 1 bl dlS
cern

wini yS . g
Wh [
ll Cll wa are most useful m VVIHCII ClICUIIlStallCES at haS I)EEll Im1ssin, fI(]nl most 01

the CO]lab()l‘at ecognition Of t”e ”egd
1ve plalln]llg/COIIIIIllllllCatl\ae action lltelature 18 t}HS I g 1

Hfor a lan ’ :
’); iy allo%?gf ,t‘_;_l’?é, Q,ijprclzcess,af emotional involvement, of embodiment. This means not
ng the ‘whole person’ to be present i i " no
: t In negotiat : .
being pr presen gotiations and deliberations
mani gl ;rlfa-red .to acknowledge and deal with the powerful emotions that und) bgt
ning issues. By working patient] ; erpin
, attentively, and - :
early sta : % Y non-judgementall
fearz tha%e:v()f her handling of the Redfern conflict, Sarkissian was abl§ to deal v}\:lii :.Ee
it ire at the 'heart of. the matter, Why has this crucial dimension of planni :
so often been ignored in favour of ‘rational discourse’? ===

It is temptin i i

el ot pin g to answer this question by charging that the planning profession work
e Y, - -a state of arrested emotional development, bracketing the realm of thsj
as being unmanageable, ungov i ok

: ernable, downricht d
iy ¢, ung ; nright dangerous. To a professi
i s itself as concerned with rational decision-making over land-use ang it
o concert or - reso
Perceied entt conflicts, it is not surprising that the realm of the emotions has bllrce
aS . . . e
pereeived & C1;011'b1.esmne territory. The origins of planning in the engineering scienceen
. . ;
o tmlr.ustratlve and management sciences (see Friedmann, 1987), is anoth X
e c or in ﬁnderstandmg this avoidance of the emotional domair; Ho o
€ a rational decision if you all ' 5 0F i
ow i
kil y the emotions to become part of the
There a i is histori
re two problems with this historic dividing line between reason and the

emo-

tions. One is i i
that it poses reason and emotion as mutually exclusive, as binary opposites

There i igni i

imeuig:nl;?gfi glegzﬁc:nt a;nd&respected literature that makes a persuasive case for ‘the

ol ge;%ns (Nussl)aum, 2001) and the foolishness of trying to bracket

s i fera‘;lons. Tl:lt‘ other problem is that this historic dividing line

o o ity of un erstandm.g t-he nature of much conflict in the city, confli
generated by fears and hopes, anxieties and desires, memory and loss, an:er abollj‘t

and fear of chan
ge. How can planners hope to res
olve these confli
Prepared to get to the emotional heart of the mattes? nflicts unless they are




COSMOPOLIS II
164

there are signs of change: in the practice of people like Wendy Sarkissian,

i ster. Baum has argued that when

Fore

i itings of Howell Baum and John ! e

e i thle 1::;1112; and behaviour is disallowed or discouraged by planners insisting
emotiona

i ill elicit
that participants be rational, or that discussif)ns lfollo;\; 11 lssgsllleleo;l:;, }tlzsz l\;\; gl
i icipation. * nal, pe
i SuPerl?CIal lijizlfllﬂll)lz;lcg;yr[fzgll r:)li::e(rija?’?annifg will not 1.'ec.1ui-re them to ;eve?il Ici‘
’ .Ot sy aﬁse j (I.Baurn 1999: 12). Baum also suggests that it is 1mporte}nt for f adO
4 Qik_ﬂlﬁtl?@f/_ erjmotionaily charged situations not to try to suppress conflict, for t0 o
i E]g me the work of grieving and healing which needs to be. done as p?r qn
o lse:; S:Jaf :l::ige Helping people to discuss their fears, he argues, is a way of seeing
proc 3

tOWB.IdS th.e letllIe. Bau 1 e“lpllas Zes t}lat tlle lalllllllg ToCess must Create a
p p
past tlleIIl

