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Introduction
This chapter examines the ways in which planning systems across the UK are being systematically reshaped by the twin processes of privatisation and the marketisation of local government finance. It
argues that local planning arrangements are being re-fashioned into a growth-led, entrepreneurial
mode of governance, designed to maximise financial returns for public and private interests and use
planning ‘gain’ to pay for broader welfare interventions. This systematic entrepreneurialisation of
local government means that it no longer fulfils its traditional post-war role of acting as a local
provider of national welfare programmes, dependent on the re-distribution of centrally allocated funds
(see Cochrane, 1993). In its place, local authority planners and planning authorities are being
converted into spear-heads for a wider governmental programme that prioritises the delivery of
growth in the UK’s cities and regions. In some instances, as will be discussed below, councils have
even become active development agents themselves and established public-private partnerships in an
increasingly desperate effort to mitigate the impacts of central government austerity cuts. All of this
has taken place in a context of growing social and spatial inequalities, fluctuating and unpredictable
welfare demands from increasingly diverse communities, growing pressures on local welfare services
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brought about by ageing populations, and the constant threat of major governmental shocks, such as
the effects of Brexit, de-globalisation, and/or another financial crash (see Dorling, 2014).

The chapter will show how the entrepreneurialisation of planning has gone hand-in-hand with
fundamental changes in the organisation and management of the UK state. Across the world
governments have undertaken privatisation programmes since the early 1980s as they wrestle with
growing fiscal constraints and increasing welfare demands (see Streeck, 2016). Across the UK the
planning system is increasingly subject to processes of privatisation with private experts becoming
active players in the shaping of key policy regulations and outcomes. This, the chapter will argue, has
powerful, yet under-researched, implications for understandings of planning practice. Much of the
planning literature is still underpinned by assumptions over, for example, the primacy of public
planners and/or definitions of a public interest and has been slow to realise just how significant a
change is taking place in how local planning governance is operating. As will be shown, it is
increasingly difficult to identify what constitutes a ‘public’ or ‘private’ actor and the chapter concurs
with Moore (2012) who argues that ‘what is of greater significance than the question of what is public
and what is private is how and why the dichotomy is normalised and perpetuated in different contexts
of development and planning’ (p.593).

The discussion is divided into three sections. The first examines the changing nature of local
government finances and the extent of austerity cuts. It argues that a new centralised localism in
financial models is being implemented that aims to promote local financial ‘self-sufficiency’ and the
privileging of economic development priorities. The second section examines evidence on the growth
of private consultancies and recent changes in the sector. It reviews published information on the
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scale and character of the consultancy sector and draws on the analysis of company documents and
strategies to examine how it is changing in the wake of recent reforms. A final section then
interrogates the implications of these trends for the future of planning practices and identifies some of
the limitations inherent in recent reforms. It discusses the possibilities for the development of
alternative forms of local planning practice and aspects of what this might consist of.

