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One of the most profound lessons I have learnt about planning is from a game I was forced into playing as part of a management training course in the public service. The trainees were divided into two groups, one labelled “Planners” and the other labelled “Operators” and they were put in separate rooms with no direct communication. The Planners were given a task (it was something like a jigsaw puzzle that had to be assembled) and had to develop instructions to the Operators so they could assemble the puzzle. There were time constraints that put pressure on both Planners and Operators. You would be amazed at the complicated instructions that came from the Planners to the Operators, something like “Rotate Part B so that the protrusion lines up with the longest face on Part F”, and there were diagrams, north points, and the works. Writing the instructions took up most of the allotted time, and so the Operators failed to complete the task, and you can guess who the Planners tried to blame. The important lesson is of course that if the Planners had trusted the intelligence and competence of the Operators, they would simply have passed on the puzzle with the instructions “Do it”, and everything would have been fine. 

The lesson for all planners is that although we are often placed in a position of authority, our work will be all the more effective if we recognise the capacity of others to contribute their skills and experience to the planning process. We are not the experts in everything, and in a pluralist society we need the perspectives of others if we are to address the needs of the whole community. We need to empower those who are marginalised, and who would otherwise lack a voice, so that they can participate. Not only does this make planning more relevant to resolving real world issues, it also makes planning much more fun.
The motivation for writing this book was actually to bring more real world stuff (and fun) into planning. The Bear was studying planning at an un-named Australian University, as well as working for me part time. We both came to a realisation that what she was being taught bore no relation to my planning practice, and she was making herself thoroughly unpopular in class through her frequent interjections of “That’s not how Jane does it”. I had a good look at her planning text books, and categorised half of them into the “Ivory Tower Planning” category and the rest went into the “Neanderthal Planning” pile. It was clear that something was missing from the mix.

There is a real dilemma in that people who write about planning , and who therefore influence how planning is taught, are often caught up in an academic loop despite their best intentions. They read one another’s materials, dare I say attend the same conferences, and draw inspiration from one another. Then there is another loop of innovative practitioners who are too busy to write about what they are doing. They also network amongst themselves and inspire one another. There are all too few intersections between the two loops. I am lucky enough to bridge between the two myself, so I have tried to contribute to the linking of theory and practice, grounding it in my own experience of grassroots planning in a number of different cultures and locations.
So we come to the questions of “What is Gnarly Planning”?

It is perhaps best described as a response to the calls for a redefinition of planning, made by The World Planning Congress, UN Habitat, the Global Planners Network and others. The 2006 World Urban Forum was a wake up call for planners – we are in demand as never before but we are being called on to adapt the way we work to address the global issues of rural-urban migration, exacerbation of the gulf between rich and poor, and the pressing need for development to achieve better environmental, economic, social and cultural sustainability.

I have described my own journey into a different planning mode starting with my experience of living and working in Ghana, West Africa. I studied rural-urban migration at the University of Science and Technology in Kumasi, and carried out case studies of a squatter settlement (Ayija Zongo) and a rural village (Zebila). Although my involvement was supposed to be academic, it did have some practical edges in raising awareness about the plight of both squatters and villagers, and recognising the highly innovative ways they managed to survive. These were turbulent political times, so I suppose I should take it as a mark of effectiveness that I was threatened with being made persona non grata for engaging with tribal leaders to the point where they became more confident in demanding change. On a more positive note, my research assistant became Kusasi Chief Azumah partly in recognition of the work he did with me. 
From Ayija I went to work in the inner city tenements of Glasgow. This was the 1970s, when Glasgow had the label of “The slum capital of Europe”. I was put in charge of the renovation of 360 tenement flats, managed by a lay committee of tenants. The housing conditions were every bit as bad as Ayija, made worse by the cold climate and prevalent violence. It was not unusual to find ten tenement flats sharing one outside toilet, and ten people sharing one room. The tenements were under threat of demolition, which would have destroyed not only the buildings but also the feisty communities that lived in them. We managed to save inner city Glasgow (me and a few others) and ten years later it was proclaimed as “The cultural capital of Europe”. 

I spent an interesting (no, really) decade working for the Australian public service in New South Wales, the Northern Territory and Queensland, before getting back to grassroots based planning. This has primarily involved working with Aboriginal communities, some of them very remote. A request for assistance from traditional land owners in Papua New Guinea led to a plan for sustainable use of their forestry resources, as an alternative to selling their timber to international loggers, and this project received an international planning award. We worked alongside a Filipino NGO to build its capacity in planning for “the poorest of the poor”. I have also assessed Filipino microfinance projects for the World Bank and AusAID. 
All of these projects have presented different challenges, and resulted in my planning getting progressively “gnarlier”. Sometimes the surprises generated by working across cultures can be a real stimulus to developing new tools, and problem solving using new perspectives. I thought that within the time constraints of this paper, I would highlight just a few tools and techniques developed by myself and other practitioners which can be useful to any Gnarly Planner.

