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Planning in the Information Age:
Opportunities and Challenges of E-Planning

Milica BAJIC BRKOVIC

(Professor Dr. Milica Bajic Brkovic, The University of The West Indies, Faculty of Engineering, Programme in Planning and Development
St. Augustine Campus, Trinidad, bajicmb@eng.uwi.tt)

1 INTRODUCTION

During the last twenty years the planning profession has undergone a tremendous transformation. Not only have the planning
philosophy and ideas changed, but the overall framework for the planning discipline has changed as well. The changing reality
affects the way planners work, but it also encroaches on the very meaning of the profession itself, and the role it plays. The planning
world of today is a different world, and a new culture of planning is on the horizon.

There are many important processes that participate in creating what is referred to as a new framework for the planning practice.
While some argue that globalisation is a fundamental phenomenon of our time, others are of the view that the phenomenon of the
information and communication explosion marks the era. Often placed on the top of development agenda world-wide, the two rank
amongst the key determinants of the future of urban development. Taken alone however they do not determine the urban future nor
do they guide and shape the cities independently of other forces - political, social, economic, environmental and cultural- their
influence on urban development, and planning and management mechanisms, are undeniable and ever increasing. If globalisation
reflects and demands fundamental changes in our ideas about society and the organization of space, it is also the case that the
information and communication involve fundamental transformations in our concepts of the relationship between humanity and
space, and indeed of the very concepts of humanity and space.

For some, it is planning in the era of globalisation that is the issue today, for the others it is the information age that provides the
background. However, the two are interrelated and connected and often, they work together. Both are complex and multi-faceted
phenomena, therefore most time neither one could be analysed and discussed independently from the other. For the purpose of
focusing on particular relationship between the age of information and the planning practice, which is the focus of this conference
and a general topic of this presentation, the reduction is necessary, and in this paper is being undertaken intentionally.

The key issue today is the mobility of information, which is the crucial factor in the world of international competition. A new
generation of information and communication technologies creates a new opportunity for this process. The global electronic network
supports mobility in space and time, and as such is relevant for any planning or development action, be it at a local, national or
international level. Yesterday of a limited use, tomorrow will become an intrinsic part of the professional routine. E-space is not only
a place where people meet meet but it is also an economic place, a powerful economic resource that fully participates in shaping
development of many regions and cities world-wide. As such, it is vital to the planning profession. Transparency, efficiency and
economy, the key words of the e-option, support a call for information networking on the Internet to channel organisational and
operational resources for planning purposes.

This paper casts some light on the e-based planning option. Starting from the belief that it is the context that creates new
opportunities and also make them successful, this is a general view on the reality within which planning is taking place today that
will open the discussion, following which, discussion will focus upon the emerging e-based planning paradigm, and the questions
associated with it. The potentials of the e-based alternative will be outlined and analysed against the principles of good planning
practice. The challenges of the alternative will be highlighted/identified in the last section, and debated vis-a-vis the observed
benefits. Implications for the concrete planning practice will be at the heart of the overall discussion.

2 A CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF THE PLANNING PROFESSION

A major transition from traditional and rule-book practice has already taken place world-wide. In the early days, planning was
concerned with creating “grand plans” for building and construction. Spatial policies were used as a set of instruments to shape the
welfare state and improve the overall living conditions as well. While this is still status quo in some countries, this is no longer the
general rationale for planning practice in the most countries. Current efforts are focused on flexible and innovative planning practice
that creates new opportunities as well as resources. “Planning becomes a vehicle for enabling private initiatives from citizens, firms
and institutions, balancing different interests and managing uncertainty *“ (van den Berg, 200). The ideal pattern is not the one that
prescribes, but the one that provides and supports (Bajic Brkovic, 2002). The planning practice of today has a different, and a new
role. It is aimed at creating flexible frameworks and orientation, while cities and regions continue to evolve.

There are several key shifts and key characteristics of the world today that underline this process. Some of them refer to the
environment within which planning takes place, while others come from within the profession itself, either in response to stimuli
from the outside world, or as a result of the ongoing internal transformation of the profession itself. While this discussion will name
some of the shifts or key processes, it will neither exhaust nor close the list. It is only from the very perspective of the topic discussed
in this paper, that they are seen as the most relevant.

