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Actor Consulting

A Means to Tackle the Fuzzy Side to Sustainability within a Commonly
Agreed and Positive Planning Environment

Gert De Roo and Geoff Porter

Abstract: This paper argues that many of the

key notions associated with spatial planning,

such as ‘sustainability’, are essentially fuzzy in

their nature. The paper introduces a method

of data collection and analysis that seeks to

clarify such situations, which might lead to

the identification of more realistic spatial

policy that reflects the thoughts, aspirations

and motives of crucial actors, being limited

in number and having a common and positive

understanding regarding the issue at hand.

The paper refers to two examples from the

UK and the Netherlands respectively of how

such a method can be used to explore realistic

ways forward for a sustainable housing policy.

In both cases it was considered necessary to

explore aspects of policy that go beyond the

conventional boundaries of spatial policy for

housing in order to learn how to pursue more

sustainable approaches. The actor-consulting

model was effective in unpacking the fuzzy

notion of sustainability in a way that assisted

the planning authority to learn how policy

might be more realistically framed.

Sustainability as a fuzzy notion

Notions and concepts in spatial planning such
as ‘sustainability” are often not as clearly un-
derstood as we might like to think. Perhaps
the commonplace use of the notion of ‘sus-
tainability” in the language and politics of the
twenty-first century creates a false sense of
security, which might lead us to believe that
better outcomes for economic development or
socio-environmental progress might be read-
ily achieved via creating and implementing
‘sustainable’ spatial policy. The introduction
of various EU policy tools and documents,
such as the Strategic Environmental Assess-
ment (European Commission 2001), Sustain-
ability Appraisal (ODPM 2004) of spatial plans
and the EU Sustainable Development Strat-
egy of 2001 (COM 20071) and its consequential
series of annual monitoring reports, might
serve to heighten this false sense of security.
However, although such concepts — and espe-
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cially that of sustainability — might appear to
be well understood by all, their incorporation
into spatial plans can often lead to disappoint-
ing outcomes.

We begin this paper therefore with the as-
sumption that important notions, concepts and
doctrines in planning, such as ‘sustainability’,
‘liveability’, ‘resilience’, ‘urban’ and ‘compact
city’ are not understood as well as we implic-
itly might like to think. Instead, they might be
considered to be essentally ‘fuzzy’, ‘fluid’ or
‘illusive” by character. Arguably, we could say
that in situations found between the two main
streams of planning thought (Allmendinger
2009; De Roo 2003) it is not considered ob-
vious to expect fuzziness to be of influence.
However, it is precisely here where ignorance
concerning fuzziness prevails and this is, con-
sequently, a serious cause of planning disap-
pointments. Fuzziness is less likely to occur
within a technical-rational environment, which
assumes certainty is everywhere due to direct
causal relationships, clear entities and a stable
environment. A well-understood factual envi-
ronment is to be expected. At the same time, we
may assume that all participating actors are very
much aware of the far-reaching uncertainty in a
rational communicative environment and thus
aim, in particular, for a consensus which would
result in an agreed environment. The fuzzy na-
ture of planning is therefore most destructive
in a situation with a limited number of actors
who all assume that they have the same goal,
the same attitude and the same concerns in ad-
dressing a common interest which is clear, open
and motivating to all involved. It is quite likely
that these assumptions are wrong, with the sit-
uation being less clear than imagined, due to
the use of fuzzy notions and concepts, amongst
other concerns.

‘Sustainability’” is perhaps the most obvious
example. While almost everyone accepts ‘sus-
tainability’ as one of the more important goals
of planning, the outcome of the ambition to
achieve ‘sustainability’ is often limited. One im-
portant reason is that its translation from policy
into practice fails to recognize that a multiplic-
ity of actors 1s likely to be involved. For exam-
ple, actors might inadvertently act in conflicting



ways, as each of the actors will adopt a personal
understanding or belief while considering ac-
tions in response to a particular policy address-
ing ‘sustainable development. In this kind of
situation the outcome of our planning might be
in contrast to what was expected.

This paper explores mechanisms that assist
in understanding the fuzzy character of these
concepts in planning, and how actors might
behave in a fuzzy governance environment of
this nature. In particular, a decision-making
approach is proposed to tackle the fuzziness
associated with these concepts and to clarify
their operational value. A substantial part of
this fuzziness might stem from ignoring the
multiplicity of different understandings and
perceptions of concepts such as ‘sustainability’.