1. Using Questions

I have for some time been persuaded that the art of asking the right question can be a powerful planning tool. In my early studies of planning theory I found a mathematical analogy by Webber that purported to prove that if you define a question clearly enough, the answer becomes self evident. Then there is some interesting work by Fran Pevy on different sorts of ”strategic questions” which can help shift perspectives and open up opportunities for change. This has been taken one step further by a radical group of planners, architects, sociologists and artists in France, called “Bruit du Frigo” (literally “out of the fridge”). They use questions with posters for visual impact, challenging the way communities interact with their environment. This is the first part of a long term process of community engagement and collaborative planning.

Bruit du Frigo demonstrated their techniques at the World Urban Forum in Vancouver by putting one of their posters up on East Side. This provoked a process of vocalisation and suppression which included their poster being smothered by advertising posters, then ripped down by local residents, and embellished with graffiti asking “Whose space is it anyway?”

2. Using Photographs

Photolanguage is a tool developed by the Catholic Education Service to be used for educational purposes. It is a fantastic resource, and I try to carry it with me everywhere. It is great for unblocking creative thought processes, and encouraging quiet people to speak out. It consists of a package of around 200 esoteric black and white photographs, some quite ambiguous in content. 

The way I use Photolanguage is to ask a group of people a question, and invite each individual to pick out a photograph that symbolises their response. The question could be as direct as “How would you like your community to be in 10 years’ time?”, or it might be exploratory in terms of identifying critical opportunities and obstacles to achieving planning goals.

The impressive thing about this tool is that people who would normally never say anything get empowered to pour out their thoughts. The photos seem to touch people at an emotional level, and give permission for saying things that would otherwise be unsaid.

3. Making Models

The remote Aboriginal community of Epenarra presented a linguistic problem. In common with some other language groups in different continents, local language does not include a conditional tense, so that conceptual discussion of future possibilities is heavily constrained. To make things real in the here and now we built a scale model of the community on the basketball court, using chalk to mark out roads, lots and landscape features. We used wooden blocks for buildings, and even got creative with twigs and plasticine for landscaping. 

Some immediate lessons were learnt about the landscaping component. First, the pasticine melted in the desert sun, but the local school teacher rescued us with a supply of playdough. We didn’t know at the time that the main ingredients of playdough are flour and water. Our video of the community consultations over the model shows the occasional camp dog wandering across and devouring the landscaping. We were told that there were many dogs with sore tummies that night.

Notwithstanding this problem, the model was a great success, and stimulated three days of discussion, action planning and decision making. The basketball court is fairly central in the community so it was easy to look at the options on the model and then stake them out on the ground.

Eight years later we went back to Epenarra to report on changes, and we decided to reconstruct the model, using bricks. Much of the work this time around was done by the kids in the community, who took it on as a type of school holiday project. One of the problems facing us at the time was a dispute amongst funding agencies about how many people were living at Epenarra, and this impacted on housing and infrastructure priorities. Headcounts are always a problem in an Aboriginal community, because of mobility and loose extended family relationships. However the kids knew all too well who was sleeping in which house, and we used the model to construct a stick-figure demographic picture of the community.
4. Modelling Economies

I was introduced some time ago to the work of the Rocky Mountain Institute in the United States, relating to community based economic planning. The RMI led by guru Amory Lovins has achieved a name for itself in developing sustainable energy and water systems. In the early 1980s a group of economists joined RMI for a while and became excited about the parallels between energy or water flows and the way that money moves around the local economy. They developed a series of handbooks on working with communities to model their economies.

When I first started experimenting with this approach, I was working with an economist who had excellent mainstream credentials, and I showed him the handbooks. His reaction was reassuring if surprising – he said he was going to put all his textbooks in the rubbish, and he would henceforth use the RMI model as it explained the way things really work. It is also presented in such a common sense way that it is readily accessible and usable by people with no economics training.

The essence of the model is to look at the local economy as a leaky bucket. Money flows into the community as through a tap, and money leaks out of the local economy as through holes in a bucket. If the inflows are increased and/or the leaks are plugged, local wealth builds up in the bucket.
Modelling village economies is not as hard as it might seem. We have facilitated workshops in the Philippines and Papua New Guinea where groups of villagers have examined their own incomes and expenditure over a short period (a day, a week) and then extrapolated to assess annual patterns for the whole village. Sometimes villagers with different income or expenditure patterns need to be identified (eg fishermen and rice farmers living in the same village), and there needs to be some discussion of seasonality. Non-monetary incomes can also be assessed.