Globalisation - Regionalisation — Localisation. Often described as a process of integrating national economies into the world
market, or as a transitional passage from a high volume economy to the high value economy, globalisation is among the key world-
wide phenomena that marks the turn of the century. The scope of globalisation certainly goes beyond economics and also embraces
science and technology, politics and culture. Much emphasis has been placed on the social, technological, political and cultural
structures and processes it embraces. It is said that globalisation deeply modifies the structural framework of rational choice and as
such is relevant for planning and the planners’ practice.
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In the 1990’s the economic aspects of globalisation were in focus. From then on the pendulum swung towards other facets changing
the entire vision. As globalisation has opened up national economies and increased the mobility of the factors of production, it has
also reduced the power of the state to independently manage its affairs, giving national policies a new framework for development
and implementation. A corresponding shift in planning took place, resulting in diminishing the need for comprehensive and grand
plans for future development, and increasing interest for development control. The physical plans with a defined end state solutions
are less often in demand, while supply of functional space is replaced by supply of opportunities. Planning is expected to provide
development strategies and schemes, and an ultimate goal is a “framework” planning attuned to implementation and action. These
processes have been accompanied by the ever increasing demand for information, communication and networking, resulting in a
completely new and yet unseen environment for the planning practice.

Sustainability. Following the 1987 Brundtland report - that humanity has the ability to make development sustainable - to ensure
that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs, the concept of
sustainability grew into a much more complex system of values, and gradually advanced into a world-wide development strategy.

While many aspects of the sustainability are relevant for the planners’ work, it is the call for social sustainability, developed as a
counterpart to the globalisation process, that is impacting the profession today. The notion of diversity is in its fundaments, and is
among its key features. Diversity is not a question of culture only. Simplified and culture related interpretations belong to the past.
Today, the notion of diversity is closely associated with the development of potentials or development options, as well as community
and civic life. Diversity in planning, and planning for diversity thus has become a new motto in the profession. And again, it is
within such a framework that communication and development of networks play a central role.

In the early days, planning products were exposed to the general public usually at the end of the planning process. Today, the
sustainable practice calls for public involvement from the beginning and, consequently, co-operation and partnership have become
conditio sine qua non of the planning standard. It is unlikely that, examples of the planning practice with no public involvement
could be found any more. The top-down practice has been replaced by a model where partnership and public participation have a
major role. Equity of access, and involvement of the stakeholders are but a new standard of the quality of the planning practice.

Quality of life and urban democracy. While the quality of life (defined in various ways) has been with planners since the early
beginnings of their profession, it is a set of new attributes referring to the urban democracy and creation of open and transparent
governance that makes it relevant for the discussion here.

There are many actors that ask for their share in development decisions, and the number of stakeholders or shareholders (as same
prefer to say) that fully participate in the planning process has dramatically increased during the last two decades. Governments are
less often in a position to set the planning stage, and the process of planning is often much more engaged in the task of building
consensus around issues, and among the participants, than producing physical plans. Consultation meetings to which invited
stakeholders come from the business community, unions, NGOs, representatives of the social sector, financial experts, urban
specialists from academia, representatives of local communities and local residents’ groups, and both politicians and civil servants
from different levels of government, municipal, provincial and federal, most often create a real framework for planning actions.
Active involvement and participation enhance local democracy which is placed among the key factors that define the quality of life.

The more actors there are the more communication is needed. Managing communication is a new challenge for the planning
profession (van den Berg, 2003).

The planning subject. In the beginning, cities were viewed as enlarged architecture, the physical structures mainly defined by their
physical characteristics and attributes. The first major change occurred during 60s and 70s, when planners discovered the complexity
of social, economic or political forces and processes taking place behind, and within these physical structures. Gradually, the social
and economic perception of place took over the physical form. A second big shift took place in the late 80s and early 90s. Today,
there are a growing number of both theoreticians and practitioners who view cities as the complex structures of resources, processes
and effects of these processes. These structures are dynamic, with numerous internal and external links, and rest on the two
fundaments: information and communication.