Cl b tween 18 ar 1 (] el 1 SlOI’l (0]
t sition P (< paS nd future, here p t1C pan S can Shal t I u I
ransi al space, be ec a W

bei rt from time. They need to imagine stepping away from past mem?rr;zs x:;;tl};t
't foclin they have lost their identity or betrayed the objects of memory. fy ik
E:taﬁleeh?og infaigine alternative futures without feeling o’tfaliged (tiodzlrilla;c;tr ;E,}; gla; rfi?g
is i ‘seri lay’ of a goo
(Baum, 1999: 11). This is what he calls the ‘serious p
R ticularly interests me about the philosophy underly-ing what I am cillnz)gn z
§ s pe'lr’ 1: rchh is the possibility of transformation:-that is, of something t ;Zre ¢
i kpgl trade-off or band-aid solution. Just as in successful therapy X
i WO; . de individual growth becomes possible, so too with a successful t era;:
brealftthg i a‘?[ d approach to managing our co-existence in the. shared spacg:s ?
Pe}mCﬂﬂY Onecl;l] ) 'tifspand regions, there is the capacity for collective lgr'o-wth. L .01
nelghbourhoﬁ Sl, " uage of therapy to that of politics, there is the p0531b1!1ty 'of s01c1a
o E o a? f rgocess of public learning that results in permanent shifts in va lllles
trans_f‘)”.nat{on’ DI fhe case of Redfern, the values of local residel.lts changed as t' ey
a'nd msmuu}?n& Ilc:erns and fears of others; and the local council, as an 1nst1tut1(.)n,
i t'o i)filce'rcl)ur insofar as it was forced to recognize the importancF: ofa gt}zlr.xun'lte
Chanlgliitlifn epr?)\sess and the danger of listening to only one set of voices within 1its
cons
ju?s?lIthlfl(l)n;leeds to be said that the success of this kind of planning wolr(k dep;zisb\:cg
mutch E(l)rn ’[);le skills and wisdom of the practitiorllers 1nvcs(1)\§§£; x::n:ll](iisti iz ; :)vf .
i i ion aj k.o
s adilquati?c:: lltr}ll ci)es kzclltsu?eflpcfftizz.j' At fl']i)e very least, it ir?Vf)lves traimnl? Illn
deep_'sea'te :r?g mediation; facilitation and consensus—.building; organizing ancll wozoin i
n?f}?tlizﬁns of different sizes and different kinds of internal conflict. I‘;lmgfo :f;zp -
i a
:Illdergstanlc)ling of individual, group, an'd con;m.umzsgzé}luzll—loiﬁdaz 1;/:131 e Iimunities’
Co'mmunity dy?ami“; l::ali S\(;\/’n‘:ec:;:iclll.)c‘l3 rlt:;(: a T;?gfrom anthropologists’ methods. Tlhey
o Colr'lnmm:'ltg Tznlinow. another (group, or culture) takes more than a few meetlzgi;
o ateizs asfessment survey. Understanding, and building trus‘t, depfends on S:)t; y
?nd/t?:nae riln a community; and it calls for in-depth talk, and not just d15ft1:li:()({;5 "
1fgfrnal leaders. They also tell us that every group we encoun}:ler ilraz :111 ;111) el
every observer/planner), which may be thick or thin, thoroughly

TRANSFORMATIVE PLANNING PRACTICES 165

ing and directing actions. Learning about any culture is an empirical and time-
consuming task that requires a special attitude (Baum, 2000: 133). Planners need to learn
about culture: what it is and what shapes and maintains it, how and why it changes, and
how one’s own culture affects one’s ability to understand that of others,

The task of fully listening in multicultural conversations may have consequences for
our identities. This is so because fully participating requires an openness that exposes us
to other beliefs and ways of being in the world that we must consider alongside our own,
not by transcending difference but by acknowledging and fully engaging with it. In such a
process, we may become more aware of ourselves as well as the unfamiliar ‘Other’,
resulting in the possibility of mutual creation of new understandings and meanings. My
customary mental horizon is the set of possibilities I can imagine from within the
framework of my beliefs, habits and values. Any time I encounter a situation that tests
my prejudices (in the sense of prejudgements, or a disposition to judge), my horizons are
likely to be redefined, if I can bring openness to the situation. We broaden our horizons
by observing and reflecting deeply on the landscapes of other people’s lives. In any
multicultural conversation there is likely to be tension between (at least) two sets of
prejudices/prejudgements. The challenge for multicultural planning consists in not cov-
ering up this tension by attempting a naive assimilation of the two, but in consciously
bringing it out, exploring it, and working through it. That was Sarkissian’s skill in
Redfern.