Austerity urbanism and the growth of a New Entrepreneurialism

The effects of the financial crisis of 2008, and the implementation of austerity budgets by successive
governments since 2010, have had a major impact on the capacities and structures of the UK’s
planning systems. Under the Coalition (2010-2015) and subsequent Conservative administrations
(2015-present), a political project of austerity has been rolled out, premised on the assumption that
state bureaucracies had become ‘too big’ and that a new politics of less top-down and centralist
statecraft was required. Reform agendas continue fuelled by visions of an on-going economic
‘emergency’ precipitated by the events of 2008 and the perceived need to use state systems and
services to generate, where possible, new sources of finance and income (see Wolin, 2008). For
former Prime Minister David Cameron (2011), this involved “put[ting] in place principles that will
signal the decisive end of the old-fashioned, top-down, take what you’re given model of public
services. And it is a vital part of our mission to dismantle big government” (p.1). In order to achieve
this end the government enshrined in law a “a new presumption - backed up by new rights for public
service users and a new system of independent adjudication - that public services should be open to a
range of providers competing to offer a better service” (p.1).
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The practical implications of this approach have been profound both on local government and the
planning system it regulates and oversees. Local authority budgets in England have been cut by
£18billion since 2010 with the burden falling disproportionately on areas of greatest social and
economic need. As The Economist (2017) notes ‘since 2010 the third of councils that are most
dependent on Whitehall [for funding] have had to cut their spending on services by an average of
33%, while the tenth that are least dependent have made cuts of only 9%’ (p.1). Within this broader
picture spending on local authority Planning and Development services has fallen from £2.197billion
in 2010 to £1.652 in 2011/2012 and a new low of £1.059billion in 2016/2017, an unprecedented
reduction of over 50% in just six yearsi. Treasury figures for 2016/17 show a further 8% cut to come,
relative to total budget reductions for local government of only 1% (DCLG, 2016: p.4). In other parts
of the UK cuts to local government have been less severe but still significant. Between 2010/11 and
2017/18 central grants to Scottish local authorities will have fallen by 9.2% from £10.5 billion to
£9.5 billion at a time of growing demand on services (Accounts Commission, 2017). In Wales overall
budget cuts have been limited to 2.5-3%, but Planning and Development and Housing departments
have faced cuts in excess of over 20% (Crawford et al., 2012). The reasons for these reductions are
complex and have resulted from a combination of departmental negotiations amongst civil servants
and ministers, a political aversion to the purpose and principles of government-led planning, and
relatively little concerted resistance from local government during the early phases of cuts, with few
of the public confrontations to cuts that were seen in the 1980sii.

The impacts of resource reductions have been compounded by the mushrooming of statutory
regulations under the Labour governments of 1997-2010. Despite the removal of Planning Policy
Statements in 2012 and their conversion into a simplified National Planning Policy Framework
[NPPF], and the subsequent introduction of the Deregulation Actiii of 2015, the obligations on local
planning authorities continue to be onerous. Recent reforms have introduced significant new
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demands such as the production of binding local plans, the negotiation of planning gain agreements,
and clear strategies for land use and development. Local planners therefore have to act with legallybinding ‘due diligence’ in regard to regulations at the same time as their capacities for action are
being seriously eroded by cuts. At the same time, many of the core principles that underpinned local
government finance in the post-war period are being systematically replaced by an increasingly
competitive set of fiscal regimes in which their ability to maintain their budgets will have to be found
through local forms of growth-dependent taxation. As the DCLG (2016:7) states by 2020:

local government will retain 100% of taxes raised locally. This will give local government
additional business rates receipts of around £12.5bn to spend on local services. The system
will have stronger incentives to boost growth, and areas that take bold decisions to boost
growth will see the benefits.

The new arrangements form part of a wider set of central government-led reforms in which qualitative
modes of practice, such as ‘co-operation’ and ‘partnership-working’ have become converted into
legalised duties and increasingly quantifiable forms of conduct. The Localism Act 2011, for instance,
introduced a new ‘legal duty to co-operate…in preparing plans that relate to ‘strategic matters’’
(Smith, 2016: p.9). Built into these Plans are a series of requirements that focus on delivery,
planning gain, and the viability and profitability of developments for investors and land owners.
These are encapsulated in Paragraph 173 of the NPPF, a statement that represents one of the most
radical reformulations of planning practice since the Town and Country Planning Act of 1947:

pursuing sustainable development requires careful attention to viability and costs in planmaking and decision-taking. Plans should be deliverable. Therefore, the sites and the scale of
development identified in the plan should not be subject to such a scale of obligations and
policy burdens that their ability to be developed viably is threatened.
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It goes on to focus on the relationships between the planning system and private developers as,
to ensure viability, the costs of any requirements likely to be applied to development, such as
requirements for affordable housing, standards, infrastructure contributions or other
requirements should, when taking account of the normal cost of development and mitigation,
provide competitive returns to a willing land owner and willing developer to enable the
development to be deliverable.