Defining sustainability beforehand narrows
down the scope of analysis by prejudging its
meaning (Lafferty, Meadowcroft 2000:17). In-
stead, it should be seen as a concept that de-
rives meaning by what people — actors — expect
from it, allowing the concept to ‘cut across es-
tablished sectoral domains’ (Lafferty, Meadow-
croft 2000:20). Analysing ‘sustainability’ might
therefore focus on the intentions and belief
systems of those who want to act or react to
sustainability, whatever its meaning. It is often
found that not all actors are particularly in fa-
vour of ‘sustainable development’, especially if
they are required to adapt their lifestyle (David-
son 1996). In terms of implementation there-
fore, a creative process is needed. Sustainability
precludes a universal understanding of how it
can be interpreted and consequently we must
regard its elaboration as a fuzzy planning prob-
lem that should be related to the motives, val-
ues and preferences of influential actors who
have a direct interest in the planning issue at

hand.

Fuzzy Planning Model

From a philosophical perspective, Kosko (1994:
19) tells us that fuzziness means multi-valence:
‘three or more options, perhaps an infinite spec-
trum of options’, instead of one specific, unified
meaning to address a single entity. Fuzziness
arises therefore when a notion or concept has a
multiple understanding. Taking a constructivist
line of reasoning, it is important to understand
that reality as we see it is a construction that
each of us composes for themselves in continu-
ous interaction with the outside world (object-
oriented interaction) and through interactions
with constructions made by others (inter-sub-

jective interactions) (Scott 1995). Unless there
is one clear definition accepted by all, there will
be multiple interpretations, which will add to
the uncertainty regarding results of spatial in-
terventions. Seen from a planning perspective,
this adds to the uncertainty of the planning is-
sue, uncertainty within the planning process
and uncertainty with regard to people’s behav-
iour and actions.

We therefore focus in particular on actor-re-
lated fuzziness in planning and present a model
based on an analysis of actor contributions by
an observer (researcher). This model is referred
to as actor consulting. The model is not new to
planning, which has a long history of mulu-
actor analysis, using interviews that are meant
to identify significant, positive or missing links
between key actors. Nevertheless, we consider
actor consulting to be a means of designing
and implementing spatial planning policy that
more effectively reflects the aspirations of cru-
cial actors, supporting the search for deeper
meanings and building awareness of their con-
sequences, individually and among the vari-
ous actors. In particular, by making a distinc-
tion between present (actual) contributions and
contributions which the various actors would
consider desirable, information which is very
constructive for the process of planning can be
generated. Actor consulting makes sense in sit-
uations within which actors are limited in num-
ber and do have — to some extent — a common
understanding of the issue and the direction of
actions to be taken. In this sense, actor consult-
ing is not to be confused with public consulta-
tion (e.g. Arnstein 1968). As we will see later,
the key actors to be consulted are likely to be
governmental bodies or agencies, established
environmental pressure groups, major develop-
ers or third parties strongly connected with the
implementation of policies.

The aim of the actor-consulting decision-
making model is to address the subjective na-
ture of fuzzy notions and concepts in plan-
ning, to fine-tune a common understanding
among actors and to unravel underlying mecha-
nisms that determine the actors’ behaviour. The
model therefore provides information about the
thoughts and actions of actors. This information
equips decision-makers with better anticipa-
tion in a policy arena, in which it is too readily
assumed that a commonly understood issue will
lead automatically to commonly desired actions
and results. The model helps decision-makers
to formulate well-considered, realistic policy
by reducing this uncertainty caused by predis-
posed assumptions.
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Fig.1: The actor consulting
model, illustrating how present,
desired and potential contri-
butions of crucial actors in a
planning issue might be analysed
to produce a framework of direct,
indirect and self-regulation,
within a given governance envi-
ronment denoted by organisa-
tion, plans and actors.

Actions taken by actors do not come about
independently. They are determined, among
other factors, by the resources available to each
actor and the institutional setting in which they
operate. These are dynamic because physical
conditions change continuously, because inter-
actions between actors influence changes of
attitude and because of the continuous devel-
opment of institutional arrangements. The dy-
namic nature of the interrelationship between
actors means that actor contributions are likely
to present a moving target and will need to be
regularly reviewed. This is the context in which
actors will act in a particular way — their present
contribution. Meanwhile, they have certain ideas
about the way they want to act — the desired con-
tribution. The proposed actor-consulting model
facilitates an analysis of the present and desired
contribution, and the conflicts that might arise
between them.

Additional literature study, expert meetings,
introducing observation techniques and further
analyses can generate information about the
potential contributions of actors and the inter-
nal and external conditions under which such
contributions are possible. Technical research
might be of value here, such as the compara-
tive study of a similar situation in other regions.
Interviewing actors about their perception of
the role of other parties can add value to the
research. This facilitates an understanding of
the interdependence of actors that is needed to
achieve objectives. Though interviewing actors
about their perception of others can sometimes
lack objectivity, it might generate ideas that are
worthwhile pursuing. In short, we can distin-
guish two steps to study the potential contribu-
tion. The first step consists of finding out what
solutions exist, while the second step refers to
exploring the advantages and disadvantages of
these solutions for different actors. This is akin
to the exploration of alternatives that forms
the basis of many rational planning techniques,
such as that advocated by the Strategic Environ-
mental Assessment Directive (European Com-
mission 2001: Article 5(1)). This gives us the
basic model, consisting of the present, desired
and potential contributions of actors.