Putting the picture together can be enormously empowering for the participants. For example in the PNG village of Bodiroho a prime source of village income was the hunting of wild pigs by just a few individual hunters, which put forest conservation in a new light. There was much astonishment that the main money leakage from the community was expenditure on alcohol, and agreement that if something was done to constrain drinking it would be a lot easier to afford school fees. 

5. Building Local Economies

Getting an understanding of how a local economy works can lead to identification of opportunities for plugging leaks through production of local goods and services. Other opportunities may be adding value to current production, making use of untapped local resources, and recycling waste streams. It can also be useful to look at how local culture can be a driver for economic development, tapping into values that are important to the community. For instance I am currently working with the remote Aboriginal community of Mapoon where the key drivers for the economy are concerns about land and sea resources, grounded in traditional law, but gearing to presentation of culture to outsiders through ecotourism and other environmental interpretation.

Despite the potential for building local economies, for some reason pro-poor economic policies tend to place a big emphasis on providing microfinance to groups if potential entrepreneurs, often women, to the exclusion of other economic development strategies. I am very impressed by the achievements of microfinance in alleviating family poverty, but I do question the broader impact. There may be circumstances where microfinance lending is actually destructive to the economy. Obviously if a select group of borrowers has access to cheap finance they may put their competitors out of business, intentionally or not. Probably the most rational use of borrowings would be to on-lend at high interest, or to purchase and hoard scarce resources. Generally this does not seem to happen, but because borrowers often lack the experience or confidence to innovate, they often invest in the sort of enterprises they are familiar with, which may be already oversupplied. Thus in the Philippines there is a strong trend for women to use their loans to set up “sari sari stores”, all competing to sell the same very limited range of goods. 
I am currently working with a number of Aboriginal communities to develop a different approach to building local economies. This three pronged strategy includes:

(i) working out long term sustainability drivers for the economy based on cultural values and competitive advantage

(ii) increasing the quantum and range of local goods and services to maximise the multiplier effect of money coming into the community

(iii) taking advantage of short term opportunities to gain “export” income, and using the proceeds to invest in long term sustainability.

6. Environmental Audits

There is a process of assessing local environmental characteristics that has been developed as an adjunct to community crime prevention initiatives, termed “safety audits”, and I have taken part in a number of these. Ideally these audits reveal how different groups in the community feel about their environment in terms of its safety, and lead to strategies that achieve greater safety, measured in objective (crime statistics) and subjective (people feeling safe) terms. Community members are provided with training about what sorts of things to observe and how to record their findings, and then let loose on exploring the local area and constructing a map and an inventory of resources and problem areas.
At the World Urban Forum I attended an international workshop on safety audit methodology, and I asked one of the Francophone experts whether there were best practices for accommodating different perspectives in interpreting safety audit results. I gave the example of an Aboriginal community in Central Queensland where we had conducted a community crime prevention planning exercise. External stakeholders had explained to us that there was a significant problem of youth crime, and this would have been confirmed by any safety audit process. There were kids breaking into the local store to get food, raiding the local depot for petrol to sniff, and vandalising property. However when we dug deeper, involving the young “criminals” in mapping out their own perceptions of safety, a very different picture emerged. The kids coloured their homes in red to show them as unsafe, and coloured the streets in various shades of green to show relative safety. The kids were on the streets because they were unsafe at home, due to an alarming upsurge in alcohol and drug abuse amongst their parents, reportedly leading to family violence and child abuse. How can the safety audit process take account of the fact that what is revealed by the audit is not the whole picture? 

I expected a very dull bureaucratic reply but what I got was truly inspirational, and could probably only have been delivered in passionate French. It was agreed that the safety audit was limited, but it was a start. An analogy was given with the safety audit representing a still photograph, in a situation where what we really want is the whole moving picture. Once we accept that local communities can be involved in a process of learning to engage with and control their local environments in new ways, the sky is the limit in terms of where it will take us. I have taken this as an enormous challenge, and I am still thinking through how to respond in practical terms. If we can get this right, it offers the key to empowering marginalised communities in improving their environments. 
*

*

*

*

*

*


So I hope that gives you a taste of what Gnarly Planners are up to. I am sure there are many others out there using different techniques that we can put into our shared toolkit. We need to assert our place on the world stage as facilitators of pluralist and sustainable solutions, driven from the grassroots local level but with an eye to our global survival. 
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