Good planning is elided with expedited decision-making that will ensure that ‘pre-commencement
planning conditions are only imposed by local planning authorities where they are absolutely
necessary’ (Smith, 2016b: p.11). Local planners are told that they must contribute to what central
government term a ‘national crusade’ to build thousands of new homes (see Forrest and Hirayama,
2015), whilst reducing the political and socio-economic complexities that exist in local contexts and
circumstances. Similar agendas have been rolled out in Scotland in which local authorities are
required to draw up Main Issues Reports that identify ‘preferred sites’ that are ‘based on a
understanding of place, together with consideration of deliverability factors such as site viability and
housing land effectiveness’ (Scottish Government, 2013: p.16). Local planners are required to
demonstrate a clear “willingness to explore what scope exists to phase the payment of Planning
Obligations to assist the development process” and to actively consider “solutions to reduce costs in
order to aid viability…and thinking about the scope for revenues to be increased, for example, by
increasing the density of the development” (Scottish Government, 2010:2).

The overall trend is for governments across the UK to apply concerted pressure on local actors to give
the go-ahead for developments. In England for instance, local authorities have been incentivised to
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build new homes with a New Homes Bonusiv. It is a scheme that has faced implementation
difficulties and in the latest round of reforms the government makes it clear that

from 2018/19 we will consider withholding NHB payments from local authorities that are not
planning effectively, by making positive decisions on planning applications and delivering
housing growth. To encourage more effective local planning we will also consider
withholding payments for homes that are built following an appeal (DCLG, 2016b: 9).

This is backed-up by the implementation of a ‘national baseline’ target for anticipated growth that
local authorities will have to meet, whatever local market conditions, in order to receive future
payments. The NHB is one of a number of similar carrot and stick approaches to local government
finance that are designed to institutionalise entrepreneurial practices at the local level.

The ethos of the planning system is thus inverted. Its traditional role of ensuring that any new
development is only granted permission once it conforms to local, publically-defined needs is
replaced by a legal requirement, wherever possible, to prioritise growth and the expansion of new
homes and development projects. The role of planning practice is to take the messiness and
complexity of places and convert them into spaces ripe for investment. The requirement to become
financially self-sufficient will make local authorities increasingly dependent on property market
uplift, whatever the wider impacts on marginalised local residents, businesses, and places. As Penny
(2017) notes, this is leading to a growing correlation between local government in the UK and the
entrepreneurial models of ‘localism’ and growth that have characterised local governance in the
United States since the early 20th Century (see also Peck, 2017).
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However, despite this push from the centre, there is growing evidence that cuts to planning budgets
are reducing the capacities of the planning system to deliver its growth targets, no matter what the
demand (see LGiU and FMB, 2016). Limits on public bureaucracies are being compounded by
structural reforms in which local authority services are being compartmentalised and sold off in the
name of self-sufficiency. Many local government legal departments, for example, now operate as
contracted-out business services to other authorities or private clients, whereas in the past their role
was principally to provide advice and guidance to their own authorities (see Dobson, 2014). Some
authorities have even embarked on the setting up of Special Purpose Vehicles and, in some instances,
become directly involved in profit-making development projects, in order to generate income (see
Penny, 2017). It is becoming increasingly difficult for many to meet the expected growth in demands
for planning services without turning to the capacities found within the private sector.

The combination of these trends is therefore opening up new markets for private actors. As the next
section will demonstrate, there is a direct co-evolution between reforms to make the planning system
more entrepreneurial and the emergence of an increasingly powerful and influential consultancy
sector that is being tasked to ‘fill the gap’ left in the wake of public sector retrenchment. New
mutually reinforcing arrangements are emerging in which private consultancies provide local
authorities with the requisite skills and resources to act more entrepreneurially. Forms of interdependency are emerging in which local authorities become increasingly reliant on the presence of
private consultancies in order to function and private firms become increasingly reliant on local
government restructuring. The result is that private experts have become increasingly involved in the
co-regulation of planning policy reforms and in the day-to-day practices associated with the
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implementation of planning. In the next section the discussion turns to an assessment of key trends in
the structure of the planning consultancy sector and its influences.