What else might we conclude about the wider significance of this Sydney case study?
One point often raised by critics of participatory processes is the cost and time involved.
The Redfern process involved a significant commitment of resources, and this cannot be
expected to be available for every dispute that arises. My argument is that this approach
is the best model in cases where prior histories of conflict have made more traditional
negotiation techniques irrelevant. A second point relates to scale and significance. The
conflict in this case was ostensibly over the fate of a 2200 square meter site, within one
local municipality. The symbolic stakes, however, were considerably greater, especially for
indigenous people, whose ongoing presence in the inner city seemed to be the hidden
agenda and longer-term threat. So this small, localized conflict was, in the minds of most
of those involved, about core issues of (Australian) history, about historic injustices, and
about how personal and national identity is deeply intertwined with these issues. At
whatever scale such conflicts arise — neighbourhood, city, or re
case for using this therapeutic approach.®

Another critical point that needs o be extracted from this story relates to my opening
qQuestion: how does change come about? I do not want to leave the impression that
planners, if only they become ‘therapists’ in their practice, will rid the world of racism,
sexism and other plagues. Remember that the (politically conservative) South Sydney
Council initially attempted to rush through its preferred solution, and would have suc-
ceeded had not those residents (Anglo and indigenous) who supported the indigenous
Community mobilized, confronted and politically embarrassed the Council into conced-
ing a more consultative approach. A political space had to be created for this approach
through political action. Occasionally, planners themselves can create such a space, but
only with the support of progressive political regimes. But in highly charged, highly

gion — there is a strong
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liticized conflicts, it is more likely that the planner’s role will be to ‘design’ tll-':e space
- ‘maze b cre;ted through political action. In the case of Redfern, once the space
v hasd ee}? skills, courage, and commitment of the consultant were what rna_de- it
g %fatte ,wtori( thro’ugh to a solution that dealt with the kinds .of fears and anxieties
E?:f'limfsl; discussed, rather than ignoring, marginaliii.ng. or oiferrrll;l{[réi l‘ih;zr;::aﬁ i?:ll(rs |
age, or risk factor, also needs to be e.mpha.smed. Sarhls;an.c ea;o -
i i isk of failure, in choosing this approach. aring .
:;fillfllel:gl t\'}\lrfllrzesri;hasize in the final chapter (along with this therapeutic approach), as
iti Ist-century planning imagination. -
ancglnz irzitical ingregignt of the Redfern story was the building of trusi,nti)fmfrzjgotr}::,
ial planner and the various community factions, then among community f =
Sozaﬁrfall between community and social planner and local council, develt;pln]gd n:,()t
:\rrl)rking jnd neighbouring relationships, and mending bro}l:en :ie; ir;e nj(););llike o
underestimate the inspirational value of such a story. And }tl feret iy e ke i
There are Wendy Sarkissians in every city, but very few of their stories g
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increased from 10.5 per cent to 24.6 per cent and the citywide poverty rate rose from 11
Per cent to 39 per cent during this same period. As increasing numbers of working-class
and middle income whites moved to the suburbs, the city’s total population declined
from 88,000 to 43,000 and the African American portion increased from 45 per cent to
98 per cent. As the property tax base declined drastically, the city was forced to cancel all
but essential services, including a six-year halt in municipal trash collection. By 1991,
when the city was unable to Pay a court-mandated settlement to a person injured in the
city jail, it was compelled to seek state bankruptcy protection. In the absence of city
funds, a local judge ordered the transfer of the title to City Hall and 240 acres of
city-owned waterfront property to the injured person to satisfy his claim (Reardon,
1998: 324),