This approach is aimed at helping a plan-
ning authority to formulate well-considered,
‘realistic’ policy by reducing uncertainty and
raising the level of awareness regarding as-
sumptions to which the actors relate. With the
notion of ‘realistic’ policy we are at an impor-
tant point as regards elaborating the actor-con-
sulting model. As our approach aims to build
awareness, it must therefore reflect carefully

upon the regulatory environment of the policy
sector under investigation and the relationship
between the regulatory climate and the atti-
tudes of the actors. We can describe this process
of interaction between authorities and other
parties in terms of direct regulation, indirect
regulation and self-regulation. Authorities too
readily consider direct regulation as a proper
means to guide actions, while it is not always in
their power to enforce a policy from above. Nor
is a top-down approach the best route per se to
reach a desired result, particularly if there is
mutual dependency between the actors, which
is quite often the case. Direct regulation is usu-
ally imposed by a planning authority with legal
powers, and may be implemented at national,
regional or local levels. A local authority by-
law is a possible example. Indirect regulation
aims to change behaviour by means of incen-
tives and usually takes the form of some fiscal
mstrument. Regional policies for car parking
charges or grants for the installation of domes-
tic thermal insulation are possible examples
here. Self-regulation generally consists of an
agreement between stakeholders to behave in

Direct regulation

Indirect regulation

Self-regulation
Organisation Plans Actors

Desired
contribution

Present
contribution

Potential

contribution >

v




a particular way. An agreement by a federation
of construction companies to adopt regional
sustainable building design guidance might be
such an example.

The arrows in Figure 1 indicate that regula-
tory options should be considered at each step
in the analysis. An important actor is the plan-
ning authority itself, which will wish to identify
the most effective set of regulations. Goals, tar-
gets and objectives will form the basis of their
plans. These will play an important role, since
they will be translated into formal policy by
means of regulatory tools. Therefore it is not
unlikely that the actor-consulting analysis will
have a strong focus upon the vision of the de-
cision-making body itself. The plans of all cru-
cial actors should nevertheless be included in
the analysis. Subsequently, the outcome of the
analysis will serve to indicate to the authorities
the potential objectives they can pursue and
the types of regulation that might support these
objectives. The model at Figure 1 therefore re-
fers finally to ‘organizations’, “plans’ and ‘actors’
within a particular planning context. These sub-
stantive criteria should help to clarify the insti-
tutional context of the interests that are brought
to the table. Note, however, that this is not a
technical-rational process that seeks to deal in
certainties. The actors’ interests and the incen-
tives to subordinate these to a common goal
have to be balanced, and together they will con-
tribute to an understanding of the main forces
(for example, sustainability) that are pushing
the issue forward. However, the interests need
to be understood through the lens of the wider
institutional framework. Consequently, the in-
stitutional background of organizations, rep-
resented by actors and presented through their
formal plans must be analysed to gain a clear
understanding of the issue at hand.

UK Case Study
Introduction

This case involves the use of the actor-consult-
ing model to explore the key sustainability is-
sues in housing policy in the North East region
of England. It examines the outcomes of spatial
policy at regional level and at local level, in the
City of Newcastle upon Tyne, by exploring the
perception of a range of actors, focusing on the
extent to which they perceived planning policy
to be promoting sustainable development with
reference to their experience of a major devel-
opment proposal.

At the time of the research, the principle of
consultation in UK planning was long estab-
lished, but conceived largely within a highly
centralized system (Tewdwr-Jones 2002). Pol-
icy guidance was now focussing on ‘sustain-
able development’ (DETR 1999). An emerg-
ing feature of the plan review process was the
requirement to carry out formal Sustainability
Appraisals. This was regarded as good practice
at the time, rather than as a mandatory require-
ment, because the research just predated the
implementation (HM Government 2004) of the
Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive
(European Commission 2001). The research of-
fered an opportunity to use the actor-consult-
ing method to review regional and local ap-
proaches to spatial policy for the location and
design of housing, which stood out as one of
the key issues in the regional sustainability de-
bate (North East Assembly 2002). Actor consult-
ing would therefore provide a means to assess
the performance of regional and local plans in
delivering sustainable outcomes, and provide
an opportunity to relate this information to the
formal sustainability appraisal processes. Plan-
ners at both regional and local levels are re-
quired to address sustainability of spatial plans
via a formal appraisal system based on setting
objectives and targets, supported by the moni-
toring of a potentially complicated set of indica-
tors. A process of public consultation must take
place to underpin this process (ODPM 2004).
This research was not however linked directly to
a formal plan appraisal, but was regarded as an
opportunity to explore new participatory tech-
niques for this purpose.

