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Politics and Planning Schools 
by Jeanne M. Wolfe 

Summary 
An informal survey of planning schools shows that an appreciation of the political nature of planning is well embedded in planning teaching, 

activism and research. It also leads to reflections on what are the real political challenges for planners today. 

Sommaire 
Un sondage informel mene aupres des ecoles d'urbanisme reve/e que /'appreciation du caractere politique de l'urbanisme est bien 

enchossee dons Jes spheres de l'enseignement, de l'activisme et de la recherche. II porte aussi a ref/echir aux defis politiques que doivent 
re/ever Jes urbanistes de nos jours. 

Is politics important in planning 
schools? How is it taught? How is it 

lived? How is it researched? These 
questions were recently posed to a 
sample of planning professors. Here is a 
distillation of their responses, along with 
some personal reflections on the 
changing nature of this field. 

The Importance of Politics 
Nobody seems to have a course actually 
labelled "planning and politics", but 
politics figures large in courses on local 
government. Municipal government is 
taught seriously, usually through courses 
that may cover law, legal and administrative 
structures, planning frameworks , or 
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planning practice, all or any of which 
involve looking at how planning works 
and how decisions are made in the real 
world. Municipal, and to a lesser extent, 
provincial and federal politics are 
important in studio and practical project 
work, since these are based on local 
problems and are often the subject of 
fiercely held political opinions. 

Many studio classes invite local politicians, 
municipal planners, community leaders 
and other stakeholders to speak or to 
attend studio reviews. Local knowledge 
and interaction with the milieu are rated 
highly and considered essential to learning. 

As part of their education, students are 
universally encouraged to attend council 
meetings, local consultation meetings, 
environmental hearings and the like to 
experience public debate on planning 
matters, and to see how politicians, 
professionals and people actually operate 
in real life. This, of course, also informs 
courses on planning history, philosophy 
and theory, although in my experience, 
students are often disappointed by the 
low level of debate at such meetings. 
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In all schools, many faculty members 
serve or have served on local planning 
committees, advisory committees, 
design review committees, and boards 
of non-profit organizations and as 
commissioners for public hearings and 
the like, where objectivity, clear thinking 
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and good judgment are considered 
important. Is this political activity? It is 
clearly value laden. 

Some students and many faculty are 
activists, engaged in local environmental, 
conservation or preservation associations. 
Many have been involved in municipal 
merger debates in the last five years, on 
either side of the question. Some write 
articles for newspapers, do media 
interviews and indulge in other advocacy 
work. In fact, planning faculty tend to be 
committed to improving the human 
environment. Is this really at odds with 
the notions of objectivity recently 
debated in Plan Canada?' 

The Changing Nature of the 
Political/Planning Interface 
Research on politics and planning of 
recent times seems to focus on 
questions of governance, especially the 
relationships within the triad of 
government, market and civil society, 
rather than on overt political activities. 
Building trust, negotiation, facilitation, 
consensus building and collaboration are 

widely espoused as ways to achieve 
good planning decisions.Are these reall) 
new and better techniques, or are they 
a wonderful disguise for neo-liberal 
political manipulation? Globalization and 
the "Washington consensus", trade 
liberalization and an erosion of the 
welfare state seem to be accepted as 
some sort of an inevitability, despite the 
fact that not only in Canada, but also in 
the United States and Mexico, income 
disparities have increased, and poverty 
levels have worsened since the free 
trade agreement was signed. Recent 
analyses show that poverty is expanding 
to a neighborhood scale in Canada,2 but 
there do not seem to be many cries of 
alarm from the profession. 

Judging from the contemporary literature 
the dominant belief and passion of 
Canadian planners has emerged as 
sustainable development, however that 
might be defined. It is a comfortable, 
apparently non-partisan, position. The 
differing ideological orientations such as 
those so evident in the 1970s, seem no 
longer to exist in these post-modern 



times.At that time, developer-led projects, 
aided and abetted by City Hall, were 
often seen to be destructive of both 
the physical and social urban fabric , and 
beyond local control.A whole library of 
books was written , with titles such as 
City for Sale, The Battle for Signal Hill, 
Fighting Back and The Developers, which 
poignantly demonstrated the orientations 
of the antidevelopment pro-neighbourhood 
lobbies, Jane Jacobs' style. 

Today, it seems to be generally accepted 
that solutions to planning problems will 
be found through market mechanisms. 
The market is seen as the fixed element 
around which policy must be fashioned , 
and then it is the other variables that 
must be juggled and manipulated to 
o lve the problem. For instance, water 
ust be "commodified": it is no longer 

seen as a public good. 

Another research theme that seems 
depoliticized is that of competitiveness. 
There is much writing on the necessity 
fo r cities to become competitive and 
att ractive to foreign investment. Indices 
of livability, indicators of innovation and 
evidence of a savvy work force are much 
debated. The competitiveness theme is 
beginning to sound like 19"'-century 
boosterism-overt political activity, 
marketing the city. Clearly, all the urban 
centres of Canada cannot be competitive, 
neither on a global basis, nor with each 
other. What does this word really mean? 

In recent times in many cities, the 
planning department and the economic 
development department have been 
merged together, sometimes resulting in 
schizophrenia. On the one hand, a 
municipality may be working to revitalize 
the central area, while on the other, it is 
actively wooing foreign investment, 
perhaps into power centres (or most 
recently "mills centres") in the fringe. 
There is an increasing disconnect 
between political discourse and promises 
(smart growth, curb sprawl) at the 
provincial level and what actually 
happens in urban development in the 
suburbs at the municipal level. Wal-Mart 
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is now the largest retail corporation in 
the world; its employees are not 
unionized, and i.t_ bu~gs with a 
l~s. Protectionism 
is no longer fashionable now that the 
World Trade Organization has made the 
world safe for business, but maybe it is 
time to revisit the political arguments of 
the 1970s. 

The concept of sustainability must include 
social sustainability, the eradication of 
poverty and the provision of affordable 
housing, and it must include built-form 
sustainability, not ever-larger parking lots 
and temporary buildings. If the ideology 
of yesteryear is to be replaced by an 
environmental ethic, then this is our 
political challenge. 

Incidentally, nobody seemed to be 
concerned that the CIP made represen
tation to the Liberal Party Caucus on 
Urban Affairs last year.' The excuse, of 
course, is that the Liberals are in power 
at the moment. But would we have done 
it for a Conservative,Alliance or New 
Democratic Party caucus? • 
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