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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a mission to 
improve the quality and equality of everyday places by building the 
public sector’s capacity for proactive planning.



A discussion convened in the wake of the The Planning for the 
Future White Paper consultation posed the question of what the 
planning department of five years’ time will look like. Finn Williams 
chaired the panel with Aranvir Gawera (Leicester City Council), 
Aude Bicquelet-Lock (RTPI), CJ Obi (Urbanist Platform), Jenny 
Thomas (MHCLG), and Kieran Long (ArkDes) bringing rich 
experience and perspectives.

The White Paper calls for “a fundamental culture change on how 
planning departments operate.” This is both a challenge to 
established ways of working, and a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity to redesign the job description of the public planner and 
rethink the role of built environment expertise within local 
government. A full recording of the event is available here.

WHO’S IN CHARGE?
Local Authorities should be best placed to deliver many aspects of 
the new planning system, with support from local partnerships and 
other multi-disciplinary organisations. The success of delivery at a 
local level will depend on clear and implementable policy and 
legislation, backed up with resources, from Central Government. 
Reforms seem to be asking for higher levels of intervention from 
local government, but they will also require good decisions to be 
made quicker. So strong leadership and a clear structure of 
responsibility is needed.

Ultimately though, all decisions should be accountable to the 
communities they serve. Decisions and changes are being made on 
behalf of the people that will live there, so involving those 
communities and being clear of the benefits and challenges is a 
skillset that is vital in all planning departments. 

WHAT IS A PLANNER?
The task of planning in the public interest is not a role just for 
professional chartered planners - skills need to be drawn from 
across disciplines. The main skills that came through from the 
discussion were the ability to work with and across specialisms, and 

https://vimeo.com/481415524


the ability to identify where other skills and knowledge can be 
incorporated. All of this needs confidence in communication, but 
also confidence in the ability to deliver on promises and bring about 
development, places, neighbourhoods and amenities that benefit 
the communities they serve. This connects back to the need for 
strong leadership and consistency in decision making.

SPECIALISTS OR GENERALISTS?
Collaboration between tiers of government, collaboration with 
communities, and collaboration within Authorities will all be 
important dimensions of the planning department of the future. The 
ability to work across specialisms and silos will be vital for 
successful functioning in the planning department of the future. In 
some cases this may require new skills being brought into the public 
sector. Specialists will also need to work collaboratively to 
understand how they can complement each others’ roles, modes of 
expertise and responsibilities.

ARE WE REALLY REPRESENTING COMMUNITIES?
All participants underlined the need for greater diversity across 
public planning and the wider built environment sector. The value of 
diversity runs across all characteristics, skills, perspectives and 
lived experience. A vital skill is the ability to acknowledge where 
there are successes or shortcomings in the diversity of those 
delivering policies and places. A good planning department should 
be able to harness the knowledge and experiences of the 
communities they serve, and properly understand their needs - both 
now and well into the future. 

WHO IS THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE?
Part of the remit of the planning department of today is to provide 
places for the future. Sometimes lofty ambitions can get caught up 
in the necessary day-to-day processes of large, democratically 
accountable organisations. But a way through this is engaging 
people affected by these decisions, and particularly helping young 
people to see the value that the public sector has in shaping places 
and opportunities. If young people can be engaged in planning their 



area, they’re much more likely to see the potential of entering the 
profession as they get older. This in turn will help planning 
departments find the talent around them, and make the sector more 
diverse.

The reforms proposed in the recent White Paper may not all be in 
place within five years. A lot can change in that time, but there is 
work that can start now to help lay the foundations of the planning 
department of the future. This needs to begin with challenging the 
assumption that public planning is only done within the traditional 
structure of planning departments. The future planning department 
needs to be a broader tent involving colleagues across authorities, 
and realising the valuable role that communities can play in their 
places.



SPEAKERS

Aranvir Gawera is an urban planner at Leicester City Council, a 
non-executive director of Public Practice and a trustee of the Town 
and Country Planning Association.

Aude Bicquelet-Lock is Deputy Head of Policy and Research at the 
RTPI, and holds a PHD from the University of Essex Department of 
Government.

CJ Obi is a Founding Partner of Urbanist Platform, a new 
organization with aims to attract young people from all backgrounds 
into the sector, and inspire the next wave of urban thinkers.  

Finn Williams is Co-Founder & Chief Executive of Public Practice, 
and has been a member of the Raynsford Review Taskforce and 
Labour Planning Commission.

Jennifer Thomas is Head of Built Environment at the Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local Government and holds a PhD in 
Psychology and the Built Environment.

Kieran Long is Director of ArkDes, the Swedish Centre for 
Architecture and Design in Stockholm. He was previously senior 
curator of contemporary architecture, design and digital at the 
Victoria & Albert Museum (V&A).





The summary of this event is authored by Ben Hockman.

A full recording of this event is available to watch 
online here.

For more information, visit www.publicpractice.org,uk,
email info@publicpractice.org.uk, or call 020 3858 7447.
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