Research methodology

Rather than exploring policy in the abstract
sense, the research focused on the experience
of actors relating to a specific development
proposal. After considering a variety of op-
tions, the development proposals for Newcastle
Great Park (Bryant Group, Leech Homes 2000)
were selected as a case study. Newcastle Great
Park was a development proposal for 2,500
new houses and a technology park in an urban
fringe setting, with easy access to road and air
transport links. The land had originally formed
part of Newcastle’s greenbelt, so the land-use
and transport aspects of the planning applica-
tion in particular had been controversial, with
both strong support and strong opposition to
the development proposals. The idea of devel-
oping the site had been pursued for a period of
over ten years, and at the time of the research
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Tab. 1: Actors taking part in the
Newcastle Case Study.

disP 201 - 51.2 (2/2015)

Business interests

- House builders

The Developer’s consortium:

- Planning consultants

- Landscape designers

- Transport consultants

House Builders’ Federation

Regional Economic Development Agency

Northern Business Forum

North East Chamber of Commerce (also representing Royal Institute
of British Architects)

Environmental interests

Council for the Protection of Rural England

Northumberland Wildlife Trust

Countryside Agency

English Nature

Environment Agency

Renew North (Regional renewable energy promotion)

Planning Government Office North East (regional office of national government)

and Transport interests

Tynebikes (cycling organisation)

Community interests

Newecastle Healthy City Project National Housing Federation

(represented by a social housing company)

had reached the stage where final proposals for
the design were being negotiated between the
developer and the planning authority. This was
a development, therefore, of regional signifi-
cance with respect to the debate on sustainable
development.

The actors were selected to represent a
broad range of social, environmental and eco-
nomic interests in Newcastle Great Park. The
list of actors i1s shown in Table 1. The Sustain-
ability Checklist system (BRE 2002) was used
to define the scope of the discussions with the
actors. The Checklist provides a tool to evaluate
the ‘sustainability’ of development proposals
and is intended for use by both planners and
developers. It breaks down sustainability into
eight categories: land use, transport, energy,
natural resources, buildings, ecology, commu-
nity and business, and steers the user through a
set of criteria within each of these categories as
a means to appraise the development proposal.
Despite its technical-rational origins (Faludi
1973) (including, for example, the option for
the user to apply a points-scoring system to the
object of the appraisal), the Checklist provided
a convenient tool to explore the actors’ pres-
ent, desired and potential contributions to the
NGP design proposals. The actor contributions
would therefore be framed within this scope.

The eight categories on the Checklist (BRE

2002) were used to structure the discussions, al-

though only those that reflected the knowledge
and interests of each actor were pursued. So,
for example, those with specialist knowledge
contributed information to only one or two of
the categories, whereas others contributed to
all eight. The present contribution towards sus-
tainability was explored by examining each ac-
tor’s perception of their current behaviour and
the behaviour of others, and by reference to
what actually happened at the development of
Newcastle Great Park. The desired contribution
included questions regarding how each actor
might wish to behave, and ideas were sought to
establish how other actors might contribute to
achieving improved ‘sustainability’. The poten-
tial contribution examined actors’ perceptions
of how the gap between the present and desired
situations might be bridged, and sought to ex-
plore what new policies and approaches might
be possible in order to improve ‘sustainability’.

Actor contributions to sustainability

The actors were able to contribute a wealth of
information about how the planning applica-
tion for the NGP development had proceeded,
and how policy at regional and local levels had
supported, or failed to support, their notions
of ‘sustainable development’. The actors were
also able to contribute a variety of speculative
ideas, which linked their perception of the gap



between the present and desired states with
the sustainability objectives of the North East
region (North East Assembly 2002). Each in-
terview summary was therefore scrutinized to
identify discreet sustainability issues ! and the
results were set up on a database. In the cat-
egories of Community, Business, Land Use and
Transport, between 20-30 sustainability issues
were raised, while in the categories of Energy,
Buildings, Ecology and Natural resources, be-
tween 5-10 issues were raised relating to New-
castle Great Park. Each entry in the Potential
Regulation column in the database sought to
link the gap between the Present Contribution
and the Desired Contribution to one or more
of the regional sustainability objectives (North
East Assembly 2002). Further columns in the
database indicated the nature of the regulatory
ideas (statutory, self-regulation, capacity build-
ingz) and the level of government that might be
involved in their implementation (National, Re-
gional, Local).