The city may have reached rock bottom, but residents trapped in East St Louis by
poverty as well as attached by historic ties were not about to give up on their neighbour-
hoods, in spite of increasing levels of drug-dealing on their streets, illegal dumping of
garbage, and municipal abandonment. In the late 1980s, three dozen local churches
formed the Metro-East Coalition of Church-Based Organizations to lobby municipal

i . sharing a transformative
}%a pity, because collectively they constitute a new breed of planner, s g e ey it of ChrcBasd Orgnisaio =10 oty i

/""" philosophy and always looking for opportunitiels t? plvlt 1t into 'prljj(:t.ldce.f s S
Thinking critically, however, there is a clear limitation to this ? 0 e}; the valucs of
instance, it produced a better outcome, and seems to have ftrlans_zgzltence of indigen-
some residents, creating the possibility for longer-term peac'e’u- COh very nature of such
ous and non-indigenous groups in the nejghbo?rhoo-d . 1th5 o ;oreyenduring effect

a consultancy engagement that the practitioner is unlikely tf; Eve aecl e way 5 tmales
on institutional practices. Has the South Sydney Council ¢ Ia{ng the planning process
decisions as a result of this one-off intervention? Probably not. aSt coP:ne about, there
itself become more inclusionary? No. For thesn_s broa.der e ultant and c’()unCﬂ
would have had to be more of a working relationship betwle N Cfel:; as opposed to a
and planning staff and ar; ogenrlllf.:ss to the if::;iﬁj;? i(;fgarle;:rglt in, ,and institutional
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'*}éEMERSON PARK, EAST ST LOUIS, USA! FROM
ABANDONMENT TO HOPE

ty n.
ntt ].k about resources 1in 130131 (0] [he
Ihere S no SuCh thlng as a pOO] communit You can t ta.

i i es.
greatest resources are human physical and psychological on ———

; - »
The city of East St Louis was one of the hardest hit local economies 1nftlhe IIJEAS?;?Si
the deindustrialization decades of the 1970s and 19!?05. zhe fl;lmlje;rsmcizaﬂ ;to "
locally employed residents :
fell from 1527 to 383 and the number of id -
beetween 1970 and 1990 (Reardon, 1998: 324).” The municipal unemploymen

lems. At the same time, in the state legislature, Wyvetter Younge, a representative from
East St Louis, became chairperson of the Illinois House of Representatives Standing
Committee on Education Appropriations. During a customarily routine presentation by
the President of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIuc), requesting
continuing state aid for the university, Representative Younge indicated that no money
would be forthcoming until the universi articulated its urban service commitment to
distressed communities like East St Loui§. Thus was put in motion what was to become,
after a faltering start, a community-university partnership (the East St Louis Action
Research Project, ESLARP) that would reverse the cycle of decline and bring hope to this
abandoned community.

The remarkable story of this reversal begins with the hiring of Ken Reardon in 1990 by
the UTUC Department of Urban Planning. Reardon had a decade of community organ-
izing experience behind him in various US inner cities and was committed to an
enmpowerment approach. This approach ‘integrates the principles and methods of par-
ticipafory action research, direct action organizing, and education for critical conscious-
ness into a powerful new planning paradigm (Reardon, 1998: 326). Reardon’s first step
was to interview community leaders to get their views on the university’s activities in the
area over the past three years. What he learnt was a shock. Many community leaders had
10 idea there had even been a university project in existence, Those who were aware were
extremely critical, describing university researchers as ‘ambulance chasers’ and ‘carpet-
baggers’. “These interview findings prompted the faculty to abandon their top-down
approach in favor of a more participatory, bottom-up, bottom-sideways approach to
community planning in which residents identify the issues to be examined, participate in
the collection of data, and collaborate in the analysis of this information’ (Reardon,
1998: 325),

