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The title of this session assumes a degree of confidence on the part of these involved in impact assessment that we know what we are doing.  And while that may be true for members of the panel, I am reluctant to claim that Integrated Impact Assessment is an area in which I have any expertise.

I first became aware of my limitations more than two decades ago, when I went to Paris for a short period as a consultant to a Development Institute.  When I arrived in Paris I decided to buy a Parisian overcoat – you know the style – a long flowing coat, with broad shoulders, and a belt that hung loosely from the back – I thought it was extremely grand.  I was wearing this coat in a department store where Mary (my wife) was trying on clothes – I don’t know what you do when your partner is trying on clothes but I go walkabout – so here I was walking around the store, in and out of the clothes racks, and as I returned to see how Mary was getting on, I became aware that people were laughing at me – you know when people are laughing at you rather than with you – one gentleman in particular could not contain himself – and when I asked him what he was laughing at – he said – “Take a look behind you!” and there attached to the belt of my rather grand overcoat was a hanger off one of the racks – and spread out across the floor of the apartment store, was the most wonderful array of women’s lingerie I have ever seen – I had to set to (in great embarrassment) and put these garments back on the rack, while at the same time trying to retain some element of composure – needless to say, I have had a rather jaundiced view of that overcoat ever since.

Yet the embarrassment I experienced in that department store was nothing compared with the embarrassment I experienced later that same week when I joined 30 development personnel from Africa, Asia and South America.  The Director of the Institute introduced me as an “expert” on development and for the next two months I deeply regretted that introduction and the classification of expertise.

The Institute was established by a number of Third World countries as a research and educational centre for indigenous leaders and development agents, many of whom were in the vanguard of the movement seeking to establish a New International Economic Order.  As I listened to these development agents describe the patterns of development within their own countries, I found myself immersed in the historical realities and experiences of indigenous peoples.  From the moment the discussion began the roles were reversed – the ‘expert’ became the student – and as I listened to their life stories I was confronted by the breadth of their analyses and by the depth and integrity of their arguments.

One could not help but be moved by the conditions of absolute poverty and destitution they described – conditions of life so characterised by malnutrition, famine and disease, as to be beneath any reasonable definition of human decency.  Their life stories emanated from realities that were clearly beyond my experience.  We know the figures of course – but bloated and prematurely wizened children – parents dying from malnutrition and disease – relatives tortured and massacred in the name of freedom and democracy – those are the human tragedies that I still find difficult to comprehend.

Under the pseudonym of development, they had seen wells installed but never used – agriculture made more productive, but in the process cash crops owned by multi-national companies replaced food for domestic consumption – they saw industry developed but the social fabric of the host society irreparably damaged as a consequence – hospitals being built but patients going elsewhere because the medical model of health was alien to their cultural traditions and practices.  

The most impressive aspect of these accounts was the way in which the internal dynamics of national life were related to global forces and to factors such as trade, aid and indebtedness.  Famine (which is the Face of the Third World frequently exported to the industrialised countries) was viewed as a short term phenomenon, inescapably linked to persistent long term poverty and when these development workers described the processes that produced poverty they referred to two sets of factors.  At the local level they identified ownership and exchange as the factors that governed access to assets such as water rights as well as being determinants of income and wealth.  Cutting across these ownership patterns were tribal and administration systems that differed from country to country, but which were important in supplementing income and in ensuring the provision of food.

At the global level they referred to the relationship between development and ecological systems.  They described how investment policies had seen commercial crops for export replace subsistence farming - thereby pushing many farmers on to poor land while denying them the opportunity of participating in their nations economic production.  Cultivators who once cut forests and grew crops in a sustainable pattern were denied both land and time, thereby circumventing the replanting of forests.  These investment and agricultural policies lay at the root of land, water and forest degradation.  As forests were destroyed, soil erosion accelerated, and the viability of farming declined.  In Third World countries, these ecological imbalances are intimately linked with survival.