The Rise and Rise of Planning Consultancies

The Planning Magazine’s extensive Careers and Salaries Survey 2016 of 149 consultancies is the
most comprehensive overview of the current state of the planning sector in the UK and key trends in
its evolution. It found that 44% of planners now work in the private sector and that 20% of remaining
public planners are “considering to leave the profession in the next 12 months” (p.3). Professional
bodies report a growing trend of low morale, overwork, and lack of resources, with the added
incentive that wages and working conditions are perceived to be better in the private sector. As an
indication of the degree of change, professional organisations have been re-organising their
membership structures, with the RTPI, for example, now possessing a private members network
called RTPI Consultants consisting of 465 members. It provides a comprehensive online directory that
includes details on core activities, competencies, and staff. The members tend to be from bigger and
more established firms, so the RTPI has also set up a small business association named the
Independent Consultants Network, geared up to sole practitioners and those who operate their own
small practices. In Scotland and Wales these networks are supplemented by public-private liaison
groups such as the Scottish Forum for Planningv and the RTPI Cymru’s Policy and Research Forumvi.

The consultancy sector itself is dynamic and undergoing constant reformation. The diverse market
opportunities opened up by recent planning reforms have led to a parallel process of consolidation
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within the sector into bigger companies on the one hand and the simultaneous mushrooming of small
firms specialising in specific niche fields of expertise on the othervii (see Table 8.1). The latter, in
turn, are repeatedly acquired by the former who are looking to expand their market strength and their
market ‘offer’ to potential local authority clients. In the period 2006-2015 the multinational Capita,
for instance, acquired 130 companies, many of whom specialise in urban planning in different
countries, but mainly in the UK. Established, medium-sized specialists are particularly attractive.
One recent high profile purchase took place in 2014 when the biggest UK property market player and
planning consultancy Savills acquired Smith Gore Ltd. The latter was an established market player
that was founded in 1847 and had 532 staff in 31 UK offices. It was attractive to Savills as it
specialised in property development planning in rural locations, a sector that the company saw as an
area of potential growth but which lacked the specialist skills offered by Smith Gore (see Savills,
2015). Similarly, in 2015 the WYG purchased three established firms, FMW consultancy, Taylor
Hardy Ltd., and Signet Planning to create an overall team of 135 experts, making it the 3rd largest UK
player. It has since formed a Major Project Unit in an attempt to bring in-house all of the regulatory
requirements that public or private sector clients might require. This is part of a wider trend in which
there has been a push towards the creation of multi-disciplinary structures within bigger firms, who
are then able to offer public sector clients more ‘comprehensive’ packages of expertise and
knowledge.

[Table 8.1: The 10 Largest UK-based Planning Consultancies]

As with most forms of privatisation, the marketisation of planning has inflated total costs (see Moran,
2015). The Planning Magazine’s Survey shows that companies such as Quod charge their clients a
rate of £2,850/day and that overall in 2016 “90% of firms charge a maximum rate above £800/day and
52% above £1,200” (p.4). This has increased from respective figures of 69% and 29% in 2015,
indicating a rapidly expanding and cost-inflating market for users. The 49 biggest firms reported a
total fee income of £498million with the main growth areas in advice for activities associated with
viability-based planning, such as ‘residential planning’ and ‘brownfield and greenfield planning
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advice’viii. Major multinationals have become increasingly active players, responding to and helping
to shape a growing market with companies such as Capita witnessing “the biggest increases in its
Salford and Barnet offices, where it provides planning services on behalf of local authorities”, with
the possibility that it might soon also “do the same for North Tyneside” (p.15). Capita (2015) state
explicitly in their accounts to shareholders that cuts have forced local authorities to become
“increasingly commercial and open to exploring new service delivery models” (p.9), from which the
company stands to gain. Its single biggest ‘business opportunity market’ is now the UK public sector,
with the most lucrative opportunities emerging in relation to austerity-hit local government and “the
ongoing pressure to reduce budgets while maintaining and adapting frontline services” and
“increasingly looking to the private sector to find new service solutions…from traditional outsourcing
to transformational partnerships” (p.19).