The results relating to the category of land
use indicate for example that housing loca-
tion is a regional issue, rather than a local one.
This reflects the need to co-ordinate land-use
planning for housing between local authorities
to avoid excessive development on greenfield
land. Linked to this is the desire for a public
communication programme of alternative lo-
cal and regional spatial strategies. New media
to promote public and political debate might
include computer modelling of land use for
housing, so that people can see existing land-
use patterns and strategic options for the fu-
ture. There is a need for more housing for sin-
gle people and small families, and also a need
for executive housing with easy access to city
centres to curtail long-distance commuting. As
in the Drenthe province case study (see below),
there was a wide perception of the need to refo-
cus on the types and sizes of homes being built,
instead of the current preoccupation with tar-
gets for house building.3

The analysis revealed that the contributions
of the actors featured relatively little conflict.
Similarly, there was little repetition of issues
and 1deas. The list of sustainability issues was
therefore used by the local authority as a check-
list against which emerging local and regional
spatial policy might eventually be evaluated®,
This represents the output of the research.
The interviews not only revealed a high level
of knowledge of sustainability issues among
the actors, but also an unexpected desire to
achieve a common purpose. For example, the
house builders indicated a strong willingness

to deliver housing developments that are per-
ceived to be sustainable in the widest sense,
and therefore more likely to be profitable. The
process of learning experienced by the plan-
ners who took part in the interview process
helped to develop an understanding of how
the actors perceived the various sustainability
issues, and consequently how policy might be
structured to accommodate their aspirations.
Learning was however limited largely to the
planners, because the results of the data analy-
sis were not fed back to the actors. This perhaps
emphasizes that actor consulting should be re-
garded as an ongoing process, with review and
update of the information passing both to and
from the actors on a regular basis. Only by this
means will it be possible for the various frames
of reference (Healey 1997) to converge, as mu-
tual learning progresses. According to Blumer
(1969:5), ‘the actor selects, checks, suspends,
regroups and transforms meaning in the light
of the situation in which he is placed and the
direction of his action’. During a planning pro-
cess, the situation, the mutual understanding of
the situation and the actors themselves change.
Consequently, what is needed is what Scheff
(1967) calls a reciprocated understanding of
collective agreements, and not just between the
observer (researcher) and individual actors. It
would be desirable to use actor consulting as
a continuous interaction mechanism between
participating actors (De Roo, Porter 2007). In-
deed, a key learning point for the planning offi-
cers and researchers taking partin this exercise
has been to expose the sheer complexity of this
policy arena.

Discussion

The output of the research has centred on a list
of issues against which emerging policy at lo-
cal and regional levels can be evaluated. These
issues are founded on ideas that are formu-
lated by key actors with direct experience of the
shortfalls of contemporary planning policy in
delivering sustainable solutions in practice. The
weakness of this approach lies perhaps in the
specificity of the NGP case. Whilst an explora-
tion of a case study that features the implemen-
tation of policy might indeed produce an effec-
tive way of exposing sustainability issues, it also
presents a weakness in terms of its geographic
representativeness (Mason 2002). In order to
address this point, it might be necessary for
example to explore the issues identified so far
with a more geographically representative se-
lection of stakeholders, or alternatively to carry
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out further case studies across the geography of
the local or regional plan.

One of the inherent difficulties of the UK
Sustainability Appraisal system is the conflict
created by the potential incompatibility of the
four national guiding principles for sustainabil-
ityS. The inclusion of economic growth here wa-
ters down the policy framework to what some®
would see as an ineffectual compromise. Five
guiding principles have subsequently been in-
troduced ” which might represent a shift from
a ‘weak’ (Pearce 1993) to a slightly stronger
approach to sustainability, in that the refer-
ence to the ‘maintenance of high and stable ley-
els of economic growth and employment (DETR
1999) has been carefully qualified by reference
to social, environmental and resource criteria.
The Regional Sustainable Development Frame-
works (DETR 2000) are nevertheless required
to set out objectives for economic growth along-
side those for social progress, environmental
protection and resource usage, and spatial poli-
cies will be judged against their ability to de-
liver on al/l these objectives. This will inevitably
give rise to conflicts of interest in policy devel-
opment, not least during the policy appraisal
process. Scenarios of this nature require politi-
cal decisions, despite the assumption of techni-
cal-rational theory that ‘objective assessment’
will lead straightforwardly to better decisions
(Owens, Rayner, Bina 2004).

The checklist of issues that represents the
output of this research may therefore help to
take forward the processes of technical Sustain-
ability Appraisal, but this will continue to be
mired in the contradictions that underpin the
UK national objectives for sustainable develop-
ment. It can consequently be concluded that
the process of continuous learning on the part
of the planning officers and researchers taking
part in the actor-consulting process has been
a key outcome of this research, and that this
might contribute in the fullness of time towards
the development of better policy and practice at
both local and regional levels.