Such a perspective has an important message for planning by opening up new areas for the planners” work. Planning is more and
more concerned with issues such as the search for information, access to information, creation of information networks, and the
development of technologies and instruments, to work with and within these networks. Another side of the same process is
communication. There is a growing need for the efficient ways and means to communicate information, as well as to establish links
among people, resources and information as well.

ICT and a digital option. Many countries place the Communication and Information Technologies (CIT) high on their development
agenda, and rank them among the key determinants of their future urban development. The ease with which one place can be reached
from any other place, and the ease with which one individual can reach another, independently of the distance, are already the more
common characteristics of contemporary societies, but the development goals as well.

Part of the ICT reality is the World Wide Web. Introduced on a large scale less than two decades ago, it grew rapidly, first into a new
communication channel, but very soon into a parallel economic and social space. Today, it constitutes part of the reality that can no
longer be ignored, and a place where part of urban and spatial development and management functions take place. "Wiring" the
nation and creating the "intelligent nation" are often not the development goals only, but the indicators of progress as well.

The intersection where the technology and the new planning requirements meet create a point where the planning profession stands
today. It is the point where many important questions yet to be answered originate. It is also a departure point for creating the new
opportunities for the profession. Communication, access and mobility are the cross cutting issues, and it is at this stage that the ICT
and e-option in particular, occur in and become so relevant for planning.
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3 E- BASED PLANNING PARADIGM

Today, there are many e-services in operation, ranging from simple tools for disseminating information and facilitating access and
communication, to the most complex forms created and maintained to improve planning and management of cities and regions. Some
of these technologies (instruments) have been around since the advent of the Internet. Others have gone mainstream over the last few
years. All of them are aimed at using the web networking to enable the geographically distributed users to access databases and
computational resources, to provide efficient messaging and data exchange, and facilitate sophisticated real-time communication. In
general, introducing the e-based option into the planning procedures, does not necessarily lead to the entirely new paradigms or
development models. Rather, they are aimed at providing supplementary means to facilitate and support the existing ones. Web
networking is aimed at providing supplementary means to facilitate access to different information resources related to urban
development and management, to sustain and foster further development of urban democracy, and to annex the new forms of urban
management to the existing ones. Public services and resources thus become closer to their citizens, and different actors participating
in the development process are afforded/provided with a new arena for developing dialogue, cooperation, and exchange. The
ultimate goal is to construct a more comfortable urban milieu, and a more democratic and fair social environment.

The e-services are amongst the most rapidly growing development sector of today, and the remarkable results in that field have been
achieved in many countries world-wide. In more developed countries there are hundreds of thousands of operating modules with
different tools in almost every city or region. Some countries, like Italy or Singapore have begun to gradually replace a traditional
model of the face-to-face office work by the e-alternative.

How does "wiring" nations and creating the "intelligent environment" affect the way we plan and manage our settlements? Does the
planning benefit, do we - the professionals, benefit? Does the public benefit, and is it that an omnipotent tool for working in the
network society has been invented?

4 ADVANTAGES OF THE ON-LINE WORK

It has been repeatedly emphasised that the e-alternative generates positive effects to all the parties involved, from the individual to
the societal level. The benefits are usually summarised as follows:

Individual/Citizens

e  Offers alternatives

e  Enhances public participation in the democratic process

e  Enhances social and community life

e  Provides instruments for carrying out activities

e  Provides access to information and facilities

e Develops new skills and creative thought

e  Supports cosmopolitanism and trans-localism

e  Extends opportunities to integrate less privileged or otherwise marginalized groups
Business/Corporate Sector

e  Supports business and economy

e Improves service delivery business-client and business-business

e  Creates opportunities to improve delivery at lower costs

e  Enables greater efficiency in job performance

e Opens the door to new business opportunities

e  Provides opportunities to integrate into regional/international business/economic world
Public Sector

e  Creates opportunities to government to improve service delivery at lower costs

e  Provides potentials to improve quality of local urban management

e Supports efficiency of local governance and the quality of the decision-making process

e Improves quality of communication between local authorities and their citizens, and adds new opportunities for public
participation in the community affairs

e  Provides a platform for communication and cooperation between different local bodies and departments

e  Enables citizens to communicate with their governments in an easier and more efficient way

e  Provides citizens with easier access to different information, government departments and bodies, etc.

e  Supports democratization and public involvement

e  Supports cosmopolitanism and trans-localism and is opening up an opportunity to integrate into regional/international
wider framework.