The first challenge was to overcome the suspicions, among residents, of the university
and its researchers. Reardon’s meetings with community leaders produced a five-point
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protocol for the proposed partnership. The community insisted that the university agree
to these points. First, the residents of Emerson Park and their Organization, the Emerson |
Park Development Corporation (EPDC), would determine the issues that the university
would work on, Second, local residents would be involved with the students through |

tion process once the campus left the community. This resident-driven protocol, with its
shrewd evaluation of previous failures of university ‘assistance’, drew on the principles
of empowerment plarining, insisting on participatory action research and community

When the first class of students arrived in East St Louis with Reardon in autumn 1990,
this is what they saw: “Two-thirds of the city’s downtown office buildings and retail stores
were vacant. All of the city’s street lights and traffic signals were dark because of the
municipality’s inability to pay its electric bil]. The air smelled of burning garbage due to a
six-year hiatus in residentia] trash collection . . . Forty per cent of the city’s building lots

and 75 per cent of its households were female-headed families with children. The poverty
rate was 55 per cent. What they didn’t know was that, alongside these grim statistics, was

based Organizations. At the first meeting with students, Miss Davis told how these local
women had already launched their OWn community revitalization initiative by recruiting
unemployed workers to convert three abandoned buildings across the road from the Day
. Care Centre into a playground. To do this, the women first had to determine who owned

oy RS ; g - : . these derelict structures, Miss Davis led a neighbourhood delegation on a bus excursion
i to the County Administration Building to find out. When they discovered that the
County had acquired the properties after tax default by their owners, Miss Davis organ-
ized a larger group of residents to attend 2 public hearing of the County Property Tax
Disposition Committee, to request site control of the properties. Once that was granted,
local volunteers began to demolish the derelict structures, brick by brick, and haul the

chicken and catfish dinners on Friday nights. Then the residents, with the help of local
fontractors and settlement house volunteers, did the work themselves, constructing a
000 square foot green space that, 15 years later, remains a source of great pride and
inspiration.

On the one hand, the playground story tells us of the depths of hopelessness of the
Situation in this neighbourhood, and its total abandonment by the region’s public and




56 COSMOPOLIS I

clue to the success story that followed from this first small step. In the winter of 1991,
residents again mobilized their own labour, but this time with the help of hundreds of
student volunteers from UIUG, to clean up the trash-filled lots. These first working bees
were followed by others over the next two years that began repairs to residents’ houses,
using architectural expertise from UIUC and student and resident labour. Gradually
state officials began to take note, and to offer small parcels of financial assistance for
home improvement loans. Step by small step, one improvement was followed by another:
neighbourhood beautification projects, public safety projects, and a concerted assault on
drug-dealing activities with the help of the United States Attorney’s office (Reardon,
2003).

There were several minor and major turning points in this story. One was a two-year
Community Outreach Partnership Center Grant (COPC) for $500,000 in 1995, followed
by a one-year institutionalization grant, both from the US Department of Housing and
Urban Development, which enabled ESLARP to expand its neighbourhood planning,
community development, and technical assistance and leadership training activities.
With the additional resources provided by COPC grants, ESLARP was able to extend its
work to other neighbourhoods, again working with local residents to create a com-
munity stabilization plan, and then to devise specific projects to resolve specific com-
munity development challenges: such as crime prevention, youth development, housing
improvement, and job generation. Another turning point was the ongoing challenge
from the community to the university researchers to fully engage with the empower-
ment model by establishing a free ‘neighbourhood college’ where 1yid'ents could be
trained in a range of communi%{rﬂzing and development skills: ‘Community-based
crime prevention, environmental racism, non-profit management, grantsmanship, dir-
ect action organizing, and so on. In the spring of 1995, 43 community leaders completed
the first course on community organization offered through this new adult education
programme. Courses were designed to provide community activists with the knowledge
and skills required to better understand the structural factors that were driving the
uneven patterns of development within the Greater St Louis Metro Region (Reardon,
1998: 326).