Other major consultancies such as Barton Willmore (2016), similarly tell potential clients that the
company “looks to take advantage of UK growth opportunities, particularly when housing numbers
expand…as the market eventually responds to the UK’s chronic housing need” (p.2). The message is
clear; the bigger the housing crisis and the impacts of austerity the bigger the market opportunities for
private firms. The dilemma for policy-makers is that by introducing new regulations to establish
levers of control over the planning process (such as new health and safety measures or Environmental
Impact Assessments), planners and regulators are creating new markets for expert private actors and
opening up forms of profit-generation that authors such as Levi-Faur (2011) have termed ‘regulatory
capitalism’, or a process in which the implementation of new codes of regulation open up market
opportunities for firms that are best able to co-produce and implement them. A good example of how
reforms generate market opportunities is provided by the company Pegasus (2015), one of the UK’s
largest planning consultancies, that tells its investors (p.2) that,
by employing specialists we can ensure optimal results and outstanding service. With an acute
understanding of the changing nature of planning policy at local and national level, we can
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inform and advise clients on the implications of emerging planning and environmental
planning policy and offer the most informed and sustainable solutions.

Others such as WYG (2016), whose planning arm made a profit of over £10 million in 2015, similarly
highlight that their expansion had been “driven by strong demand for service across buoyant planning
and infrastructure markets” and a “strategy of delivering future growth by obtaining quality revenues
from front-end planning” (p.7).

The long-term implications of this growing concentration of power in a relatively small number of
major consultancies are likely to be profound. Under the NPPF’s viability-based arrangements the
(substantial) fees and costs associated with privatisation are recovered by developers/investors
through higher property values and future market returns. They form an increasingly important
component of negotiations over the subsequent use of land and property. As costs inflate, so the
ability of local authorities to impose social obligations on developers becomes more and more limited.
There are also spatial implications. Planning practice has traditionally been a local activity,
undertaken by local planning authorities who are sensitive to variations in contexts, opportunities, and
priorities. However, the market opportunities and returns to be found in bigger cities, with thriving
property development programmes, is encouraging private firms to gravitate their focus of attention
towards major centres, with less interest in areas in which markets are less lucrative. There is already
some evidence of major firms concentrating their activities, and establishing a presence, in major
centres of ‘opportunity’.

The gradual entrepreneurialisation of planning also has implications for territorial competition and
patterns of spatial development. The expansion of private expertise is encouraging a competitive
growth politics. In Scotland, for example, the Scottish Property Federation, amongst others, are
increasingly drawing on comparative data between different cities and the UK’s nations to push for a
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further stream-lining and speeding up of the planning process ‘if we are to attract and retain global

capital to support local jobs and investment’ (Melhuish, 2016: p.3). Edinburgh City, in
particular, is criticised for its relatively slow approvals processix. The experiences and
conditions found in areas of growth are becoming norms of ‘best practice’ that influence the activities
of planning authorities operating under very different market conditions. As Colenutt et al. (2015)
have shown, the standard viability ‘bench-mark’ for private sector profits used in negotiations is often
set at an approximate rate of 20%, a figure based on the specific experiences of escalating property
prices in London and the South East. Reliance on external experts and consultants, when allied to
central government directives, will inevitably reduce the ‘localness’ of planning decisions.

The tendency to increase fees in the private sector shows little sign of abating. Firm accounts and
statements repeatedly show that skills shortages are now hampering expansion plans and generating a
fierce competition for workers that, in turn, is further pushing up labour costs and fees, whilst also
encouraging further acquisitions. Moreover, as with any field of private practice, there are also wide
variations in the ethical outlooks of market players. Since 2012, a new sector has emerged in which
consultancies provide expert help to developers to help them reduce their social obligations.
Companies such as S106-Management (2016) market themselves as specialists in reducing the social
benefits provided by the planning system:

If the profit margin for your scheme is pushed to below 17.5% by Affordable Housing or
other Section 106 payments, we can help. The demands made by local planning authorities
should not jeopardise the viability of any underlying planning permission. In these cases we
can prepare a Viability Assessment based on properly documented building costs and sales
values, helping you to negotiate a significant reduction in your Affordable Housing provision
or Section 106 payments (p.1).
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They provide examples in which their expertise was used to help developers maximise the building of
expensive apartments. In Bexley, London, their assessments helped to ‘prove’ that the local
authority’s requirements for 35% to be affordable lacked viability, thereby saving the developer
£193,853 in social obligations (see: http://www.section-106.co.uk/case-studies). In 2016 the site, a
former pub, and planning permission for 10 apartments (only one of which has more than two
bedrooms for a family), was on sale for “offers in excess of £1million” (see Caldecott Group, 2016).
As market opportunities expand, so inevitably will the presence and influence of such firms.