5  ON-LINE WORK VIS-A-VIS CRITERIA OF A GOOD PLANNING PRACTICE

A set of the technologies (instruments) chosen for the analysis here are practically all recognised today:
e E-mail
e  Website
e  Electronic Listserv / Discussion Group

e  Electronic Conferences
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e Web-based Audio/ Video Conferences

e  Electronic Journal/ Newsletter

e Online Sharing of Documents/Publications
e Online Database of Legislation / Policy

e WebGIS

e  Web Portal/Electronic Gateway

e On-line Communities

e On-line Planning Studio

e  Content Management System

In evaluating the likelihood of making a shift from a traditional planning technology to the e-based alternative, a number of criteria
may be employed. The analysis presented here focuses on the key issues - applicability and accountability, and therefore the
technologies (instruments) are analysed against the following:

e  The relevance of the communication mode to the planning process;
e  Potential of the alternative to be applied throughout the planning process;
e Likelihood of the alternative to meet the quality standards;

e Relationship and ratio between the impacts and availability.

5.1 Communication mode and the planning process

While planners have been confronted with a question of communication ever since the advent of their profession, and especially
since participation and public involvement become a standard, and a required part of the procedure, it is by introducing the e-based
alternative that for the first time they have a communication option they can use efficiently. There are different technologies
(instruments) available to provide the service for different stages throughout the whole planning process. Simple data access or
data/information exchange can be made even with the simplest tools, and technical requirements for their use are practically minimal.
Access to people can be made in the same way. However, it is the most sophisticated technologies (instruments) that have the highest
potential to substantially increase the efficiency and effectiveness of planning. They provide the interactive real time communication
that can be employed throughout every planning stage, be it a pre-planning survey, plan-making itself, or the decision-making
process. However, the technical and know-how requirements for their use are substantial as well.

Table 1: Communication mode by instrument

Exchange Access Data/ Access Interactive Real Time
Information People Communicatio | Communicati
n on
E-mail ° °
Web site °
Electronic Listserv / Discussion N N o
Group
Web-based Audio/ Video N N o o
Conferences
Electronic Journal/ Newsletter °
Online Sharing of o o
Documents/Publications ()
Online Database of Legislation / R
Policy
Web GIS °
Web Portal/Electronic Gateway ° ° ° (o) (o)
On-line Communities ° ° ° ° (o)
On-line Planning Studio ° ° ° ° °
Content Management System . . [ . .

5.2  Applicability

Not all technologies (instruments) are equally functional. Some of them may be employed throughout the whole planning process,
while others may provide good service only for a part of the process, or serve at a particular stage. The more sophisticated they are,
the broader and more extensive, but their application may be intensive as well. As for the perspective of a single use, it is interesting
to observe that complexity and refinement of the instrument do not always play a major role. For example, a simple web site is a
very useful instrument for many pre-planning activities, and in terms of its performance ranks as equal to the most sophisticated ones.
However, it is not the same as for the other procedures. In the plan-making process, decision making, and procedures for monitoring
and implementation only the most sophisticated rank as very successful, while the more simple often are of no use. Web GIS, on-line
communities and CMS are the most successful and can practically be applied at any stage as superior tools. Technical requirements
for their use however are quite high, and many countries and communities, for the time being, can hardly afford them.
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Table 2: Applicability

. Planning Decision Implementati L
Pre-Planning Process Making on Monitoring
E-mail °
Website YY) . o0 ° [
Electronic Listserv / Discussion
(1) [ ] [
Group
Web-based Audio/ Video
° °
Conference
Electronic Journal/ Newsletter oo o °
Online Sharing of
Documents/Publications e ° ° ° °
Online Database of Legislation /
. oo . ° ° °
Policy
Web GIS . X1} (XY} oo ece
On-line Planning Studio X1} °
Web Portal/ Electronic Gateway . oo . oo YY)
On-line Communities oo ooe eoo oo °
Content Management System [ (11} eoo (1) oo

Number of dots indicate the level, ranging from applicable (one dot) to very applicable (three dots).