Netherlands Case Study
Introduction

Housing policy in the province of Drenthe, in
the northeast of the Netherlands, is influenced
mainly by the relationship between the cities
of Groningen and Assen with their surround-
ing area. The entire Groningen-Assen area ac-
commodates more than half a million people,

of which many are employed in the two main
cities, but live in the surrounding settlements.
The out-migration of higher income groups to
the countryside has exacerbated the depopu-
lation of Groningen’s high-density post-war
neighbourhoods, adversely affected the fiscal
income of the city and resulted in dispropor-
tionate growth and development of surround-
ing villages and towns. This process of subur-
banisation has in turn caused a deterioration
of environmentally sensitive areas such as na-
ture parks and water systems. In other words,
a range of social, environmental and economic
problems have begun to build up due to a lack
of regional policy co-ordination. The need for
co-operation among the actors in this region is
framed within this context.

Research methodology

The Province of Drenthe wished to clarify its
role in promoting sustainability in its approach
to housing policy, accepting and appreciating a
shift from a government towards a governance
environment. Actor consulting was employed
to establish how the principles of sustainability
might be pursued. The research methodology
started with activities to establish the present
and desired contributions of each of the cru-
cial actors involved in regional housing policy.
This in itself constituted a three-stage process.
Firstly, a contextual study was carried out to es-
tablish the current regulatory framework for
housing location and design, in terms of direct
(top-down), indirect (incentives) and self-regu-
lation (as a bottom-up process of shared gov-
ernance), along with the historical context of
current policy. Secondly, an investigation of the
authority’s own perception of its policy environ-
ment was carried out to establish their expecta-
tions for the roles of the different parties and
their perception of the balance of power among
the various key actors. Thirdly, a questionnaire
was devised to explore each of the key actor’s
present and desired contributions to housing
location and design, and interviews were car-
ried out to explore any discrepancy between the
desired and present contributions.

After analysing the present and desired con-
tributions, research was carried out to ascertain
the potential contributions of the actors. This
was achieved in the first instance by carrying
out a comparative study between Drenthe prov-
ince and a similar situation in other regions.
This enabled the researchers to establish what
alternative solutions might exist. The compara-
tive study was then supplemented by interviews



with actors to ascertain their views on how these
potential contributions might help to achieve
mutually beneficial objectives. This provided
a better understanding of the advantages and
disadvantages of these solutions for each indi-
vidual actor. The outcome was an outline set of
policy instruments, or potential contributions,
which could be used as a basis for a revised
regulatory regime.

The final research activity sought to ob-
tain an insight into the way in which parties
might respond to the proposed policy ideas.
In an 1deal world, the best outcome would be
complete agreement among parties about the
effectiveness of the proposed policy. In reality
though, the outline policy ideas require adjust-
ment to obtain an optimum balance. Consulta-
ton work was therefore carried out to establish
how each actor might behave in response to the
proposed ideas for regulation. This information
was used to adjust the proposed regulatory re-
gime, to recognize more fully the relationships
between the decision-makers and the executors
of the decisions: a joint voluntary agreement
contributing to a commonly accepted idea of
sustainability to be put into formal regulations
to avoid ‘free rider’ behaviour.

Present and desired contributions of actors

The aim of the analysis work was to explore a
better understanding of the underlying motives
of actors that were likely to influence policy for
housing location and design in Drenthe prov-
ince. The actors that were consequently cho-
sen to take part in the study were the national,
regional and local government policymakers,
housing developers, social housing corpora-
tions, planning consultants and a variety of en-
vironmental and social interest groups. In ac-
cordance with the actor-consulting model, their
respective organisations and plans were studied
carefully.

The national objectives for housing are
aimed at concentrating the population in the
larger cities, while discouraging housing devel-
opment in rural areas. This is the policy frame-
work in which all regional parties are supposed
to work. As such, the policy of encouraging
housing redevelopment on derelict brownfield
land is intended to support the containment of
urban sprawl and out-migration from the cities.
The policy in the cities of Groningen and Assen
for the reconstruction of post-war neighbour-
hoods is intended to reverse the trend of de-
creasing occupancy in urban areas, where the
quality of housing is failing to match expecta-

tions. In the past, the Province of Drenthe pur-
sued these objectives mainly through deploying
planning instruments derived from formal le-
gal procedures. These instruments include the
zoning of land use, and controlling the number
of houses that each municipality is allowed to
build. These instruments enable the Province to
influence the supply of houses in terms of ‘how
many to build and ‘where to build’, whereas lit-
tle attention has been paid to the actual demand
for housing, and to questions of ‘what needs to
be builr' . This emphasis has left the responsibil-
ity for meeting the individual housing demand
and for the quality of the developments to other
actors operating at a more local level.