A third turning point was the initiative, yet again from the amazing Miss Davis, to
lobby for a light rail route through Emerson Park. Miss Davis had learnt that the region’s
transportation authority was preparing plans to extend St Louis’s highly successful light
rail line from downtown St Louis across the river to Scott Airforce Base in Southwestern
Hlinois. Miss Davis saw this as an opportunity to use an abandoned, state-owned, rail-
road right of way that ran through East St Louis’s poorest neighbourhoods, as the route
for the proposed light rail. If this was successful, and a station could be built in East St
Louis, it would give local residents access to living-wage jobs in St Louis’s central busi-
ness and international airport districts. Miss Davis asked Reardon to recruit planning
and design colleagues to prepare a cost-benefit study of using the existing right-of-way.
She also requested assistance in securing funds to purchase land around potential rail
station sites, so that community organizations could then bargain with would-be inves-
tors. All this came to pass. The route was approved. The land was acquired, and sub-

sequently a developer was found who wanted to turn the land around the Emerson Park
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an inspiring story, and that capacity no doubt played a part in motivating students to
become involved in this challenging project.

Another key factor in this success story of empowerment planning is that the mobil-
ized community cannot do it all by themselves. Building a playground from scratch
through local sweat is one thing, but new housing and light rail projects do not get built

\- that way. At some point, mobilized communities have to engage with various arms of the

/

FX

_state, and with ’Ey_i_\(_amte_i_rgestors, to realize these larger projects. The residents of East St
Louis knew (at least) two things. One was the power of demonstration, through their
own early efforts, in attracting attention and interest from state agencies. The other is the
importance of entering negotiations from a position of strength, as when they acquired
land likely to increase in value once a light rail station was built. Their community
stabilization and revitalization depended, along the way, on financial resources from the
State Treasurer, on the added capacity created by the federal HUD grant, on the federal
drug enforcement agency’s undercover action in tackling the city’s crack-cocaine dealing
areas, and finally on attracting ‘quality’ companies and developers into the area, who
would share the residents’ commitment to endogenous development, that is, to develop-
ing local resources. The older residents also knew that it was Important to train a new
generation of leaders fro\m/within the community, so they pressed successfully for the

- Finally this story represents two things. There is a core story that is about the organiza-
tion of hope. The work of the community leaders, and of the leading activist planner
through this decade-long struggle, can be described as the work of organizing hope. That
is a very human story in which individuals support and inspire each other against
massive odds. And then there is the story about those massive odds, the story of struc-
tural change that decimates communities, the story of an already historically marginal-
ized community which is further excluded by technological changes over which it has no
control. But the residents of East St Louis refused to accept the plot that had been

,——}v scripted for them by these forces. They were able to imagine another story, and envisage

*~ themselves as actors in that alternative story-In such ways do apparently impervious

structures become porous and somewhat malleable.

BIRMINGHAM, UK: CREATING COSMOPOLIS IN THE
‘POSTCOLONIAL WORKSHOP OF THE WORLD’

I now resume the Birmingham story where I left it off in Chapter 1, at the turn of the 21st
century. Since the mid-1980s the City Council had been engaged in an ambitious and
expensive physical regeneration of downtown that had achieved some of its aims (like
making the downtown more attractive as a tourist and convention destination) but had
also depleted the budget available for schools and housing and thus had increased social
deprivation and jeopardized the next generation of Brummies, the human capital of the
city. Further, this assumed link between the urban economy and the urban fabric (fix up

*
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exclusion is visible on the streets and in the run-down housing — a series of innovative
Programmes were growing out of the Community Fire Station, This local institution js
also a community centre, and from it run 4 variety of promising programmes: anti-racist

how to follow in their footsteps, how to ‘learn the biz’; cooperative street-beat policing by
the Metropolitan Police working alongside the Rasta-inspired Haile Selassje Peace Force,
working in pairs, responding to racial tension on the streets and breaking down stereo.-
typed views on both sides (police and community); significant efforts to diversify the
racial and ethnic composition of the police and fire brigade; the training of locals ag

ing to their neighbourhood, Alongside this anger is fear: fear of travelling beyond their
neighbourhood; fear of entering ‘white space’ downtown; fear of gangs and violence; fear
of succumbing to gang culture. And alongside this fear js desire: desire to make it,
through self-employment; and desire for the city to make it, through a successful transi-
tion from a city of exclusion to a truly multicultural city. As long as this desire exists
(rather than alienation or despair), there is hope for Birmingham, but . . .