In the worlds of these development agents, it was not possible to distinguish between politics and art, or between economic and social development.  Economics, society, culture and education were seen as aspects of the same reality.  And as they discussed these ‘realties’ the development agents displayed a capacity to shift from one level of reality to another – from the political to the psychological – from examination of a single family to a comparative assessment of poverty and wealth – from considerations of an oil industry to studies of contemporary poetry (Mills, 1959).  They had the capacity to range from the most remote aspects of economic and social life to the most intimate features of the human self – and to see the relations between the two.  They had that certain critical quality that comes from knowing you have a history and a culture and a place to stand tall – they knew the meaning, if not the terminology, of Tu Tangata.

Whenever I apply the lessons I learned during those discussions in Paris to the history of town and country planning, then two themes come to mind.  First it seems evident that the foundations on which our planning processes are based (including the scientific traditions that inform these processes) are substantially different from those that dominate the cultural traditions of indigenous populations.  And secondly, while some progress has been made over recent years at providing a more comprehensive approach to development planning and integrated impact assessment, we still have a long way to go to establish a framework and process that places citizens (especially our most vulnerable citizens) at the centre of development.  In order to address these themes let us begin first by focusing on the physical environment.

The Physical Environment

It goes without saying that all communities are part of an ecological system and as such they are dependent upon physical resources such as air, soil, water, plant and animal life.  Human communities have particular physical requirements including access to basic needs such as food, shelter, health care and education.  The interdependent nature of the relationship between human beings and ecology has been an issue for all human settlements over time with a major preoccupation of ecologists being the sustainable use of physical resources in the interests of both present and future populations.


When [there] is an excess and unfair share of access to the water, air or land that sustains all of us, then the law of the common prevails.  The law of the commons relates to the availability of resources as soon as someone puts more than their share of pressure on the ‘common’ either someone else must lose, or, in the end, all must lose (Environmental Council, 1988:21).

In the early 20th century the main environmental concerns centered on the living conditions of the major industrial cities.  Sub-standard housing, over-crowded living conditions, poverty and malnutrition, prompted civic leaders and planning authorities to redevelop the urban centres so as to provide residents with the physical and social advantages of living ‘in community’.  Collectively referred to as ‘the communitarian movement’, these planning schemes initially concentrated on the physical layout of residential areas.  As populations expanded, the programmes were extended to include the development of neighbourhood units and new towns, urban renewal and slum clearance projects, and (more recently) campaigns aimed at fostering ‘healthy cities’ and ‘building strong communities’.

The early leaders of communitarian movement sought to fashion cities without slums and in order to counter the ‘negative effects of urbanisation’ (especially the deprivation of inner-city neighbourhoods) they concentrated on the physical layout of urban communities.  Their planning schemes incorporated open spaces and parks, with a major emphasis being placed on the basic infrastructural requirements of the community in terms of water, roads, sewerage, power, and vehicular  access.  A significant factor in motivating these planning initiatives was the firmly held belief that deprivation, over-crowding and even ‘social problems’ such as crime and delinquency, could be resolved by changes to the physical environment.  There is some evidence to show that the emphasis on improving the physical infrastructure of cities played an important role in improving health outcomes in particular, but there was also a strong element of nostalgia driving these urban renewal programmes in that a direct cause-and-effect relationship was implied (Shirley, 1979).  Architectural and physical-determinists’ assumed that human beings were simply moulded by the physical environments in which they lived and on this basis they advocated cultural cross-fertilisation, the injection of leadership into working-class estates, and the concept of socially balanced neighbourhoods.

Two general conclusions can be drawn from our experiences with physical planning.  The first is evident when we shift attention from the planning process to focus specifically on outcomes.  The reality is that the planning process, either by implication or design has been involved in overseeing the very conditions it once sought to remove.  The rhetoric of balanced development, healthy cities, and ‘empowering communities to help themselves’ contrasts sharply with the reality of neighbourhoods and cities divided along ethnic and socio-economic lines.  These ‘realities’ contain major implications for human development.

