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Foreword

After 30 years of building cities, it is not surprising that Chinese plan-
ners are now asking questions of an evaluative nature. Advancement in ur-
banisation leads to a shift in emphasis from design-and-build development
via the primary land market to redevelopment and control of secondary
land and property markets. This inevitably makes evaluation a much more
complex and intractable task. The challenges arise from the fragmentation
of ownership. With unitary ownership, evaluation of city building is most-
ly ex-ante evaluation: an evaluation at the design stage of how design mat-
ches up to goals. Goals have been relatively simple for Chinese city build-
ers over the last three decades. 1 leave it to Chinese colleagues to say
whether the evaluation processes used for this task, such as design compe-
titions and tendering, have been up to the job. I recently spoke to a senior
planner of an eco-development in a southern Chinese city who asked me
“how do I know if my design optimises land values”. I had four responses
to the question. Firstly, delight to hear a senior practitioner articulating a
planning objective so clearly(it rarely happens in Britain). Secondly, satis-
faction in knowing that colleagues at Cardiff University are working on
models(using an approach we are calling “Spatial Design Economics™) that
can indeed give an answer to the optimisation/evaluation question. Third,
surprise that, given the importance of land lease revenue in driving the
Chinese planning system, this kind of exr-ante evaluation is not routinely
carried out by Chinese planners. Fourthly, admiration that the term op-
timisation rather than maximisation was used — indicating an acknowledg-
ment that land values can be used to measure not only capital and revenue
returns from an urban land conversion project but also to measure the op-
portunity costs of a project’s eco-features. I elaborate the idea of evalua-
ting planning through land prices in my chapter later in this book. For
now what should be said is that evaluating planning in any other way is
fraught with difficulties. That is not to say that it cannot or should not be
attempted. The difficulties include (a) the choice of evaluation criteria
(most evaluations focus on several dimensions); (b) the choice of weights

if a multi-dimensional evaluation is attempted; (c) the choice of measures
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and measuring instruments; (d) the time frame for evaluation; (e) the
spatial unit of analysis; (f) the choice of interests to consider in the evalu-
ation; and () the relationships between evaluation, design modification
and post-construction management.

The contributions in this book provide a wonderfully comprehensive
and challenging review of these and other issues by a star cast of writers.
For many years, Ernest Alexander has been one of the intellectually most
stimulating and intelligent writers in the western literature on these mat-
ters and is the best person I can think of for addressing the questions:
What is successful planning and how can we measure it? And what is plan-
ning-evaluation today and how did it get there? Matthew Carmona is one of
the foremost thinkers in the British school of urban design and his chapter
is nicely juxtaposed with Alexanders’ to contrast the designers’ holistic ap-
proach to evaluation with a more scientific approach, My own chapter mi-
xes the two approaches: holistic and scientific. It does this by a reduction-
ist observation: as urban land markets mature, land values tend to capture
the net effect of planning. Positive and negative externalities from net-
work, green, social and commercial infrastructure and from agglomeration
and land use spillovers tend to be captured in the land market, which can
be thought of as a surrogate market for evaluating many planning out-
comes. Dalia Lichfield’s chapters indicate how the various approaches and
positions discussed in the first four chapters may be developed into practi-
cal approaches and tools. Here we find the wealth of intellectually-driven
practical evaluation work pioneered by Nathaniel Lichfield and his associ-
ates. Alexander rounds off the first part of the book with a reflection on
values and rationality in planning.

The second part of the book is a chance for readers to understand and
reflect upon particular exercises in evaluating planning in the west. Mat-
thew Carmona and Louie Sieh look at performance measurement in English
Planning Authorities—the legal bodies that in British law are endowed
with the right to initiate and control development of land.

Deborah Peel and Greg Lloyd write on the evaluation of two specific
planning policies: Town Centre Management/Business Improvement Dis-
tricts on the one hand; and the development of the UK’s network of mo-
bile telecom infrastructure on the other. These give examples of how eval-
uation in practice is inevitably a compromise that mixes up intuitive judge-

ment, hard metrics and a balancing of different values. Where it is possi-
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ble to agree on a single dimension of performance, such as evaluating a
Business Improvement District policy by the additional private revenue it
brings to neighbourhood public goods investment, then relatively unam-
biguous evaluation can proceed, Evaluating a planning policy for invasive
infrastructure like telecommunication masts involves trading off national
and commercial economic objectives with the multiple objectives of local
communities, This points to one of the conclusions that a book like this
should make: evaluation is most helpful when it is rigorously performed on
a single performance dimension. This suggests that if there are several im-
portant performance dimensions, separate evaluations should be carried
out, Mark Pennington’s chapter is of a somewhat different kind. On the
one hand, his work attempts to evaluate the entire British planning system
on a well defined and more or less single dimensional criteriacost and, by
extension, value for money). On the other hand, what he also exemplifies
is a logical or philosophical evaluation of the planning system. Such an e-
valuation should precede any empirical evaluation but can at times, be of
major value in its own right. This is especially the case in the evaluation of
institutions(laws and procedures)-—especially those as embedded as the
British land use planning system, since institutions have a habit of muta-
ting over time and losing their way.

The British planning system has been so long-lasting and resistant to
fundamental reform precisely because it is so amenable to adaptation. At
various times, it has offered something for everyone. It provides a legal
basis for all of the following and more: (a) detailed control of develop-
ment; (b) sub-national scale multi-sector planning (cross-sector coordina-
tion via physical plans); (c¢) infrastructure planning; (d) the protection of
environmental assets; (e) the preservation of private property values;
(f) the promotion of local economic development; (g) the provision of
subsidised market intelligence to the private development industry;
(h) national and regional planning of housing supply; and(i) internalising
the costs of design within the construction industry. It has thus evolved
incrementally over many decades, growing in size and complexity. Every
so often a radical appraisal of purpose and process, ends and means is es-
sential; and an important part of this kind of systemic evaluation is a set of
thorough critiques from strong theoretical perspectives.

Perhaps, as well as specific evaluation tools, Chinese planning needs

this at the present time to help it navigate its way from an essentially de-
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sign-oriented profession to something that is fit for purpose in a mixed-
market land economy with a growing property-owning middle class.

In the final part of the book, Guoyan Zhou expertly picks up this and
other themes in helping us think through what kinds of evaluation are ap-
propriate for this next exciting phase in the development of Chinese city
planning. All planning students in China should read this book and join
with their teachers, and then their more experienced colleagues when they
move into practice, in writing their own “chapters” about the goals of

planning and the best way to evaluate the achievement of those goals.

Chris Webster

Professor of Urban Planning and Development, Cardiff University
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