The research into the present and desired
contributions of these actors revealed a number
of municipal practices that were failing to con-
tribute to more ‘sustainable’ housing in the re-
gion. Local government might in some cases act
both as an advocate of public interest and a de-
fendant of its own interests (Kaiser, Godschalk,
Chapin 1995). For example, it is common prac-
tice in the Netherlands for municipalities to ac-
quire greenfield land, provide the infrastruc-
ture and subsequently sell the land at a profit
to developers, housing corporations or indi-
vidual households. Financial interests, linked
to the ownership of the land, are a driving force
behind the location of new developments and
these financial considerations often take prior-
ity over considerations of environmental and
social sustainability. Whereas rural municipali-
ties in Drenthe province have made consider-
able financial profits from converting agricul-
tural land, the urban municipalities have found
that the reconstruction of their post-war neigh-
bourhoods and the redevelopment of brown-
field land have resulted in substantial financial
losses. Furthermore, private developers have
not shown enthusiasm for investment in brown-
field projects due to the perceived risk involved.

Provincial policy must consequently seek to
influence more directly the building activities
of the municipalities. The question is how to
make this work, as the existing regional plan of
Drenthe has been limited in its possibilities, as
it does not prescribe the target groups for hous-
ing developments in terms of tenure or afford-
ability, or qualitative aspects of new housing
such as house size or access to green space. As
such, a block of flats for the elderly — a group
with a high demand for housing — might con-
sume a large part of a municipality’s housing
allocation. Therefore, rural municipalities have
little incentive to address housing demand for
the elderly. Instead, it is more financially attrac-
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uve to use their allocation to build traditional
family dwellings for middle and higher income
groups. More people can live in larger fam-
ily houses than in smaller apartment blocks,
of which one unit is counted under the terms
of the allocation system as the equivalent to
one family dwelling. The outcome of all these
mechanisms is the proliferation of develop-
ment in rural areas and the ongoing decay of
urban areas.

The provincial planning system has not at-
tempted to influence the reuse of brownfield
land in the past, because it was thought that
the costs would outweigh the potential returns.
High-density housing is often necessary to make
such projects financially feasible. However,
high densities have in many instances failed to
support the quality or the sense of identity of
places, particularly in rural municipalities. The
actors tended to associate high-density designs
with lack of public space, poor layout design,
incongruity with the existing townscape and
lack of attention to ecological measures. This
suggests the need for a collectively supported
financial programme for sustaining the reuse
of brownfield land in the region. It remains a
problem that instruments for prescribing qual-
ity, such as policies for securing the release of
public space, are not sufficiently developed or
properly applied by municipalities. A region-
wide policy framework that sets out commonly
agreed quality regulations might be needed
to deter developers from their current prac-
tice of shopping around for the best greenfield
sites and the design specifications that yield the
highest profits.

Potential contributions of actors

There are opportunities — potential contribu-
tions — that might support the commonly held
sustainability objectives of the actors in the
province of Drenthe. Money determines, to a
large extent, the motivation for and power of
influencing potential contributions to sustain-
able housing (Forrester 1989). Clearly, there is
much to gain if a common policy approach can
be agreed upon among the actors. For the Prov-
ince of Drenthe this is likely to mean reaching
a mutual understanding and a voluntary agree-
ment on common actions, which is a shift in
approach from direct regulation towards one
of supporting common interests on the basis
of consensus.

The allocation of housing numbers is not
sufficient to promote sustainable housing pol-
icy. Instead of controlling supply, the Province

should also pay attention to ‘for whom to build
and ‘what to build . This might be controlled to
some extent by modification of direct regula-
tion, involving a clearer prescription of the ¢ype
of housing required, avoiding for example the
current practice of accounting for the supply of
a single-bedroom apartment in the same way as
a family dwelling. Some benefit might also be
derived from guidelines for quality, identity and
ecological building, although here indirect reg-
ulation might also be possible via regional fiscal
instruments to encourage sustainable develop-
ment. In this situation regional government has
to pursue an active policy that focuses on de-
velopment, instead of providing passive support
for environmental protection. It means that the
one-way approach of regulating housing policy
through a limitation of numbers should be re-
formulated into a mutual approach coordinated
between the Province of Drenthe and its part-
ners, along with a willingness to take into ac-
count situational details that allow an approach
which is well embedded in the local context
and better relates to local desires. Public-pri-
vate partnerships might provide a way forward
to implement an approach of this nature. This
could very well be a promising mechanism to
achieve this largely self-regulatory aim, as it
actively seeks to engage the support of a wide
variety of actors.

Reflection on the outcomes of the two cases
and their use of actor consulting

It can be concluded that in the UK case, the dif-
ferences between actors’ present and desired
perceptions of sustainability provided an effec-
tive means for the planners to learn how exist-
ing policy was being played out in practice. This
has led to a better understanding of the key
sustainability issues that need to be addressed
at both local and regional levels. The actor-
consulting model lends itself readily to such
gap analyses, because the gap between the ac-
tors’ present and desired contributions can be
readily related to opportunities for regulation.
However, this is not a purely technical-rational
process involving the logic of cause and ef-
fect®. Instead, the process should be seen as a
substantially communicative exercise through
which the observer (researcher) provides feed-
back that seeks to marry the aspirations of cru-
cial actors.