There is not enough support yet, from the city or the central §avernment, to give these
local innovations time to grow and stabilize and make 2 difference; there are not enough
connections between these marginalized communities and the city’s planning mechan-
isms and horizons; and there are still too many voices in the city referring to themselves
as ‘indigenous’ and expressing the belief that ‘newcomers’ or ‘outsiders’ (even if they’ve
been around for three generations) should not have the same rights as ‘real Brummies’,

appears to have no connections with social development goals or with the multicultural,
endogenous economic base of the city. There is unresolved conflict around who should
‘own’ any new programmes focusing on ‘community cohesion’, the new central govern-

fesources are centrally controlled and thus centrally accountable. T'also had a sense that
while community cohesion is the new slogan, there are not enough people (beyond the
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Handsworth Community Fire Station) who know how to do it. Not enough Wendy
_ Sarkissians. Not enough Ken Reardons. And certainly not the necessary links between the
'%univ@woglmunities, for capacity-l;)_lgjlglillig_!)urposes. The admirable goals and
efforts embodied in the Community Fire Station’s programmes — programmes that

the fusion of Asian (specifically Punjabi), western and broader styles (such as regga
e:

soul, jazzfunk, hip-hop and rock). There are a large number of bands in the city, severa]

-
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understand the importance of working street by street, in cross-cultural coalitions, in
order to rebuild neighbourhoods — are not yet receiving sufficient support from either
city or central governments.

What is novel and exciting about Birmingham is the willingness on the part of city
government to open up debate about the collective future of the city, and to rethink
notions of a civic identity based on more inclusive ideas about who is and who isn’t
considered a Brummie. The Leader (Sir Albert Bore) and the then Deputy Leader (Andy
Howell) of City Council have shown real leadership on this and other matters. Part of the
art of leadership is the ability to recognize the need for change, and to'welcome outsiders
as well as encouraging insiders to help think a way through it. Ideas are crucial. So is a
new discourse and symbolism about civic identity. So too is institutional reform, whether
that be tackling racism or addressing the historic underprivileging of social versus eco-
nomic development in the council’s bureaucratic power structure. Birmingham’s leader-
ship is aware of and working on all of these issues.

In all of this ‘work in progress’ that is Birmingham trying to reinvent itself as a
multicultural city (a story for which I have no ending), there is one conspicuous absence.
That is the absence of any official city discourse around Birmingham as a postcolonial
economy.'” But as economic geographers Henry, McEwan and Pollard (2000) have
| pointed out (based on census data), something like 33 per cent of Birmingham’s business
X activity is within minority ethnic-owned enterprises. These are not ‘third world comes to
first’ through ethnic entrepreneurial sweatshops. Rather they are examples of what geog-
raphers call ‘new industrial spaces” and ‘networks’, and the production of new hybrid
products (ibid.: 13). For example, there is a historic Chinese Quarter in Birmingham that
signifies the traditional route of early Hong Kong migrants into the catering industry in
the 1950s. But there is also a transnational Chinese community in the city, which has
expanded its activity into property development, banking and supermarkets. A key elem-
ent of the investment strategies of some transnational capital is through global, ethnic,
community-based networks: the diasporafBirmingham, as a multicultural city, is one
such meeting place of the global diaspora (ibid.: 8).

The areas of Sparkbrook and Sparkhill include Pakistani banks operating within the
usury laws of Islam and aimed at the UK’s 1.5 million practising Muslims. Sparkhill is
also the centre of the South Asian jewelry quarter, the retailing of clothes, saris, and other
textiles. The city has a Greek-Cypriot fish-frying network which constitutes 25 per cent
of the city’s 300 fish and chip shops. There are more than 50 halal butchers, and Bir-
mingham’s National Halal Centre exports goods such as halal baby food all over Europe.
One company makes a range of halal Chinese meals for British Muslims who otherwise
cannot eat in Chinese restaurants. Birmingham is now famous for its Kashmiri balti,
which is a hybrid product of British-Asian cultures. Other ethnic food producers supply
Asian and Caribbean basics and delicacies for national markets. And then there is music.
Birmingham is recognized as the centre for Banghra music in Britain, a sound based on