53

Quality of planning

Quality of planning may be assessed against a number of parameters. However, it is a group of basic principles that every good
planning practice relies on, against which the potential of the e-based technologies (instruments) can be evaluated. These parameters

are:

e  Efficiency (performing in the best possible way and least wasteful manner);

e  Effectiveness (capacity for producing a desired result/effect);

e  Collaboration/cooperation (capacity for enabling two or more parties to work together effectively);

e  Transparency
e  Public involvement

e Equity of access

In general, all technologies (instruments) contribute to the quality of planning, and enhance the quality of its performance. Some of
them contribute more though in respect to a particular criterion, or a set of criteria. The general rule observed before - the more
sophisticated instrument the more effective it is, does not apply always and everywhere. For example, a website ranks as good as
some of the most sophisticated ones against the criterion of effectiveness, transparency and to some degree is relevant for public
involvement and the equity of access. The fact that even the simplest technologies (instruments) may substantially improve the
planning practice is an interesting observation, especially with regard to the often heard argument that financial and technical

limitations restrict their use.

The majority of instruments meet the criterion of providing or improving the transparency of the planning process. They may also be
used to enhance collaboration and cooperation among the stakeholders in the planning process in general. Some of the instruments
are likely to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of planning, while quite a number can be employed to support public
involvement and public participation.

Table 3: Quality of Planning

Efficiency

Effectiven-
ess

Collaboration/
cooperation

Transparency

Public
Involvement

Equity of
Access

E-mail

Website

Q]

(O]

Electronic Listserv /
Discussion Group

Web-based Audio/ Video
Conference

Electronic Journal/
Newsletter

Online Sharing of
Documents/Publications

Online Database of
Legislation / Policy

Web GIS

(O]

()

On-line Planning Studio

()

(0

Web Portal/ Electronic
Gateway

()

On-line Communities

(°)

Content Management
System

(e) conditioned
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6 CHALLENGES TO THE ON-LINE OPTION: IMPACTS VS. AFFORDABILITY

The ICT in general, and some of the technologies (instruments) in particular, require a sophisticated environment in order to be
implemented and to work successfully. Some of them can be successful only if a corresponding know-how is secured, or a technical
infrastructure developed. The more complex and sophisticated they are the higher the requirements they impose. Only the simplest
ones may work in the environment that exist today in the majority of countries.

Discussion and literature on the issues of social deficiencies and problems are limited, however, a digital divide has been recognised
and discussed broadly. Recently it was placed on the world agenda: “At first sight, it might appear that new computing and
communication technologies offer tantalising possibilities for transcending traditional social and geographical barriers....the reality
however, is very different and quite alarming; there is growing evidence that the main trends surrounding the application of CIT
support processes and practices that intensify urban polarisation” (GRHS:Habitat+5:2001). The dominant logic of the CIT- based
development supports urban polarisation, and tends to extend the reach of the economically and culturally powerful, thus
contributing to the restructuring of human settlements (Graham, 2001). The uneven effects of such a process advance the idea of the
heterogeneity between privileged and non-privileged territories or social groups (Bakis 1984, Bressand, Distler 1995, Allemand
1996). Therefore, there is a need to include into the course of analysis a number of other issues like accessibility or to address the
question of social justice as well. The e-based option may become effective only under the condition that the majority of the
population have a secured access to it, and the adequate know-how to use it. Only where there is a critical mass of users who already
exists or is likely to emerge, the alternative may become a real option and serve the purpose (Bajic Brkovic, 2001, 2002).

It is necessary therefore to compare the affordability of these technologies (instruments) against the positive and planning related
impacts they produce or are likely to produce. The assessment and comparison presented here present an interesting relationship
between the two. The more affordable technologies at the same time create fewer or less relevant impacts, while the less affordable
apparently are more important from the point of view of the impact creation.