However, in contrast with a communicative
rationale environment appreciating many ac-
tors with different and opposing interests, the



communicative exercise is meant for a plan-
ning arena, with crucial actors being limited
in number and having a common and positive
understanding of the issue and actions to be
taken. While there i1s a common drive, in this
arena there are opportunities to be considered
for more realistic policy and regulation. The
indicators that begin to emerge from the UK
case (such as, for example, the extent of pub-
lic engagement in the appraisal of alternative
spatial layouts for housing) are associated with
process rather than substantive i1ssues (Miller
2006). In the UK case, it was recognized that
the close reference to a particular development
restricted the generalizability (Mason 2002) of
the empirical data, but the data could never-
theless be seen as an indicator of effectiveness
of the previous generation of housing policy.
In this sense, the UK case represents a simple
method of monitoring the effects of policy at
the end of the planning cycle, using a commu-
nicative methodology — actor consulting and
its focus on desired, actual and potential con-
tributions — rather than a series of substantive
measurements.

In the case study carried out in the Nether-
lands, the approach was taken several stages
further than that of the UK. From the perspec-
tive of the provincial planning department, the
research succeeded in formulating some out-
line ideas of how regional housing policy might
be framed to produce a more sustainable out-
come, and how such reframing of policy might
affect (and be supported by) the main actors.
The outcome was more comprehensive than
the UK case, because the methodology was re-
flexive in its approach in maintaining contin-
ued contact with the actors during the develop-
ment of the outline regulatory approach. This
case has implications for the planning of hous-
ing not only in Drenthe province. Traditionally,
throughout Western Europe, spatial planning
has tended to focus on housing supply. Respon-
sibility for housing demand, and in particular
the provision of affordable housing, has usually
been separated from the spatial planning de-
partment across departments in local, regional
and national governments. In such situations
the cross-sectoral approach upon which the no-
tion of sustainable development is founded”
has lacked attention. The package of regula-
tory tools that represented the outcome of the
Netherlands case might therefore be more ge-
nerically applicable. By using actor consulting
to explore a wider spectrum of issues among
both the government and crucial public and
private sector actors who are affected by gov-

ernment policy, governance processes can be
more thoughtfully constructed that might lead
to a more effective balance between housing
supply and demand.

The two cases demonstrate that the actor-
consulting model can be useful in learning how
policy might be analysed and subsequently
framed more effectively, by exploring how
the fuzzy concept of sustainability can be un-
packed. The model deconstructs the idea that
sustainability is well understood and will conse-
quently lead to predictable and obvious actions
and ends. In planning practice, the contrary is
too often true, resulting in disappointments. In
the cases discussed, the model proved to be a
means to connect meanings at multiple levels
and to consider meanings in a discursive way.
This emphasizes the importance of a situational
understanding. The model has characteristics
of both rational and communicative planning
systems, but is strongly embedded within an
inter-subjective line of reasoning. It has a role
to play in solving issues with a limited number
of actors playing a crucial role, all embracing a
sort of common understanding regarding the
issue, actions to be taken and a desired end.
Under these conditions, substantial fine-tuning
1s still a necessity. Actor consulting is a means
supporting this necessity to work together to
implement, for example, a more realistic con-
ception of the notion of sustainability.

Notes

1 Note that these were qualified by wider refer-
ence to organization, plans and actors (Figure 1).
2 Opportunities for ‘capacity building’ were con-
sidered to be of more interest than fiscal regula-
tion, which is rather limited in a UK local and
regional policy context for housing. Sustain-
able development capacity-building initiatives
can be defined as: ‘all measures that strengthen

governmental structures to meet the demands of

sustainable development, as well as measures that
create these capacities in co-operation with civil
society’ (Evans et al. 2005:26).

3 These issues were subsequently refined in the
development of 4 new housing strategy for
the North East’ (NE Housing Board 2005) and
played out in detail among regional actors in the
development of the North East Regional Spatial
Strategy (North East Assembly 2005), which at
the time of writing had just undergone its Ex-
amination in Public.

IS

This approach was suggested by Newcastle City
Council.

5 Social progress which recognizes the needs of
everyone; effective protection of the environ-
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ment; prudent use of natural resources; main-
tenance of high and stable levels of economic
growth and employment (DETR 1999).

6 See, for example, the comments of the Royal
Commission for Environmental Pollution (2002:
98).

7 The five guiding principles (HM Government
2005:16) include: living within environmental
limits; ensuring a strong healthy and just soci-
ety; achieving a sustainable economy; promot-
ing good governance; and using sound science
responsibly.

8 Hajer (1995) argues, for example, that environ-
mental issues should not be conceptualized in
terms of defined, unambiguous concepts by in-
dividual actors.

9 For example, Jacobs and Scott (1992) suggest
that sustainable development should embrace
all aspects of human welfare including employ-
ment, health, education, housing and crime.
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