Where Next for Planning Practice?

The chapter has argued that the very ethos of what the planning system is for and what it should do
have been re-imagined and remade in the wake of austerity cuts and the introduction of viability
planning regimes. As Peck (2017) notes, such processes represent the extension of a ‘late
entrepreneurial’ mode of local governance, in which local authorities take on new financial risks and
activities to maintain their income streams. The introduction of such systems across the UK is truly
radical. This situation differs from earlier rounds of property-led urban policy in which well-resourced
public bodies, such as Urban or New Town Development Corporations, were set up to promote
property development and use market returns to help fund their key infrastructure. In a context of
austerity, local authorities increasingly rely on such returns to undertake their basic statutory social
duties, making their room for manoeuvre and their ability to promote integrated infrastructures for
development all the more limited. This dependency means that planning practices have become
intricately bound-up with the unpredictability of market conditions and broader shifts in forms of
capital investment away from productive uses and into property and rental markets (see Standing,
2016).
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Greater reliance on planning gain is also limiting the possibilities for non-market forms of
intervention and the types of local programmes that planners have traditionally undertaken, such as
the acquisition of land for community uses or the provision of subsidised incubator sites for local
entrepreneurs. Innovative activities, such as the re-use or intensification of existing infrastructure,
have become less attractive as their levels of viability tend to be lower than those of new build
programmes. This means that the traditional skills and knowledge(s) that underpinned the practices
of post-war planners, such as the ability to negotiate between private and public interests, whilst
maintaining a strategic overview of place development, look increasingly out-dated. They still haunt
contemporary policy imaginations and discussions over the supposedly ‘bureaucratic’ nature of
planning, but as the chapter has argued these are of less and less significance. In their place the skills
to support contemporary planning practices are now to be found in the fields of contract negotiations,
the use of good governance templates, the specification of quantifiable inputs and outcomes, and the
empowerment of a new generation of technocratic experts. The capacity to negotiate a ‘good
contract’ with a private developer has taken on a new primacy within local authorities, many of whom
are now themselves looking for expert help from private consultants.

However, it should also be noted that all models of governance are prone to failures and political
challenges. High-profile ‘failures’ in private provision in sectors such as public transport or the
utilities might give a new legitimacy to calls for enhanced public sector control. Some local
authorities have also brought in innovative programmes to re-use public assets. In the London
boroughs of Islington and Camden planners have introduced new models for the delivery of
affordable housing that are more exacting on private developers and make full use of their negotiating
powers. On a global scale there exist multiple models of local government practice and financial
management that could also be adopted in the UK context. For example, in some parts of Europe and
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Latin America there have been strong moves towards the ‘re-municipalisation’ of services and
infrastructure, particularly in contexts in which private providers are perceived to have ‘failed’ to
maintain or deliver on their contracted obligations (see Hall et al., 2013; Pigeon, 2017). There are ongoing calls from some for the re-municipalisation of public housing and planning policy in the context
of governmental shocks, such as Brexit or a new financial crisis, the conditions within which viability
planning currently operates may change significantly, necessitating new policy fixes and imaginations
(see Shelter, 2017).

At the same time the growing inter-dependencies between both local authorities and the consultancy
sector presents new risks and vulnerabilities for all parties. A market crash would leave local
authorities with under-priced assets and liabilities, exposing them to the risk of bankruptcy (see
Wilby, 2017). The early signs are that new arrangements will entrench existing inequalities between
places but this may, in turn, generate political pressure for reform. Resistance to some of the
proposed changes is being mobilised by Conservative-controlled local authorities and the
Conservative Party-dominated Local Government Association, as well as at the national level by
different political parties. There is much scope for the alteration and amendment of current reforms
and proposals. The chapter has argued, however, that the co-evolution of planning reforms and a
growing consultancy sector is establishing a powerful dynamic that will take significant political will
to re-shape in future.
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