musical scene in Birmingham’ (ibid.: 10).
. Wh.at all 'fhls suggests lto Henry, McEwan and Pollard is that Birmingham is home to
versity of ‘cultural capitalisms’ that makes its economy both local and global. They sc-:::1
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In Redfern, there was space and scope for mediation, for community learning, and
these produced changes. But it would be foolish to suggest that mediation should always
be the strategy of choice. Forester talks about this, remarking on the question of power,
and power imbalances, which has long been a sore point with critics of communicative
action approaches (see Huxley and Yiftachel, 2000; Flyvbjerg, 2002). ‘Collaborative prob-
lem-solving can only be truly collaborative when the power of parties is balanced enough
to make them interdependent, to make their problem-solving a joint enterprise, not the
decision of one party visited upon the others’ (Forester, 2000: 167). He does not deny
that courts and legislatures are sometimes the more appropriate avenue to redress or
protect the rights of those with less power. Susskind et al. (1999) have made a similar
argument, that mediation processes can complement, but not substitute for, legal and
political processes in which weaker parties might gain real protections of their resources
or entitlements. ‘

In the Redfern story, I intentionally foregrounded the work of an individual planner
because I wanted to demonstrate that individuals do have agency and can make a differ-
ence. The difference in that case was that a more culturally inclusive solution was found
to a local land-use dispute because the planner was able to create the space in which
values were questioned, and attitudes shifted. That is vitally important work. But, I also
noted that there was no apparent legacy of this intervention in terms of institutional
change. The city council that brought in the consultants did so in order to put out a fire,
rather than to rethink their own modus operandi. The South Sydney council, unlike that
of Birmingham, had not questioned its own practices or understandings. Absent that
kind of shift, enduring change is unlikely.

If the planning enterprise is to be a transformative one (irrespective of whose defin-
ition of transformative is at work), then there must be ‘some institutional position from
which to articulate and prosecute a transformative agenda’ (Healey, 2003: 1)." What is
missing in the Redfern story is such an institutional base. In the East St Louis story, that
base begins as a coalition between a university and a community organization, but
ripples out over time to embrace state and local politicians, government agencies, and the
business community. In East St Louis we saw that to bring about significant change
involves a mix of ingredients, from individual qualities and leadership skills, to long-
term commitment to strengthening the organizational capacities of community-based
organizations, to the politics of involving and interacting with state agencies and repre-
sentatives of the private sector, such as housing and commercial project developers.
When historically marginalized groups mobilize to fight their exclusion they need all the
help they can get: from capacity-building to coalitions, from planners with multicultural
skills to planners with plain old technical skills, from sweat equity to federal funding."

In the ongoing saga of Birmingham’s reinvention of itself, the lead role has been taken
by an action-oriented yet self-critical city council. At the scale of a city-region like

‘j?“é‘ Birmingham, many forces need to be in alignment for successful transformation. These

include new ideas about economic development, new discourses about identity and
belonging, new sources of funding for community-based programmes, new institutional
arrangements within city council, and between council and the variety of ethno-cultural
capital networks. All of this might be thought of as planning work, but not all of it is
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done !)y planners. Some of it is done by politicians, some by residents and communit
organizations, some by combinati f these acti ¢ effor =
; v nations of these acting together. The effort of social trans-

e T——
for.rzllatlon, in other words, of building cosmopolis, is a necessarily combined effort, by
[P ’
resi en'ts, pl?nners, and politicians at local, state, and national levels. What remains to be
underlined is that this effort is not only about mobilizing resources and power,
o

. - . . . and
changing institutions, but also about organizing hope, negotiating fears, mediating collect-

wve memories of identity and belonging, and daring to take risks. In the next chapter, I take

these cases further in my exploration of the importance of story and storytelling in
transformative planning.