A recent study by Jordan (1996) directly addresses these issues by distinguishing between communities of ‘choice’ and ‘fate’ – the polarisation of communities into enclaves that tend to become mutually ‘exclusive’.  This means in effect, that households with the highest incomes cluster around the most desirable sites and enjoy the best collective goods.  They can combine the advantages of income security with comfortable, convenient, environments, single-minded public space and exclusive private clubs.  The ‘choices’ enjoyed by these individuals and households lead inevitably to co-operation in supplying the goods associated with a private suburban lifestyle and to the exclusion of those ‘disturbing’ manifestations of social and cultural diversity.

At the other end of the scale, communities of ‘fate’ consist of districts or neighbourhoods whose residents are bound into long-term interdependencies because of their lack of resources.  They have few opportunities to move and little choice over the bundle of collective goods available, including education and health services, well paid formal work, and the ability to participate in the cultural life of the wider community.  The characteristic interdependencies and collective goods of such communities arise from the sharing among young males of high-risk lifestyles, such as crime and drug use, and among females of long-term networks of reciprocal social care.  Social relations tend to require exclusive loyalty, enforced through exacting sanctions, including violence.

The polarisation of society into distinctive physical locations is associated with contrasting social networks based on the inclusion of ‘compatible’ households and population groups, and the exclusion of ‘others’.  It is a process of differentiation that begins with the availability and distribution of resources and proceeds to be reinforced by residents and public authorities alike.  In extreme cases, social polarisation has led to the installation of fences, gates and security systems, both as a protection for up-market residential estates (with checks on the identities and purposes of visiting non-residents) and also as a means of enclosing ‘troublesome’ housing concentrations, where the ‘deviant behaviour’ of residents threatens to spill over into surrounding districts.

Not only does social polarisation serve to exclude or include according to cultural standards that reflect economic realities, but it also leads to a series of downside costs that are ultimately born by society, especially its most vulnerable populations.  Costs include the increased spending on enforcement arising out of the need to control ‘social problems’ associated with deprived neighbourhoods, and transaction costs to the economy because of the erosion of trust and co-operation.  There are also social costs associated with resource use and with environmental inefficiencies.  On the one hand, low density neighbourhoods exact costs in land and in non-renewable fuels and pollution, while on the other hand, residual residential districts become neglected and rundown leading to a further deterioration of the urban environment.  As a consequence of this process the physical infrastructure is undervalued leading to a decline in public transport systems, parks, libraries, theatres, and neighbourhood facilities.

Aside from the transaction costs associated with crime and social dislocation, households in ‘deprived’ neighbourhoods have limited access to a narrow range of facilities and services with increasing evidence that the quality of community services in health, education, housing and social services tend to reflect the socio-economic characteristics of the neighbourhood.  In Britain, residential polarisation has been cast as an outcome (intended or otherwise) of public policies on income maintenance, health care, education provision, welfare services, and housing.  These studies have recorded increasing income inequalities, a deterioration in access to health care, shorter life expectancy, greater vulnerability to chronic long-term diseases, widening disparities in educational achievement and in access to welfare services, and a noticeable decline in the quality of housing amenities and the income of residents in working-class estates.  The association that is drawn between deprived neighbourhoods and social exclusion comes from a range of studies in various parts of the industrialised world, including, North America, Scandinavia, Europe and more recently New Zealand.  The geography of deprivation is a constant theme.

A second conclusion that can be drawn from the planning experience in New Zealand, is that some progress has clearly been made in modifying the historical preoccupation with physical determinism.  Evidence of this changing emphasis in defining cause and effect relationships can be found in the rehabilitation and conservation of existing housing stock, in a broad-based concern for social impact assessment, and in the framing of regional plans such as the Auckland Regional Growth Strategy.  Alongside these achievements we find documentary evidence linking environmental effects with social outcomes, and a widely held assumption (at least among planners) that practitioners who undertake assessments should be members of interdisciplinary teams, while stakeholders should be participants in the planning process.  In the case of the growth strategy, the demographic projections of the population have been integrated with environmental priorities, a major achievement given Auckland’s history of parochial Territorial Governments.