Table 4: Affordability vs. Impacts

Affordability Impact
E-mail o0
Website oco .
Electronic Listserv /
Discussion Group *° °
Web-based Audio/
Video Conference ° °
Electronic Journal/
Newsletter °° °
Electronic Journal/
Newsletter °° °
Online Sharing of
Documents/Publications ° ¢
Online Database of
Legislation / Policy °® ¢
Web GIS ° oo
On-line Planning Studio ° ooe
Web Portal/ Electronic
Gateway ¢ oee
On-line Communities ° oo
Content Management
System ° oo

Number of dots indicate the level, ranging from fair (one dot) to very high (three dots).

This observation raises an important and interesting question on the perspectives of the e-planning option in different countries, in
relation to the level of their development. With no intention to get into discussion on the topic this time, it is worthwhile to mention
the results of of two recently conveyed surveys on the future of the e-support planning, one conducted in the Caribbean region (M.
Frojmovich 2002), and another in Serbia and Montenegro (M. Bajic Brkovic 2003). Although the two entities hardly have anything
in common except that both belong to the developing world, the results obtained are quite similar. In both cases, the e-option exists,
although on a rudimental level only. Both in Serbia and in some countries in the Caribbean, the strategy on e-government has been
already adopted or is on its way. The implementation has hardly if at all started. Not only is there almost no interest among the
professionals to introduce and experiment with a new practice, but the overall attitude is rather skeptical and with a lot of doubting
tones. Affordability is the key issue of concern among the respondents, while the lack of adequate infrastructure, a weak know-how
and a lack of support from the governments, are among the obstacles most often mentioned.

7  CONCLUSION

Would high-tech and high-touch technologies truly replace the traditional way of plan-making and decision making, the way the
professionals work and communicate? Would on-line public participation replace community meetings and public hearings? Would
the decision-making process take place in cyber place, and is the red tape bureaucracy likely to be replaced by a transparent and ever
reaching e-option?
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The ICT has gained the momentum and a digital opportunity has been created. A digital option may provide many advantages, it has
a potential not only to replace the traditional tools but also to substantially improve professional work by creating added value. While
during the first years it was accepted as a medium for communicating and sharing information, today it has moved onto the next
generation transforming into a development supporting tool. The option has been admired particularly for the role it plays in
supporting businesses, locally and internationally, and as a new economic resource in general. As for its social role, the contribution
towards enhancing openness and transparency of local governance, and the development of citizenship and urban democracy, have
been amongst those mostly praised.

Taking the overall performance and the assessment criteria used in the analysis presented here, it is evident that the more
sophisticated technologies (instruments) create the more relevant impacts, while the simple technologies, the so called “soft
instruments” stand important for some aspects of the planning practice. The “soft instruments” may be used to enhance the
transparency and democracy of the planning process, or to support the public involvement. Still, their application is rather limited.
The more sophisticated ones, on the other hand, are opening up new frontiers thus becoming a real guiding force in transforming the
profession.

There are the questioning and doubting tones as well. In addressing the concerns of those who are skeptical, it should be noted that
the e-alternative does not necessarily exist to replace the existing and traditional mechanisms of doing things, but it rather offers a
more efficient alternative and provides options. In fact, the new technologies offer the opportunity, for the first time, for improved
delivery at a reduced cost. Yet, in addressing the pros and cons more attention should be dedicated to the observed challenges, in
order to assess the alternative justly, and in a fair way, and to develop ways and means to overcome the shortcomings.

The decision to go on-line though does not rest with the planners only, for they are but one actor in a digital game. Clearly, countries
that have already gone on-line provide more opportunities and a shift in the profession is already taking place. In many others, the
option either does not yet exist or exists on a rudimentary level and in a very restricted sphere of professional work.

The information and communication technologies and a digital reality in particular are but one segment of the overall reality named
the Information Age. Clearly, there are other processes that are as relevant for the profession as they are. In evaluating a perspective
for further development of the planning profession, these complement processes have to be carefully observed and their impacts
thoughtfully studied.
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