Yet despite these achievements, major impediments remain.  While I acknowledge that progress has been made (as in the case of the growth strategy) the reality is that the strategy is essentially a marrying together of population projections and the environment, with no economic underpinnings.  A clear distinction is made between population growth and economic realities, largely because those charged with framing legislation and making political decisions, do not see economic decisions as the core business of Regional Government.  In reality of course, the economic decisions are being left to the marketplace – which is why the ARC is currently having major problems with Tranz Rail.

This type of thinking is not confined to Auckland.  During a recent study in the Hawkes Bay assessing the barriers and opportunities for economic development and employment, we discovered that the Hawkes Bay Regional Council owns 92% of the port (a strategic asset in the region) it has large forest holdings and owns substantial areas of residential land which it acquired following the 1931 Napier earthquake.  Yet the Regional Council is adamant that it is not involved in economic and social development – its core business is the physical environment.

In other examples, a certain element of determinism remains.  Let me illustrate with reference to crime.  The creation of Safer Councils to combat crime, the recording of police statistics, and the ward by ward analysis that traces offending from one year to the next (or in the case of community newspapers, from one month to the next) rest on a series of assumptions that have little scientific validity.  Much crime is not discovered – if discovered it is not reported – if reported it is not recorded.  Official statistics are not routinely compiled for all crimes while police records of reported crime are highly inaccurate.  Not only are there wide variations between police stations in the recording of reported offenses, but when we analysed the data on criminal offending last year, it was seriously contaminated.

Figure 1: Estimated Proportion of Crime Acted Upon
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What crime statistics do reveal, are the number of complaints received, crimes known to the police, the number of persons arrested and prosecuted for various offenses, the outcomes in court, and the size of institutional populations.  As such, crime statistics provide a direct description of the behaviour of officials rather than offenders.  Consequently, crime profiles based on official statistics and on comparing geographic locations or wards, distort the extent of criminal activity as well as the impact of crime on society.  Not only are profiles deficient in explaining the causes of crime, they also provide an inadequate foundation on which to build crime prevention strategies.  Yet the treatment of crime as a series of discrete events, each of which occurs in a particular place and at a specific time, continues to dominate planning ideology.

There are many other examples I could use (meta analysis is one) but the point I want to make is this – some progress has been made in developing a more comprehensive, integrated approach to impact assessment, yet a tendency remains to view social and cultural interpretations of planning as “clip-ons” or “appendages” to the central issues under examination.  Social and cultural assessments are usually introduced after the event, or at least, after the main decisions have been made.  It seems to me that there are two related reasons for the marginalisation of our social and cultural lives.

The first is the widely held assumption that the planning process is ‘above politics’ with practitioners perceived as neutral, rational technicians acting in the ‘public interest’ and for the ‘common good’.  Perhaps it is this façade of political neutrality that partially explains why politicians use science like a drunk uses a lamp-post – for support rather than illumination.  But secondly, and clearly an overriding factor in the continuing marginalisation of social and cultural development, centres on the scientific traditions that inform the judgments of practitioners as well as the planning process itself.  Kuhn first engaged this debate when he distinguished between belief and technique in discriminating between two major schools of social scientific thought.

The first is characterised by those social scientists who believe that values obscure facts and thus they emphasise scientific objectivity in the tradition of the natural sciences.  By emphasising the empirical and natural sciences, and by endorsing formal disciplines such as logic and mathematics, connections are made between scientific explanation, precision, testability and prediction.

The alternative school of thought maintains that it is impossible to distinguish between fact and value in analysing and describing human development.  In contrast to those social scientists who hold that technical language is devoid of values and beliefs, critical theorists argue that all language is socially constructed.  This means that the very categories by which we describe and interpret human behaviour arise out of specific social and political situations, and even where we use a technical language we are fabricating categories that are rooted in values and beliefs.

Figure 2 : Scientific Traditions
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These distinctions are taken even further by the German philosopher (Habermas) who draws attention to the relationship between science and patterns of development.  He illustrates how ‘development’ in the western world has been progressively individualised and privatised, thereby reducing the human prospect to a mere caricature of reality.  Aspects of our lives that were previously regarded as political matters and therefore open to influence and change, are now redefined in narrow technical terms, thus excluding the possibility of political action.  This economistic view of the world reduces notions like education and health to a commodity that can be purchased by individuals for their own enhancement and well being.  Human behaviour is said to be motivated or conditioned by the aspirations of each individual wanting to maximise his or her productive capacities.  The outcome is a form of development in which groups, institutions and collectivities of one sort or another are viewed as a collection of individuals, without any social or cultural identity.  As Treasury concluded in its briefing papers to the incoming Government in 1987:


Families and tribes are not organic entities with mortality, rationality and senses – they cannot feel pleasure and pain – the ‘self interested individual’ is the basis of social policy and the determinant of what is good.

The assumptions on which the reductionist model is based can be traced back to the 4th century BC, to the distinction that was drawn by Aristotle between matter and spirit.  It is a distinction that has been promulgated by scientists down through the ages in the belief that knowledge comes from analysing and reducing elements to a level at which they can be understood.  If you want to understand the composition of water, you analyse the constituent parts – thus a basic principle of science is that smaller and smaller detail will give you knowledge about the whole.

On the basis of this assumption, the positivist tradition has narrowed the purpose and function of science, so much so that today we have a range of disciplines that have become increasingly precise, both in the production of their disciplinary outputs and in their language.  To put it bluntly, they know more and more about less and less and as a consequence the individual disciplines have become increasingly irrelevant in addressing the major questions that confront national development.

In order to summarise some of these themes and at the same time articulate a set of principles that might be considered in terms of social development, I want to conclude by articulating a conceptual framework that colleagues in Europe have been working on to assess the quality of European life.  The two intersection continuums are jointly referred to as the social quality quadrant.

Figure 3 : Social Quality Quadrant
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The standard of social quality is defined as the extent to which citizens are able to participate in the social and economic life of their communities under conditions which enhance their social well-being and individual potential.  The level of social quality experienced by citizens is said to rest on:

· The degree of economic security

· The level of social inclusion

· The extent of social cohesion or solidarity

· The level of autonomy or empowerment

Social and economic security refers to the form and quality of social protection provided for the citizenry irrespective of their individual circumstances.  Such provisions vary from country to country but they include paid work, household income, affordable accommodation and housing, educational opportunities and health.

Social inclusion (which is the antithesis of exclusion) addresses those factors that prevent people from participating in and belonging to society – poverty, destitution, unemployment, overcrowding, illiteracy and discrimination.

Social cohesion or solidarity concerns the viability of social networks and the cultural traditions on which these networks are based.  It directly confronts the disparities between neighbourhoods and communities and counters those systems or policies that prevent the sustainability and viability of human associations.

Empowerment refers to the way in which individuals and groups are engaged in the life of the community.  It assumes a certain level of control over ones affairs and the ability to engage with others in promoting individual and collective aspirations.

If we relate this framework to the issues I have raised today, then it suggests that the major impact of social scientists engaged in the planning process is likely to be in defining the objectives of development and the processes by which these objectives can be realised.  That is not a value free, neutral process.  It requires judgements to be made and as Wallerstein (1991) maintained in his recent critique of the social sciences – it means having to surmount the legacy of the 19th century – namely, the division of social analysis into 3 arenas, 3 logics, 3 levels ( the economic, the political and the socio-cultural.  He describes these arenas as a trinity standing in the middle of the road blocking any intellectual advance.  Yet these arenas or disciplines continue to dominate the history of western science despite the fact that they have become increasingly irrelevant both in terms of understanding and explaining human development.

That is what I found so persuasive in my engagement with development agents in Paris.  They knew that development required a partnership with science and technology and with the laws and machinery of economics.  They knew that sustainable development meant respecting the limitations of our physical world.    They understood that the welfare of a nation could not be reduced to a narrow economic construct as conveyed by the level of economic growth or the rate of inflation.  ‘Welfare’ in their terminology was defined by the character and quality of living conditions and by cultural determinants of well being such as work, fellowship and social solidarity.  Above all, they were aware, that the partnerships they sought would require a new social order, because it implied a redistribution of power and the engagement of man and womankind as social and political beings - as partners in development.
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